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1

“Carlotta, this isn’t your fault.”
Carlotta Wren turned her head to look at Detective Jack Terry, who was dividing his attention between her and Atlanta’s evening rush-hour traffic. They were heading north to Buckhead so Jack could drop her off at Peter Ashford’s home. She was still reeling from watching her good friend Cooper Craft be arrested as The Charmed Killer, a monster who had murdered nine women, leaving a charm in the mouths of his victims as his signature. There was only one problem: Coop wasn’t a serial killer.
“I know it isn’t my fault.” Carlotta dabbed at her wet eyes with the handkerchief Jack had given her. “Because it’s your fault, Jack.”
He frowned. “Mine? How do you figure that?”
“You tipped off the GBI that Coop was coming to see me at Neiman’s.” Carlotta worked at the store as a sales associate, although lately not up to her potential, considering all the…diversions of her life. Missing fugitive parents. A delinquent brother dodging loan sharks. Serving as an on-again, off-again body mover for the county morgue. “Insinuating” herself into police investigations (according to Jack’s partner, Detective Maria Marquez).
Jack’s mouth tightened. “It was better for Coop to be taken into custody sooner rather than later, and in a public place. At least no one was hurt.”
“Jack, you can’t possibly believe that Coop committed those horrific crimes.”
He slammed on the brake to keep from rear-ending the car in front of him. “Damn traffic. Where the hell are all these people going?”
The way Jack deflected her question made her wonder if he thought the GBI had arrested the wrong man. “Jack, answer me.”
His jaw hardened. “It doesn’t matter what I believe. I’m not on the case, remember? But trust me, the GBI wouldn’t have made an arrest without evidence.”
“What kind of evidence?”
“I don’t have specifics.”
“DNA?” she prodded. “The Chief Medical Examiner told me that the state crime lab was supposed to return DNA evidence any day.”
Jack frowned. “Why would Bruce Abrams be talking to you about the case?”
“Because he knows Michael and I are…connected.” Michael Lane, her former coworker, was on the run after committing some pretty heinous acts himself, including trying to kill Carlotta and, after escaping from a hospital mental ward, stalking her. Until Coop’s arrest, Michael had been the primary suspect for The Charmed Killer.
And Michael was still out there somewhere.
“Plus,” she continued, “I played the sympathy card by telling Bruce my father’s name had popped up on a list of potential suspects, thanks to your crackerjack profiler, Detective Marquez.” She gave Jack a wry smile. “I’m sure she’s behind Coop being fingered as The Charmed Killer.”
“Regardless of the outcome, Maria is just doing her job.”
“Do you know, she actually warned me about the men I let into my life? I thought she was talking about you.”
He gave a rueful laugh. “Not bad advice, considering who you’re living with.”
“You were happy when I took Peter up on his offer to stay with him until things settle down.”
“I wouldn’t use the word ‘happy.’ I thought you’d be safe with him. But that was before Ashford bought you that stupid tricycle.”
“It was a scooter, Jack. And it was a thoughtful gesture considering I didn’t have transportation. Now I’m back in the same spot. I don’t suppose you’ve found the person who planted the explosive under my Monte Carlo?”
He frowned. “No.”
“Do you still think it was Michael?”
“Maybe.”
“Who else could it have been?”
Jack shifted in his seat. “Coop.”
Carlotta’s eyes went wide. “Coop? Jack, that’s crazy. Coop would never do something like that. Why would he want to hurt me?”
“When your car blew up in the mall parking lot, you told me the only places it had been parked earlier that day was in your garage at the townhouse and at Coop’s place when you allegedly paid him a—” Jack took his hands off the wheel to draw quotation marks in the air “—visit. I can’t ignore the fact that Coop had a window of opportunity to plant the device.”
“When I allegedly paid Coop a visit?” Carlotta shook her head. “Jack, if you want to know if I slept with Coop, or with Peter for that matter, why don’t you just ask me?”
“Because, as you so often remind me, it’s none of my business.” Then he nodded to her lap. “What’s that you’re holding?”
She glanced down at the mangled piece of paper, feeling sick all over again. Just before his arrest, Coop had brought her the results of the drug test she’d asked him to conduct on a sample of Wesley’s hair. The report stated that her brother tested positive for opiate/Oxycodone, confirming her worst fears. When she’d confronted Wesley about stolen refills of a painkiller and a single tablet of generic OxyContin she’d found on his bathroom floor, he’d told her he’d only taken the drugs temporarily to alleviate the pain he’d experienced from when one of his loan sharks, The Carver, had cut part of his name into Wes’s arm.
But the drug test indicated a more pervasive problem…didn’t it? Coop had said over the phone that he wanted to explain the test results to her in person. But before he’d gotten the chance, the GBI had descended and arrested him.
“It’s nothing,” she murmured, pushing the paper into her purse. If Wesley was caught taking drugs, his probation would be revoked. All this time, she’d been worried about keeping her brother out of jail, and now, inconceivably, Coop was in lockup. “What’s going to happen to Coop?”
Jack sighed. “He’ll be arraigned within a few days.”
“Do you think he’ll get bail?”
“That depends on how good his attorney is, the mood of the judge, and the D.A.”
“Kelvin Lucas?”
“Right. Since this is the biggest case Fulton County has seen in a while and since one of Lucas’s A.D.A.’s was murdered, I’m sure he’ll handle this case himself.”
She touched her throbbing forehead. “I can’t believe this is happening. The idea of Coop being The Charmed Killer is ludicrous.”
Jack clenched his jaw. “Right now, jail is the best place for him to get sobered up and dried out.”
The vision of Coop in a cold, empty cell made her lungs squeeze. He must be feeling dazed and utterly confused. And so alone.
Jack leaned on the car horn, which was ridiculous considering traffic was at a standstill. “This is bullshit.” He reached under the seat and pulled out a siren to set on the dashboard, then switched on the blue light. Begrudgingly, the cars ahead of him eased over to the shoulder to allow him to pass.
“Are you taking advantage of your position as a law enforcement officer to get around traffic?”
“You bet your sweet ass I am.”
He pulled ahead, slowed at a red light, then proceeded through when the coast was clear.
“You’re only making it worse for everyone else.”
“Yeah, well, I’m not feeling too generous today.”
Carlotta observed Jack under her lashes. His rugged features and big body were rarely at ease, but a muscle worked in his jaw, and his grip on the steering wheel was more fierce than necessary. Despite the fact that he’d given Coop up to the GBI, Jack, too, was disturbed about the arrest. But was he disturbed because he’d been duped by someone he considered a friend of sorts, or because he believed Coop was innocent?
But if Jack thought Coop was innocent, why would he give him up? Because he couldn’t resist being part of an investigation he’d been dismissed from?
She knew the detective well enough to know that he wouldn’t tell her what was going on in that thick head of his, not if he thought she might go off on her own tangent. She’d have to finesse information out of him.
“Coop’s fall from grace a few years ago is going to hurt him, isn’t it?”
Jack nodded. “He was drunk when he stopped at the scene of an accident and declared a woman dead when she wasn’t. Frankly, Coop was lucky he was only stripped of his title as Coroner and had his license to practice medicine suspended. The woman barely survived. If she’d died because of Coop’s negligence, he would’ve been looking at serious time. It doesn’t take a psychiatrist to see how something like that could mess with a person’s head.”
“But he seemed to be dealing with everything okay,” Carlotta said. “I didn’t know him when it happened, but Coop seemed at peace with working for his uncle at the funeral home, and moving bodies for the morgue.”
Jack shrugged. “Things change.”
“Not without a reason,” she insisted.
“Everyone has a breaking point,” Jack said. “It doesn’t have to be a major incident.”
She was tempted to let Jack in on what her brother, Wesley, had told her about following Coop to a neurologist’s office, and their concern that Coop was sick. But their suspicions were mere conjecture, and Jack had already betrayed her confidence by informing the GBI when she’d called to let him know that Coop, who had been missing for a day, was on his way to see her at Neiman’s. She wouldn’t be so forthcoming with information the next time.
Jack took a call on his phone and from the one-sided conversation, she gathered he was talking to his partner, Maria, who needed a ride somewhere.
“I’ll be there as soon as I can,” he said, and Carlotta thought she detected a note of intimacy in his voice.
The GBI had kept Maria on The Charmed Killer case, but had removed Jack, partly because of his association with Carlotta, who had been indirectly connected to some of the victims—either as a body mover on the crime scene, or a passing acquaintance. And the last body had been a speed bump for her scooter. She hated that Jack had to maintain his distance from the investigation just because she’d been implicated in the crimes. Now that an arrest in the case had been made, she assumed Jack and his gorgeous partner would be reunited.
Not that she cared if Jack and Marvelous Maria were sleeping together. Okay, maybe she cared a little. Carlotta and Jack had rolled around a few times, but Jack was his own man. And she was supposed to be giving her relationship with Peter a fair chance. She and Jack had agreed to stop falling into bed with each other, yet their lives still intersected enough to keep the temptation alive.
Jack Terry managed to push every emotional button she had—Carlotta alternately hated and desired him, loathed and admired him. Right now, she desperately wanted him to tell her that everything was going to be okay, but she was terrified to ask.
Instead she nursed the ache in her chest and watched out the car window as the houses became increasingly posh until Jack slowed at the entrance of Martinique Estates. He could’ve pulled up and allowed her to punch in Peter’s access code, but Jack preferred to flash his badge at the guard. The long black gates opened and he drove the familiar route through the manicured neighborhood to Peter’s palatial home.
When Jack pulled the sedan into the circular driveway in front of the brick house, Carlotta’s stomach clenched at the thought of going inside. Peter wasn’t a big fan of Coop’s primarily because the man had shown a romantic interest in Carlotta. No doubt Peter would feel vindicated that the good doctor had been so publicly exposed.
Peter opened the door and waved.
Jack grunted.
Carlotta didn’t want to get out of the sedan, but she didn’t have a choice. Wesley hadn’t finished installing a security system in the townhouse, and it wasn’t as if Jack had offered her a place to stay. She supposed she could get a hotel room, but that seemed silly considering Peter had offered her the run of his mansion. Especially since her budget didn’t allow for extended hotel stays.
She couldn’t explain it, but she felt as if she lived in two worlds—in one world was Peter and his home in the suburbs that offered her shelter from the other world of Wesley’s problems, Jack’s issues and Coop’s crises. Peter’s world should be more attractive, but it left her feeling isolated.
“Looks like Ashford’s waiting for you,” Jack said. “The GBI will be in touch. I’m sure they’ll want to question you again.”
“I’m not giving them any ammunition against Coop,” she said.
His expression hardened. “Do yourself a favor, Carlotta, and tell the truth. Coop can fend for himself.”
She frowned. “I guess he’ll have to fend for himself since his friends have turned on him.”
Jack didn’t say anything, just stared ahead.
She wondered again if Jack was simply toeing the company line when it came to fingering Coop as a mass murderer. Carlotta opened the car door, then looked back. “Jack, aren’t you forgetting something?”
“What?”
“My red panties? The ones you stole and said you’d keep until The Charmed Killer was behind bars.”
He was quiet for the longest time, studying her. Then the smallest of smiles curved one corner of his mouth. “If it’s all the same to you, darlin’, I think I’ll hold on to those panties for a while.”
She exhaled. “No problem.”
Carlotta climbed out of the sedan and walked toward Peter’s house, her heart lighter. In a roundabout way, Jack had just told her that he, too, didn’t believe Coop was The Charmed Killer.
Today, that was enough for her.
Tomorrow, she had her work cut out for her. If The Charmed Killer—whether it was Michael Lane or someone else—had involved her in order to frame Coop for the murders, the criminal had messed with the wrong shopgirl.
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“Thanks, guys,” Wesley said, waving from the stoop of the townhouse at the motley crew of loan shark staffers who had helped him install a security system. Mouse, his collections partner now that he was working undercover in The Carver’s organization, had surprised him by offering up the group of “security experts” to expedite the job.
He went back inside and surveyed the damage. The walls were badly pocked and scarred where wires and sensors had been installed. A wireless system would’ve been less invasive, but he knew how easily those systems could be hacked into. Mouse had agreed the old security systems were more reliable, and the man should know. He’d compromised more than one alarm system in the process of collecting on overdue accounts.
Wes sighed. He’d have to patch the walls and paint everything before he and Carlotta moved back in, but she’d been wanting to spruce up the place for a while now anyway. Wesley walked into the kitchen to stare up at the small black device lodged in the wall above the window over the sink that had been exposed during the installation.
A listening device, Mouse had said—a good one. Professional grade. Configured into the wiring of the house for ongoing power. And, according to the manufacturer’s date stamped on the frame, it had been installed about ten years ago.
About the time his father had left town.
Wesley’s heart thudded at the implication. Had his father installed the device so he could listen to conversations between his children over the kitchen table? When Randolph Wren had approached Carlotta at a Florida rest stop a few weeks ago, he’d indicated that he’d been keeping tabs on them…was this how?
Wes wasn’t schooled in listening devices, but he knew enough about basic electronics to understand that most bugs used a radio transmitter. Meaning the person listening in had to be within a certain proximity to pick up sound.
Usually within a few blocks.
Which meant their father could’ve parked nearby, listening to whatever conversation had been going on in the Wren kitchen. If that was the case, then Wesley conceded that Randolph would’ve likely overheard many arguments. Wes had been a pain in the ass to his older sister. Looking back, he was surprised she hadn’t given up on him and shipped him off to foster care. Hell, she’d been a kid herself when their parents had left town.
A sudden headache exploded under his scalp. He needed a hit of Oxy. He groaned at the blinding pain, then felt around the couch until he located his backpack. From a pocket, he pulled out an Oxy tablet and considered swallowing it to allow for a long, slow bleed of sweetness. Instead he decided to chew it, breaking the time-release coating for a blast of euphoria and instant pain relief.
He sat on the couch and leaned his head back, yielding to the floating sensation. His brain worked more slowly under the influence of Oxy, but without the headache, at least he could think.
From Wes’s backpack his cell phone rang, drilling into his buzz. It was the ring of his regular phone, not Mouse calling him about a collections job. He considered letting it go, but after several rings, he pulled out the phone to check the caller ID screen.
Atlanta Police Department.
Crap. Suddenly, he thought of the piece of paper he’d mailed four days ago to the APD with three possible name variations for the identity of the headless body in the morgue. He’d sent the note anonymously, not wanting to be fingered as the guy who’d pulled the teeth out of the severed head (at Mouse’s direction). Was it possible they’d tracked the envelope or its contents back to him?
Then he forced himself to relax. It was probably just Jack Terry calling to hassle him about the undercover work he was doing in The Carver’s organization as part of his plea agreement with the rat bastard D.A., Kelvin Lucas.
He connected the call. “Yeah?”
“Wes?”
Wes frowned at the familiar voice. “Coop?”
“Yeah, it’s me. Did I catch you at a bad time?”
“No.” Other than the fact that he was high as a kite. “What’s up, man?”
“Uh, nothing good, I’m afraid. I need a favor.”
Wes sat up. He didn’t think he and Coop would ever be friends again after Wes had stupidly agreed to aid in the theft of a celebutante’s body they’d been transporting. “Whatever you need, Coop.”
“I’m in a bit of a jam. I’ve been arrested.”
“For drinking?” He’d smelled alcohol on Coop once recently in the morgue lab, and the man’s voice sounded a little slurred now.
“Uh, no. Actually, for murder.”
Wes’s head went back. “What?”
“They think I’m The Charmed Killer.”
Wes gave a little laugh. “You’re punking me.”
“Wish I were. They cuffed me in front of your sister a few minutes ago and hauled me away.”
Wes’s breathing became shallow as he realized Coop was serious. He swallowed nervously. “So what am I, your one phone call?”
“Something like that.” Coop sighed. “Looks like I’m going to need a good lawyer. I thought I might give your attorney a call.”
Wes frowned. “Liz Fischer?”
“She’s a criminal attorney, isn’t she?”
“Yeah.”
“And she knows the D.A.?”
“Yeah. He digs her, I think.” Liz was a looker with long legs and big knockers.
“Can you give me her office number?”
Wes grimaced, remembering Liz had left town. “Coop, man, she’s out of town for a few days.”
“On vacation?”
“I guess.” Actually, when she’d called Wesley, she’d been kind of vague, saying she needed to get away to think. And she hadn’t sounded well. “Let me give her a call on her cell and see what the deal is.”
“Okay. If she’s interested in taking me on, have her call the jail.”
Wes wet his lips. “Uh, Coop?”
“Yeah?”
“You didn’t…you’re not…I mean…did you…do it?”
“What do you think?” Coop asked with a laugh, his words running together. “Tell your sister I’m sorry I embarrassed her at work.”
Wes frowned. Coop was wild for Carlotta, just like Peter Ashford, and Jack Terry were—poor saps. “I will.” When a dial tone sounded in his ear, Wesley slowly disconnected the call. He shook his head to clear it, trying to process what Coop had just told him. The police suspected Coop of killing all those women? Wesley tried the idea on for size, his mind wandering back over all the crime scenes on which he’d been a body mover. No, he couldn’t believe it. Coop would never do something so gruesome. He’d never hurt anybody, much less a woman.
So why would the police arrest Coop if they didn’t have evidence of his guilt?
He turned on the broken television and tuned into CNN Headline News. Sure enough, a “Breaking News” banner scrolled across the screen that a suspect in The Charmed Killer case had been taken into custody. He watched, incredulous, at the footage of a handcuffed Coop being led to a police car. His head was down and the one time he looked at the camera, Coop looked unfocused and disheveled.
Wes punched in Liz’s number and paced in an attempt to walk off some of his buzz, just to cut through the Oxy fog. After a few rings, Liz answered.
“Hello?”
Like Pavlov’s dog, his dick jumped. Liz was a great lay. “Liz, it’s Wes.”
“Hi,” she said, sounding surprised. “I didn’t expect to hear from you.”
“Are you back in town?”
“I’m driving back now. I’d like to see you.”
Inexplicably, the face of Meg Vincent popped into his mind, probably because he’d inadvertently shouted his cock-tease coworker’s name the last time he’d balled Liz…not that Liz had minded. “Uh, sure. Actually, though, I’m calling for a friend of mine.”
“Oh?”
“Do you remember Cooper Craft?”
“The body mover who used to be Coroner?”
“Yeah. He was just arrested and he needs an attorney. He called me and asked about you.”
“I don’t handle DUI’s, Wes.”
“Do you handle murder?”
“Murder?”
“This is nuts, but apparently, they think Coop’s The Charmed Killer.”
Liz was silent for two heartbeats. “When did this happen?”
“Within the hour, I think.”
“Bye, Wes. I’ll be in touch.”
He ended the call and continued watching the news, losing count of the number of times Coop’s name was mentioned. Poor Coop. And Carlotta must be going out of her mind. He picked up the phone and pulled up her number, wondering if he should hold off telling her about the bug he’d found.
As he listened to her phone ring, Wes wiped sweat from his forehead with his sleeve. It would be nice if the Wrens could winnow things down to just one crisis at a time.
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“I always had a bad feeling about Craft,” Peter said.
Carlotta looked up at her first love and former fiancé in dismay. When fugitive Michael Lane had broken into their townhouse and had been living in their parents’ room unbeknownst to her and Wesley, Carlotta had gratefully accepted Peter’s invitation to stay in one of his spare bedrooms while the police processed the town home as a crime scene and Wesley installed a security system. But after only a week and a half, she was starting to rethink her living arrangements. Peter would be happy, she realized, if she gave up her friends, and forgot all about the life and the relationships she’d built after he’d dumped her.
“Peter, Coop isn’t The Charmed Killer. He wouldn’t hurt anyone.”
“Not if he was in his right mind,” Peter said gently. “But people change under the influence of drugs and alcohol. Even nice people can do terrible things. The police must have evidence or they wouldn’t have arrested him.”
“They arrested you for Angela’s murder, and you were innocent,” she reminded him.
“The police had a reason to arrest me—I confessed, remember?”
She bit her lip and softened toward him. “Yes.” He’d confessed to a murder he didn’t commit to prevent his wife’s dirty secrets from being discovered and her reputation tarnished. It was noble of him.
Peter reached for her hand and pulled her against him. “I’m sorry this happened, Carly. I know you were close to Cooper. But I’m glad it’s over.”
“But it’s not over,” she protested.
“You realize, don’t you, that Coop’s arrest gets your dad off the hook?”
Carlotta balked. She’d held off telling Jack or the GBI that Peter had remembered a romantic liaison between her father and one of the victims. Maybe she should’ve come forward.
And sacrificed her father for Coop?
She shook her head. “Coop is innocent, I tell you.”
“Let the police do their job,” he chided against her hair. “Meanwhile, have you given any thought as to when we can take that Vegas vacation I won at the club auction?”
She closed her eyes briefly. “I haven’t. But Jack said the GBI would be wanting to talk to me again. And I’d have to ask my boss about taking time off.”
“With all you’ve been through lately, I don’t think your boss would mind.”
She nodded. “I’m off tomorrow, but I’ll talk to Lindy when I go in Saturday.”
“Good,” he said with a smile. “I think we could both use a break.”
She manufactured a smile in return. “You’re probably right.” Actually, she suspected that Peter was hoping that a change of venue would allow them to consummate their relationship. They had tried on two occasions and both times, Peter had come up a little too quick on the draw. They both agreed they were putting too much pressure on themselves, but Carlotta was admittedly worried that the one aspect of their previous relationship that had been rock solid—the sex—was now such an awkward challenge. Something so natural shouldn’t be so difficult…should it?
From her purse her cell phone rang. Thankful for the distraction, Carlotta pulled away and reached for her bag, half relieved, half panicked to see Wesley’s name appear on the caller ID screen. “It’s Wes. I’ll take this upstairs, then change into something more comfortable.”
Peter nodded. “I’ll get dinner started.”
God help her, she was beginning to hate those words. Carlotta turned toward the stairs and connected the call as she climbed toward the second floor. “Wes?”
“Hi, Sis.”
“I guess you heard about Coop?”
“Yeah, he called me.”
Carlotta gripped the phone. “Is he okay?”
“As good as can be expected, I guess. He wanted to get in touch with Liz Fischer.”
Carlotta frowned. “Liz?”
“He needs an attorney, duh.”
“Yes, well, Liz is certainly all that.” And more, considering Liz had been their father’s mistress, was a booty-call for Jack Terry, and had also bedded Wesley, who was at least twenty years her junior.
“Coop said he was with you when he was arrested?”
Carlotta walked into the spacious suite where she was staying and sat down on the bed. “Uh…yeah. He came to the store to say hello. Jack had told me that Coop had been M.I.A. for a day, so I made the mistake of calling him to let him know Coop was okay. The next thing I knew, the police were everywhere. They handcuffed Coop right in front of me.”
“So Jack gave him up? Asshole.”
Her phone beeped and she glanced at the screen. “Hold on—that’s Hannah on the other line.”
“Okay.”
She clicked over. “Hannah?”
“Jesus Christ, I’m watching the news. Tell me it isn’t true.”
Carlotta sighed. “I’m sorry, but it’s true. I’m heartsick.”
“But Coop isn’t a serial killer! That’s crazy.”
“I agree.” Carlotta hardened her jaw. “So what are we going to do about it?”
“Break him out?”
Carlotta gave a little laugh. “Hang on a minute, will you? Wes is on the other line.”
“Okay.”
Carlotta clicked over. “Wes? Hannah is as upset as we are.”
“I forgot to tell you that Coop said he’s sorry he embarrassed you at work.”
Coop was in jail, but he was worried that he’d embarrassed her. Carlotta blinked back sudden tears, then took a deep breath. “I think we need to do something.”
“Like what?”
“Prove Coop innocent.”
“I’m in,” Wes said.
“Can we get together tomorrow?”
“I could do one o’clock.”
“Where?”
“How about the townhouse? I’ll show you the new security system.”
“Great. Hang on. Let me talk to Hannah.”
“Okay.”
Carlotta clicked over. “Hannah? Wes and I are going to prove Coop’s innocence. Do you want in?”
“Abso-fucking-lutely.”
“Pow-wow at the townhouse tomorrow at one o’clock.”
“I’ll be there. Can I bring Chance?”
Carlotta rolled her eyes. Chance Hollander was Wes’s partying, trust-fund, pornographic, drug-dealing, slob of a friend. And apparently Hannah had grown a soft spot for him and his gigantic shlong. “Only if you keep him on a leash.”
“See you then.”
Carlotta ended the call, then clicked back to Wesley. “We’re all meeting there tomorrow.”
“Okay, see ya. Night, Sis.”
“Good night.” She disconnected the call, and exhaled. She’d confront Wesley with the results of the drug test another time.
Carlotta sighed. It would be nice if the Wrens could taper things down to one crisis at a time.
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The next morning, Wesley approached the metal detector in the government building where he worked for Atlanta Systems Services—ASS for short—his body screaming for a hit of Oxy. A war raged in his head, his hands shook as if he had palsy, and his nerve-endings fired at will. It had taken him twice as long to ride to work because he’d had to concentrate to keep from swerving his bicycle into traffic. He was hoping the worst of the pain would be over before he clocked in, but it seemed to be escalating. He used his sleeve to wipe the perspiration from his forehead.
Yesterday his coworker Meg Vincent had nailed him for using his community service job as a cover for tapping the city’s legal databases to gather information on his dad’s case. When he’d left at noon, she hadn’t decided whether or not to turn him in. Considering that he’d left her high and dry at a hoity-toity reception with her parents earlier in the week, he wouldn’t blame her if she did. Meg’s father, a renowned geneticist, had hired a P.I. to tail Wesley, presumably to uncover enough dirt on him to keep Wes away from his precious daughter. According to Dr. Vincent, the only reason Meg had invited Wesley to the reception was to make her father crazy. Too late, Wesley realized Dr. Vincent had probably just been taunting him, hoping he’d react exactly the way he had. When he’d tried to apologize to Meg for leaving the reception, she’d cut him off with her revelation that she knew what he was doing at ASS. So, after pissing her off, his balls were now in her hands.
Wesley thought it would be better not to be high in case the police were waiting for him at the ASS office to toss him in the clink for abusing his community service job and violating probation. But with a vise tightening around his temples, he was rethinking that thought.
“You okay?” a security guard asked as he walked up to the detector.
“Hungover,” Wes said, trying to look sheepish instead of like a domestic terrorist.
The guard grinned. “Been there. Eat a banana, man—always helps me.”
Wesley nodded his thanks, then stepped through the detector and retrieved his backpack from the scanner belt.
To delay his arrival as long as possible, he took the elevator to the top of the building, then rode back down to the seventh floor. When the doors opened, he looked out expectantly. When he didn’t see any police uniforms or his boss Richard McCormick standing there ready to call him on the carpet, he stepped off and strolled toward his assigned work area.
Meg Vincent was already sitting at the four-plex workstation they shared with Ravi Chopra and Jeff Spooner, but she didn’t even glance Wes’s way when he dropped into his chair. He sat there for a few minutes, listening to himself breathe, waiting like a peasant for Her Highness to acknowledge him.
His head was a metal bucket full of rocks. It hurt to blink. Through the haze of pain, though, he perceived that she was wearing snug black pants and a pale green blouse that was done up one button too high for him to appreciate it. A flowered headband held her dark blond hair away from her face. The purple smudges under her eyes made them look even greener, but he was relatively sure whatever sleep she’d lost hadn’t been over him.
She sighed in his direction. “You’re high.”
He licked his dry lips. “I wish.” His voice reverberated like a jackhammer in his head.
Meg twirled a mechanical pencil between her fingers. “What’s stopping you? I’m sure you have a stash of pills in your backpack.”
He did, inside a hollow ink pen to thwart a search in case he was shaken down. “Have you told McCormick about the test data?”
“Not yet. If I told him, he’d fire you, you know.”
He nodded, even though it hurt like hell. “And my probation would be revoked.”
“You’d go back to jail?”
“Yeah.”
Ravi and Jeff walked up, arguing good-naturedly about an episode of Star Wars: The Clone Wars. Ravi was of Far Eastern descent. Jeff, on the other hand, was from a galaxy far, far away. The guys stopped and looked back and forth between Wes and Meg.
“Somebody die?” Jeff asked.
“You,” Meg warned, “unless you give us a few minutes of privacy.”
“Uh, sure,” Jeff said nervously. The sloppy geek was head over heels in love with Meg. “We’ll get some breakfast out of the vending machine. Come on, Ravi.”
Ravi was a germ-a-phobe who wouldn’t touch the buttons on the vending machines without wearing his latex gloves. Ravi looked panicked, but he, too, did pretty much everything Meg told him to do. The two of them headed down the hall in the opposite direction. Meg waited until they were out of earshot before turning back to Wes.
“So what’s the deal with your parents?”
He swallowed. Talking about his parents always made him nervous and defensive. “What do you mean?”
“I mean, did they just up and abandon you and your sister?”
“They left me in my sister’s care,” he corrected, “because my dad had to leave town.”
“Because it was either leave town or stand trial?”
“Yeah,” he mumbled, trying to tamp down his irritation that she was judging Randolph without knowing what had happened. “But he’s innocent of the accusations.”
“So why not stay and defend himself?”
The sixty-four thousand dollar question. The question that his sister had asked so often over the years. The question that niggled the back of his own mind. “I guess he had his reasons.”
Her mouth flattened. “And your mom? She had her reasons for leaving her kids?”
Wes had met Meg’s mother at the reception that he’d ducked out of. Mrs. Vincent had been a warm, caring person who obviously adored her daughter and husband. Wesley had blushed under the woman’s welcome, and had fought the urge to stay and soak up her attention. It was apparent Dr. Vincent hadn’t shared Wesley’s shady background with Mrs. Vincent. Just as it was apparent Meg couldn’t comprehend her mother leaving her.
“She knew my sister would take good care of me,” Wes said.
“How old were you?”
He squinted. “Nine, I think.”
Sympathy clouded her eyes. Normally her reaction would’ve irked him, but at the moment, he needed her on his side.
“That must’ve been tough on you and your sister,” she offered.
He shrugged. “I’m sure it’s been tough on my parents, too.”
“So you haven’t seen them since they left?”
He shook his head, unleashing an earthquake. He sucked air through his teeth against the sharp pain.
“And the charges against your father still stand?”
He nodded with as little movement as possible.
“So they’re fugitives?”
“You could say that,” he conceded. “But I think they’ll come home soon.”
She frowned. “Why would you think that?”
His mind slogged away. He debated telling her that his father had been in touch with Carlotta recently. But he’d already told his attorney Liz, and regretted it.
“I don’t want to get you involved,” he said, trying to sound as mysterious as possible.
Her eyebrows shot up. “You’re protecting me?”
“Yeah. The less you know, the better.”
She sat back and crossed her arms. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t tell McCormick that you’re here simply to dig into your dad’s case.”
He shrugged. “It’s more interesting if I’m around?”
She made a face. “More dangerous maybe.”
Even though the muscles in his face ached, he grinned. “Same thing.”
As he waited for her reaction, sweat dripped down his back. He couldn’t read Meg at all. She was smarter than anyone his age he’d ever met, let alone a girl. Top that with the fact that she had a killer body and was as cool as hell, and he was pretty damn fascinated by her. She’d once announced that he could be her boyfriend if only he’d “straighten up,” which left him feeling alternately irritated and turned on.
Meg held up the AJC, which heralded THE CHARMED KILLER CAPTURED? “Isn’t this Cooper Craft the guy you worked for?”
He set his jaw. “Yeah.”
One eyebrow arched. “You were apprenticing with The Charmed Killer?”
“He’s innocent. No way Coop did those things.”
“Really. And you think your dad is innocent, too?”
“That’s right.”
She dropped the newspaper and studied him. “You’re either the most brilliant guy in the room or the worst judge of character ever.”
He shrugged. “Maybe.”
“What about your sister?”
“She doesn’t believe Coop is guilty, either.”
“No, I mean, what does she think about your father?”
“She’s willing to give him the benefit of the doubt.”
Meg drummed her fingers on the desk, and the rhythmic movement sent thunder rolling through his head. Just when he was on the verge of screaming, she stopped.
“And you think the records in the courthouse database might shed some light on your father’s case?”
He shrugged. “I don’t know. I thought it was worth a try to find out.”
“Isn’t the police record public?”
“Just the arrest report. I’m hoping to find the transcript of the grand jury.”
She began drumming her fingers again.
He reached across and covered her hand with his. “Please don’t do that.”
Beneath his hand, her fingers were cool and baby soft. The Oxy magnified the sensation of her skin against his—it was electric and left him with images of her touching him elsewhere.
Meg yanked her hand out from under his as if he’d burned her. She looked flustered, then her gaze hardened. “Let me get this straight. You hacked into the city computer system and risked going to jail to help the man who abandoned you?”
It occurred to him that she might be wired—not out of the question since her father had hired a P.I. to follow him—so he decided not to say anything. Instead he nodded.
She chewed the side of her mouth and was quiet for so long, he was sure she was going to turn him over to McCormick. “I’ll make you a deal,” she said finally.
Warning flags rose in his mind. “What kind of deal?”
“I won’t turn you in…if you’ll let me help you sift through your father’s records.”
Wes squinted. “Why would you do that?”
Her expression was haughty. “You’re not really in a position to ask, are you?”
“No,” he mumbled in agreement, relieved, but still wary. Because of all positions he’d imagined himself in with Meg, this wasn’t even in the top five.
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“I’d like to see Cooper Craft, please.” Carlotta’s grip on her shoulder bag was slippery—she was a nervous wreck at the prospect of facing Coop, but she’d barely slept last night from worrying over him. She desperately needed to make sure he was okay.
The lady officer behind the counter at the Atlanta City Detention Center leaned forward and eyed her suspiciously, as if she might be hiding a metal file in her slingbacks. “Are you his attorney?”
While the idea of impersonating Liz Fischer gave her a little thrill, she decided it would be too easy to check. “No.”
“Reporter?”
“Definitely not.”
“If you’re some kind of serial-killer groupie, you’re wasting your time.” The officer’s eyes narrowed. “I’ve heard about kooks like you.”
“I’m not a groupie. My name is Carlotta Wren. Brooklyn at the midtown precinct can vouch for me.”
“Yeah, I know Brook,” the woman conceded with a wary nod. “But that ain’t gonna get you a free pass into my jail.”
Carlotta realized she would have to change tactics to get past the cranky gatekeeper. She glanced at the officer’s name badge and offered her a sad smile. “Officer McHenry, is it?”
“Uh-hm.”
“Officer McHenry, surely there must be some way for me to see Coop.”
“No can do. In case you haven’t read the papers, sweetie, this is a high-profile case. Technically, he’s not supposed to see anyone except his lawyer and immediate family. So unless you’re his sister, you ain’t getting in.”
Carlotta angled her head. “What if I’m his girlfriend?”
“Uh-uh.”
“Fiancée?” she asked hopefully.
The woman’s eyes widened. “You’re engaged to this guy?”
Beneath the ledge of the counter Carlotta discreetly moved a costume jewelry butterfly band to her left ring finger, then lifted her hand in reply. “I just need fifteen minutes.”
“I don’t think—”
“Ten minutes?” She worked up some tears to seal the deal. It wasn’t hard because she was starting to feel panicky about not seeing Coop. She couldn’t bear him thinking that she’d set him up to be arrested. “Just long enough to break it off. Surely you can understand.”
The woman crossed her arms and nodded. “Girl, you gotta get out of that mess, for sure.”
Carlotta sagged in relief. “I knew you’d understand.”
“Course, he’ll have to agree to see you,” Officer McHenry said, picking up the phone. “Give me your name again.”
She told the woman, then chewed on a ragged thumbnail. Would Coop blow her cover and refuse to see her?
The woman talked to someone in low tones and was on hold for several long minutes. Finally, she replaced the receiver and tapped on a keyboard before pushing it toward Carlotta.
“Sign the computer log,” she said. “I’ll need your purse, and I have to search you.”
The officer had typed Coop’s name in the Inmate column. In the Visitor column, Carlotta typed in her own. Under “Relationship to Inmate” she hesitated, but with Officer McHenry watching, she slowly typed in F-I-A-N-C-É-E. If Peter knew she was pretending to be engaged to Coop, he’d have a stroke.
The officer waved Carlotta around to a door that she held open. When Carlotta walked through, the woman said, “I have to warn you—your man’s in a bad way.”
Her heart skipped a beat. “What do you mean?”
McHenry took her purse and set it aside, then began to methodically pat her down. “He’s a drinker, right?”
“He’s had some issues with alcohol,” Carlotta hedged.
“Well, there’s no alcohol here,” the cop said pointedly. “Take off your shoes.”
She stepped out of the slingbacks. So Coop was going through withdrawal. Jack had commented that at least in jail Coop could dry out.
“Nice shoes,” the officer said, setting them back down for Carlotta to step into.
“Thanks. I work at Neiman’s at Lenox. Come by sometime and I’ll give you my friends-and-family discount.”
McHenry brightened. “Oh, you’re the one who hooked Brooklyn up with a coupon.”
Carlotta smiled. “That’s me.”
The officer, now in a better humor, handed Carlotta off to another uniform, and as she was led through a series of doors and hallways, she was passed to a pair of guards. Her pulse ratcheted higher as her heels clacked, echoing on the tile floor. They delivered her to a small room with four partitioned booths that faced a glass wall. Carlotta had to suppress her dismay. She’d expected to be in the same room with Coop when she talked to him.
Another visitor—an older woman—was talking to an inmate on the other side of the glass.
“You can take the booth on the far end,” a guard said, nodding.
Carlotta swallowed hard and moved woodenly to a metal folding chair in front of a grubby wooden ledge scarred with letters and names. She lowered herself to the cold, hard surface of the chair. The guard stepped out of the room and the steel door closed with a clang. The scene was surreal, like something in a movie. At the sight of Coop dressed in a gray jumpsuit and being led in shackles and handcuffs to a chair on the other side of the glass, she grew light-headed. Starbursts flashed behind her eyes as she blinked back tears.
He looked pale and gaunt, his eyes behind his glasses dark and sunken. He seemed lethargic as he held up his hands for a guard to unlock the cuffs, but he managed a small smile when he turned toward her and sat down. He gave her a small wave, then reached for the phone with a shaky hand.
Moving in slow motion, she did the same, wracked with anguish over what he must be going through.
“Hi,” he said into the phone.
It was strange to watch someone talk and hear it through the earpiece. “Hi,” she returned with a croak. “How are you?”
A light came into his eyes. “Engaged, apparently.”
She smiled sheepishly, her cheeks warming. “I had to fib or they wouldn’t let me see you.”
“I don’t mind,” he murmured, then nodded to the butterfly ring on her left hand. “But that’s a pretty sad engagement ring I bought you.”
“I had to improvise.”
“I’m just glad Peter hasn’t convinced you to wear his ring.”
Carlotta bit her lip. “You have bigger things to worry about, Coop.”
He sighed and averted his glance. “So it seems.”
“I’m so sorry.”
He frowned. “About what?”
“Jack told me you were M.I.A. So when you called and said you were coming by the store with Wesley’s drug test results, I called Jack to let him know you weren’t missing after all. I didn’t mean to set you up.”
He looked at her with quiet, hooded eyes. She could tell he didn’t know whether to believe her. “What’s done is done.”
“Coop,” she said earnestly, “where is your fight?”
“I’m tired,” he said quietly.
“You’re sick. You’re going through withdrawal from the alcohol. You’ll feel better soon.”
He nodded, but without conviction.
Fear squeezed her heart. “Coop, you’d tell me if something else was wrong, something more…serious?”
“There’s no need to worry, Carlotta.”
She wet her lips. “Coop, Wesley saw you at the hospital and he followed you—”
“Stop,” he cut in, his jaw hardening. “Don’t say another word. Whatever Wesley saw or thought he saw, it has nothing to do with this, understand?”
She nodded, aware that she had hit a nerve. Afraid that Coop would abruptly end their conversation, she changed tack. “Your arraignment is Monday?”
“That’s what my lawyer tells me.”
“I hear Liz Fischer is representing you.”
“At least in the arraignment. Then we’ll see.”
She didn’t even want to think about the case going to trial. “Liz will take care of you,” she said, trying not to let her disapproval of the woman show. “Besides, anything could happen over the weekend. Michael Lane might be taken into custody. Or—” She sighed. “I hate to say this, but The Charmed Killer could strike again and at least everyone will know you’re innocent.”
He blinked slowly. “I’m prepared for things to run their course.”
Carlotta bit her cheek in frustration. Even though she knew in her heart that Coop wasn’t The Charmed Killer, she ached for his reassurance. Then there was the matter of what he’d said to her just before he was arrested. He said he’d done something terrible, that he’d killed someone. But he’d been drinking, and at the time when she’d pressed him, he’d brushed it off as a bad joke.
She held her tongue now only because she worried their conversation might not be private, and that Coop was still too foggy to express himself clearly. She didn’t want to be responsible for him saying something to further incriminate himself.
“How are you?” he asked.
“Worried sick about you.”
His mouth twitched. “Still living with Peter?”
“Staying with him, yes.”
“I’m glad you’re safe. Did you talk to Wesley about the drug test results?”
“Not yet. I’m waiting for the right time.”
“Don’t put it off too long.”
“I won’t.” Carlotta wet her lips, then put her hand on the window. “Coop, I’m afraid for you.”
He lifted his large hand to mirror hers against the glass. “Don’t be. Everything will work out, you’ll see.”
She felt the heat from his skin through the cool glass. Memories of their weekend in Florida came flooding back to her. They had been the victims of bad timing and if she could go back…
Tears clogged her throat. “We want to help, me and Hannah and Wes. Tell me what we can do.”
He gave her a wry smile. “Water my plants?”
“I’m serious, Coop.”
“You can’t help me, Carlotta. This was bound to happen, one way or another.”
Her mouth parted in confusion, but before she could ask him to explain, the door opened and a guard stepped into the room. “Time’s up.”
Carlotta’s throat convulsed. “I probably won’t be able to talk my way in again. I told the woman at the front desk I had to see you so I could break our engagement.”
He gave a little laugh. “Well, it was fun while it lasted.”
A tear slid down her cheek. “Coop, I…” She didn’t know what to say. She wasn’t in a position to make promises, and she was acutely aware of how the situation might distort emotions.
“Hey, how about a smile before you leave to get me through?” Coop asked.
She inhaled deeply, then gave him the best grin she could manage.
“That’s better,” he said.
“Call me if you need anything at all.”
“Thanks for coming,” he said, then returned the receiver to the cradle.
Realizing that he hadn’t responded to her offer of help, she hung up the phone on her side and watched with growing panic as he was handcuffed and led away. The shuffling of his shackled feet sickened her. She choked back a sob.
“Ma’am, are you okay?” the guard asked kindly.
She covered her mouth and nodded, then followed the man blindly back to the lobby area where she retrieved her purse. When she emerged, she looked up and nearly swallowed her tongue.
Jack Terry was standing in the lobby, leaning on the counter talking to Officer McHenry.
He, on the other hand, did not seem surprised to see her. He straightened and crossed his arms. “Officer McHenry, is this the fiancée?”
The woman looked at Carlotta. “Sorry, girl. Detective Terry from the midtown precinct is set up to receive a text when Craft receives visitors.”
“Ms. Wren and I are acquainted,” Jack said dryly. “Carlotta, can I have a word with you?”
“Actually, I’m in a hurry,” she said, moving toward the door.
“Actually, that wasn’t a question,” Jack said, walking up next to her. He grasped her elbow and ushered her outside.
“Jack, you’re manhandling me!”
“You’re lucky I don’t shoot you,” he said in a lethal tone, shepherding her to his sedan sitting at the end of the walk. “I told you to stay out of this.”
Detective Maria Marquez stood next to the car, every inch of her tall, curvy frame oozing authority and sexuality. With luxurious hair the color of caramels, luminous skin the color of toffee, and enormous almond-shaped eyes, the woman looked utterly edible. Carlotta slid Jack a sideways glance, wondering if he’d taken a nibble yet. He was a red-blooded male, and Maria had intimated to Carlotta that she was attracted to Jack, although she wasn’t looking for a liaison with a coworker. Carlotta wondered, though, if Maria was skittish for other reasons. Once she had overheard Maria on the phone talking to someone in an angry tone, asking them not to call her again. Maria had moved to Atlanta from Chicago “for a change” she’d said. She was a profiler for the Atlanta Police Department and had been assisting the GBI in the investigation of The Charmed Killer while Jack had been banished because of his relationship to Carlotta and her family.
Carlotta was sure that Maria’s profiling had led to Coop’s arrest. She frowned at the woman, but Maria seemed amused to see her. “In trouble again, Carlotta?”
It didn’t help that the woman’s melodic voice was like a snake charmer’s flute.
Carlotta yanked her arm out of Jack’s grasp. “I have a right to see Coop!”
A couple of passersby looked their way.
Jack glowered at Carlotta. “How about we not do this in public? What are you driving these days? Did Ashford buy you a pink Lamborghini?”
She rolled her eyes. “No. I’m getting a rental this evening. Peter dropped me off at MARTA and I rode to Underground, then walked here.”
“Which means you didn’t tell him where you were headed.”
She pressed her lips together.
Jack sighed. “Well, at least I’m not the only person you lie to.”
“I didn’t lie. If Peter had asked me if I was headed to the city detention, I would’ve said yes.” Probably.
“Get in the car,” Jack said. “We’ll take you to work.”
“I’m going by the townhouse first.”
“Why?”
“If you must know, Wesley wants to show me the new security system.”
“Okay, we’ll take you there.”
She climbed into the back of the sedan, feeling morose. When Jack and Maria assumed their positions in the front, Carlotta crossed her arms. “Why are you so angry that I came to see Coop?”
Jack turned around in his seat. “Did you and Coop get engaged and not tell anyone?”
“No,” she mumbled.
“Then you lied your way in to see him. How do you think that’s going to look to the GBI?”
“I don’t care.”
Maria turned around. “Carlotta, if you care about Cooper, you’ll listen to Jack. Stay out of this investigation.”
Carlotta’s acidic retort was cut short by a pointed look from Jack. Instead she sat back in a huff, stewing.
After they’d ridden in silence for a few minutes, Jack made eye contact through the rearview mirror. “So…how did Coop look to you?” he asked quietly.
Carlotta hardened her jaw. “Not good.”
She averted her gaze and was quiet for the remainder of the ride. Jack and Maria talked in low tones, their heads and bodies leaning in. At one point Maria reached over to pick lint off Jack’s jacket—the man had certainly started dressing better since Maria had been assigned as his partner. And he didn’t seem to mind the extra attention. In fact, Carlotta had to tap his shoulder after he missed the turn to the townhouse she shared with Wesley.
“Sorry,” Jack offered. “I just assumed my car knew the way since it’s been to your house so many times on distress calls.”
“Very funny.” But it was true. Since she’d first met Jack when he’d arrested Wesley for hacking into the city computer, their lives had crossed and folded back onto each other’s several times.
He pulled into the driveway behind Hannah’s van. Wesley’s bicycle sat nearby, and Chance’s BMW.
“You having a party?” Jack asked.
“Yes. And you’re not invited.” She unbuckled the seat belt and reached for the door handle. “Thanks for the ride.”
“Carlotta.”
She stopped and looked back to see Jack’s meaty finger wagging at her. “Stay away from this investigation. Let the professionals handle it.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said, feigning ignorance.
“I mean it, Carlotta. Behave.”
“Why, Jack, I’m a Southern lady. Of course I’ll behave. Toodles.”
The sound of his snort resounded in her ears as she swung out of the car and slammed the door.
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