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About This Book


Nothing is what it seems … ever …

Nelson’s early morning meeting at the docks with Elizabeth Etchings offers only bad news. Her brother—and Nelson’s old friend—has gone missing on his days off while his ship was docked in Ensenada. A trip to where he’d last been seen shows the local color … and reveals Nelson’s friend has gotten into bigger trouble than anyone could imagine.

Elizabeth might have had a hand in now sending two men to Baja to look for her brother, but she will not stay behind. Her brother is in danger … and he’s the only family she has left.

It doesn’t take long for Nelson to realize that Elizabeth has caught the eye of someone who rules that corner of the world. She’s now in jeopardy too—possibly more than her brother. Keeping her safe moves up Nelson’s priority list.

Until both issues merge, and everything goes south …

Sign up to be notified of all Dale’s releases here!




COMPLIMENTARY DOWNLOAD


DOWNLOAD a complimentary copy of TUESDAY’S CHILD? Just tell me where to send it!

[image: Complimentary Download]




Prologue
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Nelson Brown sat on Laysa’s living room couch the next morning. He folded up the blanket and set the pillow on top. He and Taylor were leaving the UK and heading back to the States today. Kanen was taking a few days and staying behind with her. Nelson wasn’t exactly sure what Kanen and Laysa planned to do long-term, but they were committed to each other, and she was happy to leave behind her apartment in England with the good and bad memories she had there.

Everything in the storage locker she’d owned with her late husband was lost in the fire. However, their apartment was still full of stuff and had to be dealt with. Whether she and Kanen rented it out, which wasn’t a bad idea, or sold it, it would still take some time to decide what to leave behind, like for a furnished apartment to rent, what to give away and what she wanted to take with her. Nelson figured in another few days that Kanen and Laysa would arrange for her remaining belongings to be shipped over stateside as they flew back to California together.

Taylor was making coffee. They’d already booked flights for eleven o’clock this morning, heading back to their regular jobs.

Then Nelson and Taylor were scheduled for training—training they were anxious to get to, into an area where torpedoes were made. It was more of an information session, but it fascinated Nelson. He wanted to see how the bombs themselves were made. There was a lot of science and engineering that went into them.

Taylor came toward him, holding up his phone. “Hey, apparently we’ve got some officer training at the same time.”


Nelson wrinkled up his face. “Great. That may not be fun.”

“A couple engineers are coming as well. They’ll be on staff, working on the deployment of these new torpedoes. They’re integrating a new chute system into the battleships.”

Nelson nodded. “Well, that part at least makes sense.”

“Yeah. Remember that woman who gave the lecture we went to? She was talking about how maintenance was so important on these chutes, and you got mad at her because you felt she was implying the navy wasn’t doing its job?”

Nelson frowned. He shook his head. “Sort of. She was being kind of arrogant, right?”

Taylor nodded. “She was, indeed. But she’ll also be part of this torpedo operations tour that’s happening in Coronado Bay.”

“Where’s the tour?”

“On the USS Independence. It would be good to go to the manufacturing plant, but that’s not happening. At least we’ll see these new torpedoes on the ship. She’ll be there to show us how they are different.”

Nelson shrugged. “What difference does it make? They’ll still have a certain payload. They’ll still have an automatic delivery system. I doubt anything’s changed that we’d have to retrofit the battleships.”

“Apparently, something is different about these.” Taylor smiled. “As one of the engineers working on the project, she’s a keynote speaker.”

“It doesn’t matter to me,” Nelson said. “I barely know the woman.”

“That’s good, but apparently she knows you.”

Nelson looked up and frowned. “What are you talking about?”

“I just got a text from Mason. Let me read it to you.” He flicked through the texts on his phone, stopped and said, “Make sure Nelson comes back with you. The engineer wants to speak with him specifically before the tour starts.” Taylor looked up at him. “Does that mean anything to you?”

Nelson shook his head. “No. I don’t know the woman. What the hell does she want with me?” Just then his own phone buzzed with a text from Mason.

Meeting one hour in advance of tour tomorrow morning, 0800 on shore. At the dock.

Nelson texted back. What’s this all about?

Engineer wants to talk to you.

About what? he asked.

Mason wrote No clue. But she mentioned you specifically.

I don’t even know the woman.

Maybe but she knows you. Be there, 0800 sharp.

Nelson tossed the phone on the coffee table and snorted. “Who the hell is this woman? And why the hell does she give a damn about me?”

Taylor brought over two cups of coffee. “I guess you’ll find out tomorrow morning, won’t you?”

Nelson just stared at him, disgruntled. “Maybe. That’s if I show up.”

But that was only Nelson’s bravado speaking. When the navy called, he stepped up each and every time. But it sure didn’t stop him from wondering who the hell this woman was and what she wanted with him.




Chapter 1
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Nelson arrived at the docks the next morning in good spirits. He hadn’t given much thought to the appointment before his training until breakfast, when he realized he really had no clue what was going on. He wasn’t sure who else would be at this morning’s meeting, but he hoped it was somebody he might know. For all he knew, this was a case of mistaken identity. He barely knew the woman who had requested this meeting.

As he walked down the long pier, a small group of people waited for him. Nelson recognized Mason’s aide but not the other seaman. Only one woman was with them. That must be the engineer. He checked his watch and frowned. As he approached Mason, he smiled and said, “I’m not late.”

Mason’s stern face nodded. “No, you’re not. You’re fine.”

As Mason spoke, Nelson checked out the woman who supposedly knew him. He had met her at a lecture, as Taylor had reminded him. But that was a while back. He reached out a hand to shake hers, smiling. “Nelson Brown, at your service, ma’am.”

One eyebrow raised at the ma’am part.

He might have done it just to piss her off. He didn’t know. He’d been in an off mood all morning. Nothing like having something like this coming down with no one giving him any heads-up as to what was going on. From the stiff demeaner of those around him, it was obviously serious.

“I’m Elizabeth Etchings.” She eyed him coolly. “I believe you know my brother.”

It was his turn to raise an eyebrow. “I’m not sure I do. What’s his name?”

“Chris,” she said. “Chris Etchings.”

He frowned as he thought about it, then shook his head. “I’m not sure. That name doesn’t ring a bell.”

She sighed. “You probably know him as Skunk.”

Nelson’s face broke into a wide grin. “Absolutely. I know Skunk.” He chuckled. “I’m not sure I ever knew his real name though.”

“I know,” she said. “How sad is that? Hardly a nickname to go through life with.”

“And how is Skunk?”

“He’s missing,” she said abruptly. “That’s why I asked to speak to you this morning.”

“What? How long has he been missing? Have you contacted the police?”

“He joined the navy,” she said, “which means NCIS is involved. But honestly, they haven’t found anything.”

He nodded slowly. “But you’re still not telling me anything. When did Skunk go missing and where?”

“He was last seen docked in Ensenada, in Baja, California.”

“Well, if a seaman’s got shore leave, Ensenada makes for a nice tourist spot, a place to play …” But, under these circumstances, with Skunk missing from his ship, other elements came into play. And, like any seaport, there could be the darker elements involved. Drugs came immediately to mind. But Skunk wasn’t into drugs. And the navy had never been Skunk’s dream. “Why the navy?”

She frowned at him. “He was never happier than when he made it into the navy.”

“I haven’t seen him in a few years,” Nelson said. “But I doubt he’s changed that much. As I remember, the navy was something he fought against.”

“He fought against our father,” she said wearily. “And essentially, for Chris, that means the same thing. But the bottom line is, he’s been in the navy for a couple years now. He had days off and was due back on board four days later. He was reported missing twenty-four hours thereafter.”

“What does this have to do with me?”

“NCIS traced his number and have a list of his calls,” she said. “They read some of it to me but wouldn’t send me a copy of it. But you were on that list. You were the last number he used. Since then it’s not been used again.”

Nelson understood the gravity of the situation. Mason shot him a look, basically asking if he had an explanation. Straightening, Nelson gave a tiny imperceptible shake of his head. He had no clue what was going on. “He may have tried to contact me,” Nelson said, “but I didn’t talk to him.” He pulled out his cell phone. “Do we know when he tried to contact me?”

“Seven days ago,” Elizabeth said. “Friday night at 9:05 p.m.”

Nelson handed his phone to Mason. “You check.”

Mason checked through the messages. “There are no phone messages.”

“No, he sent a text,” she said.

Mason flicked through and said, “There’s nothing here from anyone under either name.”

“What about at the specific time frame?” she asked.

Mason slowed as he got to that particular time, went through the text messages once more, finding a lot of them, and looked over at Nelson with a smirk.

Nelson shrugged. “Hey, we had a party. What can I say? There was a lot of wild chatter back and forth.”

“Was that at Dane’s place?”

Nelson nodded. “He got engaged. Remember? That party was quite something.” He gave half a smile to the woman who stood watching him. “Sorry, but one of our friends was recently engaged, so that weekend we had a pretty wild time of it.”

“And that’s likely when the text went through,” she said.

He nodded. “Honestly, we had a good twenty or thirty texts bouncing back and forth as we collectively gave Dane hell. I might have missed Skunk’s message.”

Mason checked through the texts and held up Nelson’s phone with one pulled up so Elizabeth could see. “There’s one here from an unknown party.” Then he showed it to Nelson.

He frowned. “I might have seen that but didn’t know who it was from. I likely just ignored it.”

“What if it was from Skunk?” Elizabeth held out her hand. “May I see the text again?”

Mason held it up for her.

Out loud she read, “I’m in trouble. Need help.” She looked over at Nelson. “When somebody sends you a call for help, you just ignore it?”

It was Mason who answered. “If you understand the party he was at that weekend”—he pulled up other texts to show her—“you’ll see many are along the same line. They were teasing Dane into not going ahead with the engagement.”

Elizabeth stiffened. “You guys don’t like her, I presume.”

“Not at all. Absolutely, we like her. We love her,” Nelson said cheerfully. “It was all in the spirit of what would follow. You know? Having surprise triplets, getting old and gray by the time he got to forty.”

She watched him intently for a long moment. Her shoulders sagged. “I was really hoping you might have known something about his disappearance.”

“I’m sorry. I don’t,” Nelson said. “I wish I did. Skunk is a very special friend of mine. But, like I said, I haven’t seen him in the last couple years. Obviously not since he joined the navy, or I would have already known about that surprise.”


“Then how special of a friend can he be for you?” she snapped.

“I get that you’re worried about your brother,” Mason said, “but you asked to meet Nelson here to ask him a few questions. He has answered them.”

She nodded and took a few steps away. The expression on her face had Nelson speaking up. “Look. I can contact a few of our mutual friends and see if anybody has heard from him.”

Eagerly she turned and looked at him. “Would you mind?”

“Hell no,” he said, “if I’d known he’d gone missing, I’d have done so on the day of his disappearance. I just can’t believe NCIS hasn’t found him.”

“The last I heard,” she said bitterly, “they think he’s AWOL.”

“No way. That’s not Skunk,” Nelson said in outrage.

A small smile played at the corner of her lips. “No, it isn’t. But that doesn’t stop them from building a case that’s got nothing to do with the truth. They say he has effectively walked away from the navy.”

Nelson groaned. He’d heard of similar stories. NCIS did the best they could, but, if they didn’t come up with a solution fairly quickly, it would almost always be assumed that the seaman had deliberately left his post and was hiding out to avoid being found. That rarely ended well. “Did anybody he worked with have anything to say?”

“Not really. But NCIS said they were going on the theory he was unhappy with his new commander.”

“Aren’t we all?” Nelson snorted.

At that, she gave a half nod of acknowledgment. “It does appear to be a common theme.”

“I think most job dissatisfaction has got to do with bosses and coworkers, no matter where you are or what sector you work in,” Mason said. “It could possibly have had nothing to do with his commander.”

“Did anybody ask the commander?” Nelson asked, already knowing the answer.

She shrugged. “Good luck getting that information from NCIS. I don’t know if you’ve ever worked with them, but they’re remarkably tight-lipped. And they have no intention of sharing anything they don’t want to share.”

That was a sad truth in many ways. “Civilian law enforcement is exactly the same,” Nelson said slowly. He looked at Mason. “I do have a couple days leave coming. I am here for training but could attend the next session instead.”

Mason studied him for a long moment. “Don’t go alone.”

“Any chance we can make it official?”

Mason shook his head. “Not likely. NCIS will close the case as soon as they can, figuring Chris will surface again soon, and they’ll get him then.”

“I might be able to help,” Elizabeth said.

Mason turned toward her. “In what way?”

“NCIS did say, if they could do anything to help …”

“So, you’ll do … what?” Nelson asked. “You think NCIS will share more with two navy seamen taking over their investigation? Highly doubtful.”

Mason added, “You might get them to hold off on closing their case. That might work.”

She pulled her phone from her pocket. “If I can do it, I will,” she said. “All I have is my brother. I don’t want to lose the only family I have left.”

“You do realize,” Mason said, “it could already be too late.”

She froze in the act of dialing a number, then nodded. “I know. But I can’t help but think Chris is in trouble and has gone underground or somebody else is holding him. The fact of the matter is, he did send a message to you, Nelson, asking for help on the night he disappeared. And it’s not who he is to go AWOL.”

“I’ll regret not having done something more about that text for the rest of my life,” Nelson said slowly. “But I didn’t recognize that number. And that night was pretty crazy. But, I can guarantee you that if Skunk had called me from his regular phone, his name would have come up on my Caller ID. And I would have answered his call or responded to his text.”

“Chances are, he lost his phone or dropped it somewhere, for whatever reason, after whatever happened. Sent that SOS text to you from a friend’s phone or, hey, asked to borrow a local’s phone.” Elizabeth held up her phone to her ear, waiting for somebody to answer.

“Or he was using a burner phone he bought immediately afterward,” Mason said quietly. “If he was in trouble, it would be the smartest thing to do. But then again, because he just sent a text and didn’t call, Nelson had no clue who it was. We all get texts we ignore, particularly ones that come in the middle of a big slag of texts from other guys.”

She nodded. “I get that. What I don’t get is what happened to Chris. And that’s where my priority lies.”

Nelson faced Mason. “Do you think you can get brass approval for a few days off for me and a partner so we can check it out closer?”

“Possibly with this text. With Elizabeth’s say so as well.”

She nodded. “I would hope I have some pull with the navy after working with them all these years.”

From behind them were calls to see if they were coming. Nelson checked his watch and held it up to Mason.

Mason nodded. “Yeah, the day needs to start, and you’re one of the key speakers, Elizabeth.”

She nodded. “Go on in and tell them I’ll be there in a minute. How many men do you think you can get together to do this?”

Mason shrugged. “The brass won’t pay for more than two.”

A frown furrowed her brow.

He shrugged again. “If you ask for too much, you won’t get anything. Make it reasonable. If Nelson goes with one other, that’s all you will need.”

She looked at him in surprise. “Really? Because all of NCIS couldn’t get answers.”

Nelson gave her a hard smile. “But they aren’t me.” And he and Mason and the others left to pass on Elizabeth’s message about her delayed arrival for the training session, leaving her alone on the pier.
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As soon as Elizabeth got off the phone, she sent Mason a text. Confirmed. He has four days.

Mason sent back an immediate response. He’s not here. He’s gone to pack.

I want to go with him, she texted in response.

No, Mason said. You’ll only hold him back.

Okay but he reports to me.

He reports to me, Mason said. We’ll be sure to keep you in the loop.

She had to be satisfied with that. Except, as the day went on, she realized not only was she not satisfied with that but she had no intentions of being satisfied with that. If her brother was in trouble, four days wouldn’t be enough, and two men wouldn’t be enough either. They needed a whole team, and she had some connections—not a ton, but enough to help.

Four days. She shook her head. She had Chris’s last port of call written down in her pocket. As soon as she was done speaking at noon, she’d look at it, then make reservations to Ensenada. She could probably drive down there faster than flying at this rate, even with the delay at the border crossing, known to sometimes be up to two hours each way. It was just a matter of timing.

At noon, she immediately pulled up her laptop and checked the airlines for departure times and costs. It didn’t take her long to dismiss that option, wondering why it took twelve hours at the least to get from one international airport in San Diego to another one in Tijuana—the closest she could get to Ensenada from her quick Google search. The equivalent of driving twenty miles. Wow. And she had seventy more to go to reach Ensenada. She quickly realized she could drive there maybe by seven p.m., even allowing the time to get a rental car. Much better than flying out and not getting there until the wee hours of the morning. She’d drive and catch up with the men, who should be arriving at Ensenada within the hour.

Surely they drove too, unless they got a military transport or whatever. She shook her head. She had her own travel arrangements to deal with. A hotel was about twenty minutes away from the docks where Chris was last seen. It wasn’t likely the best area of town, but, as long as it got her into the neighborhood where her brother had gone missing, then she was good with that. She booked it immediately online. She was still castigating herself for not having gone there immediately. But NCIS had said they would handle it.

Until she’d gotten word last night that NCIS still had no answers, she’d been content to let navy law enforcement investigate. But now that they had given it a cursory check and deemed no more answers were to be had, her brother would be court-martialed when he was found. It set her nerves on edge and terrified her.

Because, if NCIS wasn’t looking for him, nobody would be. And that wasn’t acceptable. That’s why she had had to speak to Nelson this morning. And she was glad she did. She was also glad that Mason had stepped up, had helped her set this up, with Nelson and his partner now allowed to search for her missing brother. She headed home, packed a bag with several casual outfits, drove her car to the San Diego International Airport, so she could rent a car easily, not worrying about the possible unavailability of a car at one stand-alone lot.

Did she say easily? Most places flat-out denied her a rental, not allowing their vehicles to cross the border. She found that odd, considering San Diego’s proximity to said border. Others tried to dissuade her by jacking up their rental fares. She was getting more and more irritated. She had cash, but that cash was to exchange for Chris, nothing more, nothing less.

She didn’t bring her emergency credit card with her, not wanting to worry about losing it in Mexico. She had her debit card. That was it. And she had drained a big chunk from her checking account, leaving little left. She had a money-market fund, but it took twenty-four hours to make a transfer on a weekday. And this was Friday. So no money until Monday effectively. Damn, should have done this online too. Thought being in person would make for a quicker selection. Wrong.

So she had to waste further time haggling with these people, trying to get across the border without dipping into the wad of cash she carried with her and had earmarked for Chris. Only for Chris.

She finally found one company who would allow her to drive into Mexico without hiking up their rental fees.

Then it was another fight about the amount of insurance needed to cover the rental car.

“In Mexico, we expect some damage to our vehicles, from previous experience over the years, even for a day trip,” the man behind the counter explained. “But, for your four-day trip, you must purchase full-coverage insurance, to ensure the car is covered for any eventuality.”


“Like what?” she asked, when she probably shouldn’t bother at this point.

“Tire damage, windshield damage, breaking into the vehicle to steal your luggage, or even theft of the vehicle itself.”

She didn’t have time for this. “Full-coverage it is.”

“It’s four times what the basic rental charge is when crossing the border.” He frowned at her.

It would leave like ten dollars in her account. But she had other accounts. “Done.” Like that would keep her from her brother. She handed over her debit card. “Get me on the road.”

She ran all the way to the car, throwing her carry-on bag into the passenger seat, and drove south with a long sigh.

When she arrived at her hotel at seven-fifteen p.m. and parked her vehicle—in the unlit, uncovered, unenclosed grassy area to the windowless side of the hotel, clearly marked Hotel Parking—she shook her head. “Good thing I bought full-coverage insurance.” Making sure all of her personal belongings were no longer in the car, she locked her rental, saying a silent prayer. If worse came to worse, she figured she—and Chris—could get a ride home with Nelson. She entered the hotel, checked in with the front desk and hurried to her room. There, she tossed her bag onto the bed, grabbed her black jacket and headed outside.

She had several photos of her brother, some in uniform, some in civilian clothes. She knew it wasn’t the smartest thing to do, to advertise she was a basically a tourist and a female on her own in an unfamiliar place, but she started at her hotel, asking if anybody had seen him. Out on the street, she found six more hotels, two normal-looking bars, and a seedy-looking bar that she wasn’t sure she wanted to go into in the first place. But it looked like a seaside dive, so it was probably exactly where her brother had been.

After she asked around the hotels, she tried the two bars, then walked into the seedy bar. A wave of loud music and Spanish filled her ears even as the aroma of too much alcohol filled her nostrils. There was nothing like a seedy pub to add flavor to a night in Mexico. She almost backed out. Then she saw Nelson and somebody else sitting at a table with beers in their hands. She walked over and sat down beside Nelson.

He glared at her, leaned forward and asked, “What the hell are you doing here?”

She gave him a bland look. “I’m looking for my brother.” She held out the photo. “Have you seen him?”

He groaned. “We can handle this. You know that, right?”

“I put my trust in NCIS,” she snapped. “And seven days later, they tell me nothing except that he has left on his own and that he’ll be court-martialed when he returns. I’m not putting my trust in the wrong men again.”




Chapter 2
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She saw the surprise in his eyes. “Why the surprise? Or did you think I was wrong to put my trust in them in the first place? Or did you not realize what they said about Chris?”

“I realized it,” he said smoothly. “I’m just surprised they said anything to you about that. Normally that’s not good PR to tell anybody, particularly family members.”

“What it did was make me angry,” she said. “Now I’ve got you two helping.” She looked over at the stranger beside him and frowned. “I got you two for four days to look for my brother. But no way I’m being left out of the loop. If NCIS couldn’t find out anything in seven days, the two of you will need a hell of a lot more help to find out anything in four days. So I’m here.”

“Now that’s insulting.” Nelson sighed. He squared his shoulders, then sagged. “Look. I understand why you want to be here, but this is hardly the area for you.”

“I’m in a hotel on this block,” she said shortly. “So whether it’s where I belong or not, my brother doesn’t deserve to be ignored. If we find out he’s dead in the river, then I’ll deal with it. What I don’t want to deal with is to find out he’s been kidnapped and being tortured or any other horrific concepts.”

“Aren’t you maybe exaggerating a bit?” the second man asked.

She glared at him. “What’s your name?”

He reached out for her hand and said, “I’m Taylor.”

She shook his hand. “No, Taylor, I’m not. My brother has always been a bit of a partier. He’s always been a bit of a ladies’ man. And he hasn’t always been too fussy about exactly where he found his entertainment. A part of me has always half expected him to end up in a back alley, shot by a jealous husband. But, since he went into the navy, he’s a completely different person. He’s proud of who he is. He loves being who he is. He would not have walked away on his own.”

Nelson grabbed her hand and said in a very low tone, “No, you stop right there. Because all kinds of circumstances might very well have caused him to walk away on his own.”

She turned that glare on him. She wanted to rage at him for taking that tack. He should back Chris up. He was her brother’s friend … But clearly he wouldn’t budge on this, interrupting her as she opened her mouth.

“You need to understand that shit happens sometime. Often without our having done anything to make it happen. If Skunk saw something, and he thinks he’ll get blamed for it, he might have run. If he saw something, and he knows he can’t fight it, he might have run. If he saw something, and he was threatened, he might have run.”

“He wasn’t spineless,” she snapped.

“What if you were threatened?” Nelson asked in a hard, low voice. “As you said, he’s your only family. Anybody who wanted to make him do something could easily have applied pressure on him by saying you would be the first one they took out if he didn’t do what they wanted him to do. If he thought getting away and getting out from under them was the only answer, he’d have done it. But he’d have done anything he could to keep you safe.”

She sat back. Of course Nelson was right. How could she not have considered this? Because she’d been so sure she was right, … that she knew her brother. But she hadn’t considered the circumstances that might have surrounded him. Like she was doing, he’d do anything to keep her safe. Her heart heavy, she slumped into the chair.

Just then a waitress came by and asked in a mix of Spanish and English, “Buenas noches. Do you want a beer too?”

She looked over at the men’s mugs of beer and nodded. “Yes, please.” When it arrived, she took a long slug, downing one-third of it.

The men looked at her with respect.

She wiped the foam mustache off her lip. “Okay, so then where do we start?”

“You don’t start anywhere,” Nelson said. “We have already started.”

She brightened. “What have you learned?”

He just gave her a flat stare.

She frowned and leaned forward. “You can’t get rid of me that easily. That’s not who I am. You also need to remember that I’d do anything to help my brother. So don’t try to chase me off with any kind of excuse. And don’t say, Just go home and wait.”

Nelson sighed. “But that’s what you need to do. We have things set up. We have a relay system back home. We have connections. We’ll let you know if we find out anything.”

She lifted her beer mug, had a second sip and put it down. Then she pulled out the hotel’s business card she’d picked up and wrote her room number on the back with her cell phone number and slid it across to Nelson. “You’ll do better than that. You’ll tell me before you go to bed tonight exactly what the hell happened here. I get this isn’t the time or place, but no way you’re walking away without letting me know how much you’ve learned.”

And, with that, she picked up her mug, tossed back the contents, pulled out some money to cover it, threw it on the table and walked out.
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“She won’t be an easy person to deal with,” Taylor said.

“No,” Nelson agreed. “But, if you think about it, she’s right. It’s her brother. NCIS can’t find anything, and we are down here because she managed to give us this window of opportunity. Of course she wants answers.”

“Yeah, but I wasn’t thinking we would have to look after her too.”

“True,” Nelson said. “But you got to admit, she’s got class.”

“She’s classy only because you like women who drink beer,” Taylor said with a grin. But then he nodded. “She’s a good-looking woman. The fact that she’s also an engineer is huge. She’s got brains and beauty, although she might be missing a little bit of that feminine-wiles stuff.” His grin widened.

“Oh, I don’t think so,” Nelson said. “I think it has everything to do with being concerned about her brother. You can’t really blame her. You know if it was one of us, we’d have gone to hell and back to make sure we found him.”

Taylor nodded. “And we have many times before. … I guess this time it’s your turn.”

Nelson looked at him in surprise. “What are you talking about?”

Taylor chuckled. “I’m talking about you’re single and part of Mason’s team. It looks like you’ve got somebody already in your corner.”

“Corner?”

“Keepers,” he said. “Don’t tell me that you didn’t think of that? No way not to, with so many of your buddies finding successful matches by now.”

Nelson shook his head. “Don’t even go there. What we’ve got is a woman who doesn’t want to believe her brother has done wrong. That’s all. Besides, you’re here too. Maybe it’s your turn.”

“She’s not for me. You don’t believe what she said about her brother either, do you?”

Nelson thought about it. “When I knew him, he was a party skunk, and that’s one of the reasons he got his nickname. He used to pass wind so violently after he drank heavily that he’d gas us all out. And he drank like a fish, and I tell you, he left a room smelling like a skunk had been through there. It was unforgettable.”

The two men chuckled at the thought.

“But what was he like morally and ethically?”

“Well, it’s funny because I didn’t think he was interested in the navy. His father was navy, and of course, his sister works for the military as an engineer.”

“When did their father die?”

“That’s a good question.” Nelson looked off in the distance. “If it’s recent, I wonder if that’s what triggered Nelson’s behavior.”

“You should phone and ask,” Taylor said. “We need all the information we can find up front.”

Groaning, Nelson grabbed the card Elizabeth had given him and sent her a text, asking about her dad. When the answer came back, he whistled. “Eight weeks ago.”

“That also explains why she’s so stuck on finding Chris. She’s already lost one male in her life. She doesn’t want to lose the other one.”

“Exactly,” Nelson said. “But we also need to know how he died.”

He texted her the question, but, instead of getting the response texted to him, his phone rang.

“He died on base,” Elizabeth said. “They still don’t know what happened. They say he had a heart attack. I’m pretty sure it was drug-induced. They said too much heart medicine.”

“And you didn’t think to tell us that?”

“NCIS said it wasn’t related,” she said. “So I figured that’s what you would say too.”

“We can’t say anything if we don’t know.”

There was silence for a moment, then she asked, “Do you have his file?”

“No, we don’t,” Nelson said. “We don’t have either file. And I highly doubt NCIS will give us access.”

“I have copies of both,” she said. “I’ll email them to you.”

He gave her his email address. “We’ll be here for another hour or two, waiting for more people to saunter in. Then we’ll head to the hotel.”

“Good,” she said. “You can fill me in then.” And she hung up.




Chapter 3
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The walk back to the hotel was relatively short, interrupted only to get some food to-go, but Elizabeth fought with her nerves as way too many people appeared to be watching her. Every step she took brought catcalls and whistles from both sides of the streets. She shoved her hands in her pockets and wondered if it was even safe to be out in the dark in this area. The shadows shifted and moved beside her. She glanced nervously around even as she put steel into her spine.

Had she been foolish to choose this hotel? There was really no way to know yet. But to think that her brother had been here, well, she wouldn’t be any less diligent than he was. If she had disappeared, he would have come after her. She could do no less for him.

Finally she made it back to the hotel, dashing up the front steps. Inside, the clerk at reception was welcoming, giving little credence to the seedier nightlife loitering outside.

At the front desk, the nighttime manager looked up and smiled. “Buenas noches senorita, nice night out there?”

“Maybe if you’re a male,” Elizabeth said bluntly, thankful he spoke English. “It’s definitely not the place a female should be walking at night. At least not alone and not if she’s not in the escort business.”

He nodded sympathetically. “If you’re alone, that’s true enough. We haven’t had any problems with anybody on the street, but there’s definitely lots of interest if you’re looking for a quick hookup.”

She winced at that. “No, I certainly am not looking for a quick hookup. Any messages waiting for me?”

“Not since the last time you asked.” He looked at the take-out bag in her hand. “That’s the best taco place around here.”

She smiled as she looked at the small bag in her hand. “That’s what I was hoping for. I left without realizing how dark it would be on the trip back.”

“You made it,” he said cheerfully. “That’s what counts.”

She walked past the desk and headed to the elevator. Her room was on the third floor. Once there, she sat down with her dinner. She hadn’t eaten earlier, preferring an empty stomach while she traveled, even by car. She didn’t want to waste any time looking for bathrooms along the way. It was much easier for her if she kept her food to a minimum.

Since her father’s death and her brother’s disappearance, food hadn’t stayed down. Her dinner smelled divine.

She sat on the chair at the desk and opened the first box, proceeding to have several bites, then opened the second box. She’d picked up a beef and broccoli dish with fried rice. That was about all she thought she could handle. But they had thrown in a couple egg rolls and something else. She opened the something else to see it looked like a piece of chicken. Surprised and delighted, she ate that too—delicious flavors that filled her stomach and eased her stress levels. The trip back to her hotel had unnerved her more than she’d realized. Still, it was easy to relax now that she was back and had a full tummy. Plus she had enough leftovers for breakfast.

She knew she could be wasting her time by making this trip to Mexico, but, at the same time, she wouldn’t lose anything by being here for four days. She could still work on her laptop.

Her commitments allowed for some time off, and she was really bad at not taking her holidays as it was. She definitely needed more breaks. But it was hard to do that when there were so many problems to fix. Work problems. Life problems. Emotional problems. Burying her father had been a difficult task. The last thing she wanted to do was bury her brother.

Glumly she stared at the TV, and the never-ending list of Spanish speaking programs, flipping aimlessly through the channels, avoiding thinking about what a second funeral would cost her emotionally. If it had to happen, it had to happen—she didn’t have much choice. But she really hoped the men would find out something that would lead her to thinking Chris had run away, was truly AWOL. It was much preferable to finding his body, which she would be forced to deal with and to grieve over.

She contemplated all the options Nelson had brought up as to why her brother might have run. She had to admit a couple possibilities were in there.

Damn, should have checked on my rental. I bet it’s been stolen already. With a sigh, she decided to do that tomorrow. No way was she stepping outside her hotel, any hotel, at night in this area.

It was still early as far as any kind of nightlife around town. The men wouldn’t leave the bar for yet another hour at least. They hadn’t confided their plans to her but waiting was hard. She wanted the evening to be over now. For them to call and report in.

Moody, upset, out of sorts, she prepped for bed. She lay on top of the covers waiting, hating that sense of being dependent on somebody else to contact her. She had a terrible time with that at work too. You’d think people would have the decency to contact her to let her know what was going on. But instead, she lay here, completely frustrated and in the dark.

Just then her phone rang beside her. It was Nelson. “What did you find out?”

“Hi. How are you?” he asked in a dry tone. “We’re fine. Thanks for asking.”

She sneered as she wrote down his Caller ID number. In case I lose this phone like Chris lost his. “I have no time or patience for small talk,” she said, “when I’m waiting for news about my brother. I highly doubt I’ll have any patience anytime soon.”

He groaned. “Are you always so serious?”

“Are you drunk?” she asked in response. “Because that question you just asked doesn’t make sense. Think about the subject matter regarding why I’m down here.”

He sighed. “We found out your brother was here at the bar a week ago.”

Shock wrapped around her heart. She sat upright. “Seriously?”

“Yes,” he said.

Silence.

“That’s why you chose that hotel, isn’t it?”

She winced. “Okay, I wondered if this was the hotel he stayed at.”

“Why would you wonder that?”

“Because he sent me a text telling me that he was at the Wayward End.”

“But that’s not the hotel you’re staying at,” he protested.

“No, but it is the bar right beside it.”

“But lots of hotels are up and down that street.”

“I know that,” she said, “but this was the closest one. I figured it was a place to start.”

“True enough,” he said. “He was at the bar a week ago. He was also at the bar every night for the previous six nights before that. And, before you ask, they haven’t seen him since. And no they didn’t see him with anyone either. Male or female.”

“Oh,” she said in a small voice, her heart sinking. She sank back onto the bed. “So we have no idea where he went from there?”

“No,” Nelson said. “We’re still here at the bar. I just came out to the back alley to let you know. We’ve had a couple drinks, just mingling with the locals. They won’t take too kindly if we ask too many questions.”

“Of course not,” she said. “So what’s next then?”

“We’ll probably try every place on the strip, see if anybody else has seen him. What we need is to have a sighting between now and the last time he was here.”

“And yet, if he left because of trouble,” she said, “he won’t be hanging around, will he?”

“No, he won’t. But we need to know what hotel he stayed at and when he checked out or was he staying somewhere other than a hotel? Either way we need to know. Then we’ll take a look at how he could have left town. Either rented a car, hopped a bus, hitchhiked, something,” Nelson said. “Somebody never disappears completely.”

“At least you hope not, and, the last I heard, he was at the Wayward End,” she said. “As far as I know, my brother didn’t have the skills to disappear completely. So, if he is gone, I would suspect foul play.”

“But we aren’t going there,” he said. “At least not yet.”

“Fine,” she said. “I could call the local rental companies and see if they have any record of him.”

“You could,” he said. “Good luck with that. It’s late Friday night.”

“Right, of course.”

“Get some sleep,” he said. “We’ll see you in the morning.”

At that, she brightened. “Bright and early?”

“Not too bright and early,” he said. “Depends how late we stay out drinking.”

“Yeah. It’s a tough job.” A sour note entered her voice.

“You could have stayed home,” he said, “but, with your wandering around, asking questions with that photo, it was definitely getting some attention.”

“Isn’t that what we want?” she asked.


“Not if it’s the wrong kind of attention,” he said. “Think about it. If there is foul play involved, what are the chances that same person who might have made your brother disappear permanently is still around, and now he may have to get rid of his sister, who’s sticking her nose in where it doesn’t belong?”

She sucked in her breath. “I never thought I would be in danger from something like that.”


“No.” His voice softened. “Of course you didn’t. You’re focused on finding your brother. But we don’t always like the answers we do find. And sometimes, when we stir the pot, it’s a hornet’s nest instead. And there are consequences to that. Now, please, get some sleep tonight. I’ll call you in the morning.” And with that he hung up.

She didn’t like this one bit. Nothing about that call helped. It just made her feel even more useless. Well, enough of that. She pulled out a pad of paper and jotted down notes of things they could do to find out if her brother had left town. He had to have gone someplace. And he had to get there somehow. Buses, taxis, planes, and honestly, he could have left by boat. She frowned as she thought about that. He could have gone with a friend who rented a boat. He could have hitchhiked, like Nelson said. The options were too vast for her comfort.

And maybe Chris had booked it from Ensenada. It was only ninety miles south of the base in Coronado, which was just a hop, skip and jump away from San Diego, where Elizabeth bought her new home. They’d both spent a lot of time down in Mexico with their father. They had family down here too. Distant relatives but family nonetheless. Why hadn’t she considered that in the first place?

She pulled out her phone and checked the family contacts and sent off a couple messages, asking if anybody had seen Chris. Most of them should be asleep by now, but several texted her back and said they hadn’t seen him in months. Of course, they wanted the inevitable questions answered.

She worked up a quick, short answer and she copied her message to them all, telling them nobody had seen or heard from Chris in seven days. The responses that came back afterward were anything from Oh, my God to Ha! He’s probably off with a girl for some R&R. And of course, that was very much who her brother was.

Skunk had a female following which Elizabeth had never understood. But he’d been happy, so she hadn’t worried too much. She’d like to think he wasn’t leaving a whole lot of little Skunks behind, but she couldn’t guarantee it. And it wasn’t her job to police him or his love life. She’d only wanted to be a loving sister.

Finally with everything done that she could possibly think to do, she curled up in bed and crashed.
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With Taylor beside Nelson, they moved from bar to bar, casually asking the waitresses the same questions they’d been asking everyone. Nelson knew that some of them would have taken particular notice, but, at the same time, that was what he and Taylor were here for. They read body language as well as listened to people when speaking. If Nelson had to stir the pot a little bit, then stir it he would. Somebody had answers; somebody had seen Chris; somebody knew more than they were saying.

At the last stop, the waitress took one look at the photo Nelson still carried, the printed copy Elizabeth had left behind, and the waitress tapped it. “Are you looking for him?”

“Yeah, we are,” Taylor said with a smile. It always amazed him when he was in Mexico how many people spoke English here. Sure there was enough Spanish flying around him to remind him of where he was but it was easier to question people if they spoke the same language. “Have you seen him?”

“He was a regular here for a few nights,” she said. “Haven’t seen him in a while though.”

“Can you tell me what a while means?”

She thought about it. “Six nights ago, maybe five nights.”

Nelson straightened slowly. “That soon, huh? I figured maybe you hadn’t seen him for at least a week.”

She shook her head. “No. He came in a disguise the last night I saw him, but I still recognized him. I kind of laughed at him, told him that he should have done a better job dying his hair. He got serious and said he’d fix it. I don’t know if anything was really wrong, but he looked pretty serious.”

“That’s interesting. Not too handy with hair dye, I guess,” Taylor said with a grin.

The waitress rolled her eyes. “I don’t imagine too many men are, at least straight men,” she said with a laugh. “He didn’t look happy that I had recognized him. He paid for his drink and walked out.”

“You haven’t seen him since then?”

She shook her head. “Nah, but that’s the way this part of town is. People come and people go.” She dropped off their mugs of beer, waited for their money, and then she took off with a hefty tip in her pocket.

Nelson and Taylor looked at each other, but neither spoke. They both knew what the other was thinking. The disguise meant Chris had remained here in Ensenada, testing the waters to see if he could fit in without being noticed. When that had failed, he’d obviously gone to a different tack.

It also gave credence to NCIS’s position that he had disappeared willingly. Not good. The last thing they wanted was something like that to happen. If Chris had a good reason, it was all to the good, but it would still require an investigation by the NCIS.

As they drank their beers slowly, just looking around at the patrons, Nelson realized just what a hard lot they were. He thought this was one of the better bars on the strip, but it had seen better days—much better days. The clientele had dropped the later the hour. The Spanish became thicker, more guttural as more beer was drunk.

As they got up to leave, two men stepped in front of them. “Strangers?”

Nelson nodded, his hands casually resting in his pocket. “Yep.”

“You should buy the house a drink.”

Taylor snorted. “There’s got to be forty people in here. Another time perhaps.” He brushed past the men; Nelson followed. The two stopped outside and looked around. There was a seediness to the shadows, and muted music from the multiple bars could be heard. A reek of alcohol permeated the air.

“Nothing more here for us to do tonight,” Taylor muttered, and they walked back toward their hotel, still about ten blocks down the road. As it happened, they were in the hotel beside Elizabeth’s, but then there were four of them here with a couple of bars in between. “You going to update her?”

Nelson nodded. “In the morning. That’ll be soon enough.” He heard an odd sound just as the streetlight beside him went out. The men looked up at it, looked at each other, both their faces turning grim. They separated slightly and continued to walk. They knew the light hadn’t gone out on its own. Those weird splintering sounds happened when somebody throws a rock at a streetlight. Nelson could feel the hair on the back of his neck rising, waiting for the attack. But, when it came, it was from in front of them. That was new and different.

A woman, looking like a motorcycle gang mama in full-leather, stepped in front of them. She held up a hand, stopping their progress. “Why are you asking about him?” she asked, her voice hard.

“He’s gone missing,” Nelson said quietly. “He has family who’s worried about him.”

The woman shook her head. “That’s not what he said. He said he had no one.”

Nelson frowned. “Maybe he didn’t think his sister was worth mentioning. He’s still grieving for a father he lost recently.”

But the woman wasn’t having anything to do with it. “He’s gone, and you two need to disappear and to stay gone too.”

“And if we don’t,” Taylor asked, “then what?”

She brought out a switchblade so fast it was easy to see she was comfortable using it and probably had threatened more than a few people with it. “People who piss me off,” she said, “end up dead.”

“We have no intention of ending up dead.” Nelson’s tone was cool and hard. “We’re after our friend, so, if you know something, I highly suggest you tell us.”

“I don’t give a fuck what you suggest,” she snapped. “We don’t like anybody asking questions around here.”

Nelson heard her backup coming behind them. He exchanged a hard glance with Taylor. “It’s worth money if you do know something,” he said with a casual shrug as if he didn’t give a crap about her or her people behind them. “And often it’s much easier to cooperate than it is to take a beating.”

“I won’t be the one taking the beating,” she said with a sneer. “And we got money. We don’t need your bribery money.”

“Paying for information is hardly bribery,” Taylor said mildly. He shifted his stance to the balls of his feet even as he stepped sideways so he faced the new threat coming up behind them.

She laughed at him. “Do you really think that fancy footwork will help? Only two are here right now, but I can get another half-dozen to come in less than five seconds.”

“And why would you do that?” Nelson asked. “What are you so afraid of? Just to talk to us? You can’t even handle the streets alone? You have to bring in your little bodyguards?”

Her back stiffened, and she glared at him in outrage.

But he already had her number. “You’re just the queen in the streets, but you’re nobody without all this backup.”

She jumped forward and tried to poke him with her switchblade.

He grabbed her wrist, flipped it around and slammed her arm behind her back, popping the switchblade from her hand into his, holding it up against her throat as he turned to show her bodyguards who had the upper hand. Both men stopped in their places.

“Like I said, you’re nothing without your bodyguards,” he sneered. “And here we were being nice. We’re looking for one of our own, and we won’t stop until we find him.” He shoved her forward so she was moving toward her two henchmen.

She swung around and glared at him.

He held up the switchblade and said, “You forgot this.” He flipped it toward her.

She caught it midair by the handle her glare glacial now.

“Now the offer still stands,” he said with a carelessness to show her that he didn’t give a crap if she wanted to come at him again or not. “We’ll pay for information. He’s wanted and loved. And we want to know what happened to him. And, if something bad happened to him, we want to know that too so we can mete out our own punishment.” And then, in a daring move, he turned his back on her and walked up the hotel stairs.

But she didn’t make a move. He turned at the top of the stairs to see her and her two bodyguards had disappeared.

He looked over at Taylor. “She’s got a temper.”

“I forgot how good you were with blades.” Taylor chuckled. “Although I’m not sure you’ve got such a smooth attitude with women.”

“She was a little too arrogant for me,” Nelson said at that.

Taylor burst out laughing.

Up in their rooms Nelson sat down and checked the laptop to see if they had any messages. He’d felt each vibration as they had come to his phone, but bar-hopping and street-fighting weren’t the time to get into the details. Mason had sent him the little information he had gleaned from the NCIS, but they were not being very helpful. On the other hand, Elizabeth had come through and had emailed both reports.

He fired off both reports to Taylor and to Mason. “Taylor, if you want to look into her father’s file, I’ll read her brother’s.”

They sat down, one at the desk and one on the bed, and went over the two files.

“So their father did have a heart attack, but there’s also a suggestion of suicide. He took an exorbitant amount of his heart medicine.”

“Any reason for him to commit suicide?”

“Not listed here,” Taylor said as he flicked through the pages. “There isn’t a whole lot actually. They didn’t investigate it too closely.”

“If they didn’t investigate it too closely,” Nelson said in exasperation, “how did they know somebody didn’t force that medication down him?”

“Apparently, he had no bruising at the mouth or signs of restraints, so they assumed the medication was self-inflicted.”

“It might have been at that. Did the autopsy reveal any disease, such as cancer or a brain tumor or anything? Something to explain the suicide. Financial ruin? Depression? Blackmail? Criminal activity?”

“I don’t have a copy of the autopsy report here.” Taylor hesitated. “We should ask Elizabeth.”

“Better you than me.”

“I’ll pick my time.”

“Don’t wait too long. It might be connected.”

“You think it’s related?”

“I don’t think anything at the moment,” Nelson said. “But it’s all too possible, if Chris is in trouble, their father might have been originally in trouble. Just think if somebody coerced the father into doing something, and, rather than that, he committed suicide. Now it’s falling to Chris. We need the NCIS file on their father.”

“None of those scenarios sounds very good. What’s in the other file? Open it up and get to reading,” Taylor invited.

“Again almost nothing’s here. NCIS did a bunch of interviews, checked with everybody on board ship as they put into port here in Ensenada, checked with the crew members he’d gone on shore leave with, and they came back without him.”

“Did they say why?”

“Chris refused to come. Said he would stay and party on. If he was reported not on board, then you know the consequences would not be something he wanted.”

“Maybe he woke up the next morning, realized he was in trouble, and decided to just screw that whole life anyway.”

“That’s the easy answer. Wouldn’t it be nice? He’d pay the penalty for not reporting in on time, but then he’d get his life back,” Nelson said.

“Do you think he’s alive?” Taylor asked suddenly.

Nelson thought about it for a moment and then nodded. “I do. At least I haven’t found anything that would lead me to believe he wasn’t. He’s a healthy young man, and, if he thought something was going on that he couldn’t fix, he might have just walked.”

“Did he take the easy way all the time?”

“No, he didn’t. But he also knew when to cut his losses. So, for the moment, I’ll hold out hope he’s alive.”

On that note Nelson went back to reading. Just as he finished going through the file, he heard something at the door. The two men hopped to their feet. Nelson slid to the door, only to find a piece of paper. He opened the door and looked outside, but the hallway was empty. Frowning, he snatched up the piece of paper, came back in and locked the door.

When he read the message, he snorted and held it out for Taylor. “Get out of town. Your friend is gone. Deal with it,” he read aloud. “That’s not exactly helpful, is it?” Nelson said. “How do we send a message back?”

“Good question,” Taylor said, now looking over both sides of the note. “It’s not like they left a return address.” He put down the note, took a picture of it, sent it to Mason and texted, We’re getting a great reception here. People are so friendly. And he sent it off.

Mason sent a text back. Watch your back.

Hey, don’t I always? Taylor asked in the next text.

Mason’s response was Maybe, maybe not. It’s quite possible Skunk has already met up with foul play. We won’t have you two ending up the same way.

You mean us three, Taylor typed. Or do you not know Elizabeth came down here too? She’s in the hotel right beside us. We were sitting in the bar, looked up, and there she was, asking everybody in the damn place if they’d seen her brother. His phone rang. Taylor hit Speakerphone.

“She what?” Mason barked. “Are you serious? She’s down there with you?”

“Oh, we’re very serious,” Nelson said. “And she’s already being a pain in the ass.”


“Now you have to look after not only yourselves but her too,” Mason warned.

“I know,” Nelson said. “Why do you think I said she’s already being a pain in the ass?” And he hung up.




Chapter 4
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Elizabeth woke up the next morning, disgruntled and out of sorts that she had not heard from the men. She hopped out of bed, had a quick shower, dressed to step outside to find her car gone. Not exactly surprised, she reported the theft to the day manager. He was not surprised either. With a big sigh, she returned to her room, figuring out what to do next—as far as finding Chris. As for her stolen rental car, she’d report it later to the rental company, when she was stateside once again.

What she needed to do now was contact the men and prove to them how helpful she could be. But where the hell were they staying? It wasn’t like they had given her the name of their hotel. She’d handed over her contact information, but they hadn’t reciprocated. And she hadn’t gotten any clues from them.

“Of course not.” She laughed out loud. “That would be way too easy.”

She wandered downstairs, through the front lobby area and out onto the street. Six hotels were nearby. What were the chances the men were staying somewhere close? It was an obvious choice to stay in the same area where her brother had last been seen.

On impulse she walked into the next hotel and asked if the two men were registered here and was delighted to find out they were, indeed. “Any chance I can get their room numbers?” she asked. “I want to deliver breakfast to them.”

The man looked at her, giving her a tilt of his head.

She winked at him and said, “I know one of them really well.”

He sniggered. “So it’s breakfast you want to give them?”

She gave a nonchalant shrug. “Hey, you never know what might come of it.”

He leaned forward. “Not supposed to tell you, but they’re on the second floor.”

“And a number?”

“It starts with the two, and you add two and then you add two,” he said, “but I didn’t tell you that.”

She beamed a smile at him and walked over to the coffee shop around the corner, picked up two coffees, then added a third for herself. As she studied the breakfast array, not a lot was here, but she added three muffins to the tray she had picked up and headed to the cashier to pay.

Walking past the guys’ hotel clerk, she winked and headed toward the elevator.

On the second floor she walked up to Room 246 and knocked. She could hear scrambling noises from inside the room, then dead silence. She stepped to the side and waited. When the door opened, she smiled up at Nelson. “Good morning. Coffee delivery,” she said cheerfully.

The look of surprise and then the frown that immediately followed lightened her heart.

She brushed past him. “You see? I do have some uses.”

Taylor sat up in bed. He caught sight of her and the coffee and grinned. “Hey, if you’ll deliver coffee in bed every morning, you absolutely have your uses.” He reached for one of the cups as she held it out to him.

“How did you find us?” Nelson asked in a growling voice.

She turned toward him. “You’re not the only one who can figure things out. And stop growling. I’m not going away. Especially since my rental car was stolen almost immediately. So you guys have to give me and Chris a lift home.” She laughed when Nelson crossed his arms and widened his stance. “Very combative early in the morning, aren’t you?”

She picked up a coffee and a muffin and sat down. “I guess I should have brought you cream and sugar, huh? You’re kind of sour in the morning.” She glanced at Taylor, busy munching away on his muffin. “At least you appear to be a morning person.”

He flashed her bright grin. “You brought food and coffee,” he said. “That’s always an icebreaker.”

“For you, yes,” she said. “For me, no.” She unwrapped her muffin, took a bite and watched Nelson, who had grudgingly picked up his coffee, taken the lid off and sipped. He hadn’t touched the muffin so far. “So tell me what else you found out last night.”

“Not much,” he snapped.

She stared at the note on the coffee table in front of her. Finally the message emblazoned through her brain. “Oh, my God! He’s gone? Who sent you this?”

“It was shoved under the door last night.”

She turned to look at him. “You think Chris is really gone?” She couldn’t help the shocked tone in her voice. Or the shortness of her breath, the constriction of her chest. She tried really hard, but the only way to function was to keep all thoughts of her brother being dead at bay. Otherwise it would crush her.

“No,” Taylor said firmly yet softly. “We don’t work on assumptions. Or threats. When we find proof about Chris, either way, then we’ll know something for certain. And we’ll share that with you. In the meantime, all possibilities are out there, but none are for sure.”

She nodded but didn’t say anything. Taking five deep breaths, she could feel her heart rate slowing. She wasn’t hungry, but nervously nibbled at her muffin, studying the writing. “Looks like a woman’s hand,” she announced.

The men turned to look at her.

She shrugged. “It’s got lots of loops and tails. Very feminine looking.”

Nelson took a look at the note and then nodded. “You’re right. We sent it to Mason last night. I don’t know if he can match it with anyone.”

“Not likely,” she said. “Who’s he matching it with? NCIS won’t give a shit. And who they’ll really be looking at, most likely at this point, would be other crew members. There isn’t a navy database for handwriting like there is for fingerprints and DNA. It’s a good idea though, but there’s no money to create one much less update it.”

“Too bad,” Nelson said. “I heard they would soon be archiving palm prints and potentially cheek impressions.”

Elizabeth’s gaze widened as she looked up at him. “Are you kidding?”

He shook his head, sat down at the table across from her with his muffin in hand now. “No, and apparently no two ears are the same either.”

“Interesting,” she muttered. She nudged the note farther away from her so she could finish her muffin without having it in her face. “What’s the plan for today?”

“We’ll track down the woman who attacked us last night,” Nelson said. “She had information, and we want it.”

“You were attacked?” she asked in shock. “Seriously? Was it connected to my brother?”

“Yeah, no big deal. She was just there to give us a warning. Basically the same message as the note there,” Taylor said with a nod at the paper beside her. He gave Elizabeth a quick rundown on the incident.

“What makes you sure that this woman would give you information today when she wouldn’t last night?”

“Last night she had men around her,” Taylor said calmly. “The trick is to get her alone. She’s weaker then. The men are bodyguards, a shield, and she won’t talk in front of them.”

“So you can threaten her?” She tried to not let it bother her, but the idea of these men isolating a woman so they could forcefully question her was unnerving on some level.

“Where she doesn’t have to be the big chief and prove herself,” Taylor corrected. “She can be herself without all that outward bravado.”

“Or she’ll be more aggressive as she’ll feel cornered.” Elizabeth considered that. “That might help though. Especially if I’m with you. She might talk to me, woman-to-woman.”

“I don’t think she’s part of any girls club or had any intention of joining one,” Nelson said sarcastically. “She was leading this trio. Don’t forget that. She’s a dangerous one to turn your back on.”

“She doesn’t have to be,” Elizabeth said calmly. “But she might understand, if she knows it’s my brother I’m looking for.”

“She’s pretty streetwise, hardened,” Taylor said. “I think the only thing she’ll understand is cold cash.”

“Or a gun in her face,” Nelson added.

Elizabeth glared at him, then ignored him. Addressing Taylor, she said, “Maybe that money route is okay too.” Elizabeth sighed. “I don’t have a ton of money, but I do have some.”

“Did you bring any cash with you?” Taylor asked.

“Yes.” She took a deep breath. “Five thousand dollars.”

Silence filled the room, but Nelson gave her a healthy glare too.

She shrugged. “It did occur to me that I might have to pay for information. I just didn’t know what the going rate was.”

“I hope to God you are not carrying that much cash on your person. And let’s hope it doesn’t come anywhere close to that amount,” Nelson said. “But some might help get information out of the Queen of the Block. I think money did matter to her. At least that’s the most popular currency anywhere.”

“How will you know where to find her?”

“I think she lives in the first hotel on the block, across from the bar, just outside where we were accosted. She was lounging on the top step when we came out. She probably thought I didn’t notice her, but she was pretty hard to miss.”

“Okay, as soon as we’re done here, we’ll go talk to her,” Elizabeth said. “Anybody from the base have any more information? And did you guys read the files?”

“We did. I’m sorry about your father,” Nelson said. “That’s tough.”

“Also why I don’t want my brother to be dead right now too. It’s hard enough to deal with one major loss, but, to deal with a second one, that’s more than I care to experience.”

“Do you believe your father’s death was natural?”

Elizabeth shook her head. “No, I don’t. And that’s also why NCIS isn’t interested in talking to me about my father’s death anymore. As far as they are concerned, they investigated my father’s death and are happy with their conclusions. It’s case closed for them. Neither do they want to talk to me about my brother’s disappearance.”

“Why is that?”

“Because I really pushed to have them investigate my father’s death.”

“So now they think you’re making a big deal about your brother being missing too. Is that it?”

She nodded sheepishly. “I admit, my father’s death was fast and maybe a decent way to go, considering some of the alternatives, but it was still hard to accept.”

“Did they do an autopsy?”

She shook her head. “He had a heart condition already, and he was seeing a cardiologist. So, when he dropped dead, they decided he had taken too much of his heart medication. Maybe he thought he had missed a pill, so, due to his confusion and panic, took two in the same day—or something to that effect.”

“You could have pushed for a more in-depth investigation.”

“I did push, and they cited budget limitations,” she explained. “They had to save it for cases where they actually needed it. There was absolutely no reason to believe my father’s heart attack was anything other than that, when he already had a known heart condition.” She hesitated, then added, “I think they believed he’d killed himself but were avoiding making that official. And a part of me wonders if they weren’t correct. My father battled depression off and on for years after my mother’s death.” She gave them a sheepish smile. “And maybe a part of me doesn’t want to know.”

Taylor nodded. “Makes sense on their part. If there was nothing obvious to suspect foul play, then it makes sense they wouldn’t put out that kind of money.”

“Maybe, but now that my brother’s missing, they’re looking at Chris’s reaction being one of grief and loss. That he’s just decided to take a walk because he can’t handle life after losing our father.”

“I gather you don’t agree with that,” Nelson asked, eyeing her closely.

She shook her head. “No, I don’t.”

He stayed quiet after that.

Although she was grateful, she was also irritated. Finally she burst out, “I’m not making a big deal out of this. You know that, right? Chris is missing. If he wanted to go missing, I’m sure he would have said something to me. We’ve always been close.”

“I can see that,” Taylor said. “If it’s just the two of you, and you were close, you would think he would contact you.”

She nodded. “Exactly.”

“Then you know what it means if he didn’t,” Nelson said shortly.

She glared at him, realizing exactly what he was saying but not saying. “If he’s dead, then there’s nothing I can do to help him. But I need to know one way or another. If he’s in trouble, I’m here for him. And, if he decided to walk away from me too, then I need to find that out. I’ll deal with it one way or another. The worst thing is not knowing.”
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Nelson had to agree with her. Endless questions and always waiting for the phone to ring, for someone to walk in through the door—never getting any answers—that was the worst thing. He’d seen families worry over missing loved ones, not knowing what happened to them for decades. Anytime somebody who’d been listed as MIA was finally identified, there was such a relief to the family. They could finally find closure. The only problem with closure was there was no longer hope. So it was a double-edged sword.

From her perspective, it would solve a lot of her sleepless nights if she knew her brother had voluntarily disappeared or if his body could be found. She’d grieve, but there would be daylight at the end of that long process. As it stood now, she’d worry about her brother’s disappearance forever. It would haunt all aspects of her life.

Not that Nelson had come down here looking for a body. Skunk was one of those guys who always seemed to slip through the cracks and do well for himself, regardless of the situation. It didn’t seem to matter what was going on; he always turned up smelling like roses. But this time Nelson wondered if his friend had had enough good luck to get somewhere safe. It wasn’t in Skunk’s nature to just walk away. So, in his heart of hearts, Nelson figured something had gone wrong, and Skunk had been forced away, or he was no longer capable of going anywhere.

He brought up his laptop as he sipped his coffee, and he did appreciate the coffee but would have preferred she hadn’t risked coming over here, letting anybody know who might be watching them that they were connected. Keeping her safe was paramount, and she just might have put herself in even more danger. Her intentions were good, but she didn’t understand how dangerous her actions were.

Which then impacted his ability to do the job he came to do.

As he flicked through his emails, checking for any updates, he lifted his gaze above the laptop. “You do realize you have put yourself in danger by coming here, right?”

She shrugged. “I’m in danger just because I’m associated with my brother. I don’t have any illusions about that.”

“But if we had managed to keep our association apart,” Nelson said, “you wouldn’t have been dragged into the muck if we go down.”

She stared at him in surprise. “I blew that last night. Today won’t make any difference.”

He chuckled. “You got a point there. We were avoiding too public a display of what we are doing here. We were also showing pictures and asking people about him but were discreet about it.”

“Why?” She tilted her head as she looked at him. “How will you show people what he looks like discreetly?”

“By finding a few select people who might have known him,” he said. “Not flashing a picture up and down the strip so everybody knows he’s missing and that you, a woman alone, wants answers. Even if they aren’t being truthful, we can get a read on them, know who to follow up with.”

“You have your method,” she said. “I have mine.”

Nelson looked to Taylor. “You got any updates, any interesting emails?”

Taylor shook his head. He brushed the last of the crumbs onto his napkin he’d been using as a plate, cleaned up his garbage and said, “Looks like it’s time to move.” Casually he got up, just in his boxers and walked into the bathroom. Not that he had much choice as she’d come into their hotel room.

Nelson glanced over to see if it bothered her. But she seemed completely relaxed as she worked on her phone.

She looked up and frowned. “If Chris came on shore, what would he have done here? How much trouble could he have gotten into? Although, we have all those exits to consider too, checking for him at the airport and the bus depots. Which would he most likely take?”

“Bus,” Nelson said. “They don’t check ID as closely as other modes of transportation.”


“Makes sense. Anything that makes it easier for him, makes it harder for us to track him.” Elizabeth got up and paced the small room. “So can I come with you while you meet this woman?”

“I’d rather you didn’t,” he said. “If we judge the meeting isn’t going well, then I might bring you into it. But it’s probably better if it’s just the two of us first. She won’t like any surprises—although we don’t have a formal meeting set up, so this will be a shock and not a pleasant one, so let’s not push it.”

“Right.” She glared at him. “So I’m supposed to just go back to my room and wait again, huh?”

“You don’t like waiting much, do you?”

“Do you?” she challenged.

He shrugged. “I don’t think anybody does. Particularly not in this scenario. It doesn’t change the fact that this is a waiting game until we can find the right lead to open up some information here.”

She studied him with a frown. “I still think I could be helpful with this conversation.”

Taylor came out of the bathroom fully dressed and said, “Nelson, I think she’s right. It might make us seem less aggressive.”

“I don’t think this woman will be concerned about how aggressive we are. She’s the one who got aggressive last night.”

“I get that,” Taylor said. “But we can keep an eye on her, see how it goes, and if need be, you can approach her on your own, and I’ll stay back with Elizabeth.”

“And that’s where the problem will start,” Nelson said in exasperation. “Already we have to split up.”

Elizabeth stood. “Let’s go now. If I’m in the way, then I can come back. If it doesn’t work this morning, you can always try again later, just the two of you.”

“We don’t have a lot of time, remember? We have four days. And yesterday probably counted as Day One to NCIS, even though we didn’t arrive until early afternoon. So we have three full days left. And that’s it.” Nelson tossed the rest of his garbage, his coffee cup as well, and closed his laptop, but he gave in. “Let’s go.” He glanced to see what kind of shoes Elizabeth wore and nodded. “Make sure you are always sensibly dressed while you’re down here. You never know when we’ll go for a full-on sprint.”

She winced. “Sounds lovely.”

“No,” he said, “it won’t be. But it could be very necessary.”

As soon as everybody was ready, he led the way. They took the stairs down the back exit. Out in the parking lot, they walked around to the front of the building and down to the end of the block. It was early, and the streets were mostly deserted. The air was as fresh as it was likely to get in this corner of town.

Nelson checked his watch. “Almost seven. You’d think some traffic would be out here.”

“I think they all enjoy the nightlife too much to care about early mornings here,” Taylor said in a low voice.

“Plus, it’s a Saturday morning,” Elizabeth said.

Taylor nodded. “Most of them aren’t awake yet.”

“Good,” Nelson said. “Maybe we’ll get lucky, and she’ll still be in bed too.”

At the corner of the building they were interested in, they took a look around, saw no sentries on duty. They walked up to the front entrance and pulled open the double doors.

With Elizabeth literally pinched between them, the three walked into the building. If somebody was supposed to be at the front desk here, they weren’t now. Nelson frowned, walked around the desk and checked to see if they had a list of who lived there. But there was nothing.

Suddenly a voice behind him said, “Hey, what the hell are you doing?”

Nelson straightened, turned to look at the old guy pouring a cup of coffee. “We’re looking for the queen bitch around the place.”

The old guy cackled. “What the hell do you want with her?”

“Information,” Nelson said.

“She doesn’t even crack open her eyes until noon. What kind of information? Maybe it’s something I can help you with, particularly if there’s a reason.”

Taylor stepped forward and pulled out a one-hundred-dollar bill.

The guy’s face lit up. “A guy can buy a lot of booze for that.”

“Yeah, but we’re looking for particular information,” Nelson said. “A man went missing a week ago.”

The clerk shrugged. “You know how many people go missing around this place? That’s a day-to-day thing.”

He’d barely finished speaking when Elizabeth shoved a photo of her brother in front of his face.

The guy looked at it, scratched his scraggly beard and frowned. “You know what? I think I’ve seen him.”

“Here?”

He scratched his beard again. “I can’t remember.”

“Well, be sure because there won’t be any more money if you don’t remember,” Taylor said in a dry tone.

The guy studied the one-hundred-dollar bill, looked back at Nelson and said, “That kind of information could get me killed.”

“We’re afraid that kind of information already got our buddy killed.” Nelson’s voice was hard. “We need to know if he’s alive or dead.”

“When I saw him last, he was alive,” the clerk said. “But that was not quite five nights ago. I could be misremembering.” He grabbed his book, flipped through it a couple pages back and said, “Chris. Chris Etchings. Is that his name?”

Elizabeth stepped closer. “Yes, that’s my brother.”

“He was here Monday night. That’s all I know.”

“Did he stay here before then?”

He nodded. “He was here for a couple nights. He was here with some other people as well. But the last night he was alone.”

“Do you know who the other people were?”

The clerk slid a sideways look toward Taylor. “You’ll need a second one of those bills for that information.”

Taylor pulled out a second one and waved the two of them in front of the old man. “Who did he spend time with?”

Making sure nobody was listening, he leaned forward and said, “The queen bitch.”

“And her guys?” Nelson asked.

“They’re never separated,” the old man said.

“Are they looking out for her, or are they watching to make sure she doesn’t get into any trouble?”

At that, the man cackled. “So you noticed that, huh?”

“I noticed something,” Taylor admitted. “It’s a little hard to tell though.”

“She belongs to somebody, and you don’t want to piss that somebody off.”

“Did my brother piss him off?”

“Not necessarily. But we get a lot of seaman through here. They spend a lot of money in this place. We certainly won’t do anything to slow down that business.”

“And did he have something to do with that?”

“He was drunk and making a lot of accusations,” the old guy said. “Accusations that were making other people uncomfortable. At this kind of a place, it takes a lot to make somebody uncomfortable.”

“Can you tell us what the accusations were?”

He shrugged. “Something about seeing some men murder a man. Deep-sixing the body in the water and that they needed to be stopped.”

“If he saw something like that, why didn’t he tell anyone before?”

“Something about the rest of his rank closing in on him, and his life would be in danger if he said anything. He wanted somebody on the docks to say something. But down here, we keep our mouths shut. It doesn’t matter what you see or when you see it, no reason to tell anyone about it.” Just then a door opened. He lowered his voice. “And that’s all I’ll say about it.”

“Wait,” Nelson said urgently. “What’s queen bitch’s name?”

“Chelsea,” he said, “but I got no clue what else but that. First name only.”

“And the guy she belongs to?”

He just cackled. “We call him King.” His phone rang. He snatched the two hundred-dollar bills from Taylor’s hand and then answered the ringing phone and refused to talk to them anymore.

They slowly walked back out onto the street. “That’s interesting,” Nelson said. “That would give Skunk a reason to disappear.”

“Or it gave others a reason to make him disappear,” Taylor said thoughtfully. “And maybe he couldn’t get to the commander. Maybe it just happened, and he was looking for help to do something about it.”

“He could have gone to the police though,” Elizabeth said. “No reason to not go to the local authorities.”

“Maybe,” Nelson said. “And maybe the threat scared him enough that he didn’t want to go back on board. Sometimes it’s not easy. The crew can be pretty rough. And, if you’re considered a traitor, it can get ugly.”

“So he knew something he shouldn’t, knew he was in trouble, missed returning to his station, and now he’s in trouble with the navy because he didn’t return to the ship? If he even mentioned bringing in the cops here, and some seamen did kill somebody, … that’ll get him killed,” Taylor finished.

“So help me understand,” Elizabeth said. “No matter what Chris does, he loses. Sounds like he’s safer here than on his own ship. Yet he doesn’t get back on board because he’s too scared and has missed reporting in. That’s hard to swallow too.”

“Don’t judge him for that. I’m not kidding when I said it can get really ugly. What if he thinks his friends were involved in the murder? Then he wouldn’t dare go back on board particularly if they know he knows,” Nelson said, emphasizing the last word. “I’ve been in the navy a long time, and there are a hell of a lot of good guys there. But you get some bad ones in the mix too. And it’s nothing like being up against your own homegrown soldiers who know how to kill. It happens. If Chris even thought they saw him, his life was in danger.”

“Okay, so he’s here in town for a couple days on leave. He sees his friends do something shitty, figures out they know he saw them. He doesn’t go back on board because he’s scared what they’ll do to him. So instead, he goes on a bender to try to forget what he saw, realizes he screwed up his life. And that’s where I get lost. Why didn’t he tell someone?”

“If he told a Mexican cop down here,” Taylor said easily, “it’s possible he told the wrong one. A lot of cops would just look the other way in this corner of the world.”

“So some crooked navy and some crooked cops?” Elizabeth asked in outrage. “How can anybody get that much of a shitty deal?”

“Apparently, Chris can,” Nelson said in exasperation. He looped his arm through hers. “Come on. We need more food, and I need more coffee.”




Chapter 5
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As the three of them walked along the street toward the restaurant, Elizabeth said, “I guess this is all helping me, but it just confused the issue more.”

“Not at all,” Nelson said. “Now we have a direction and some people we need to talk to.”

“Who’s that? Chelsea, the queen bitch, by any chance?”

“Yes, but it changes things to know she’s owned by somebody. Means she’s not free to talk.”

“So what do we do?”

“We need to meet with King,” Taylor said easily. “She can send a message to him. But whether he grants us the meeting, I don’t know.”

As they walked toward the restaurant, Taylor pointed to one of the doorways. “Isn’t that one of her henchmen?”

Nelson, in a surprise move, jumped up the steps to stand in the guy’s face. The guy tried to tower over him, his fists clenching. Nelson slapped him back against the wall. “Take a message to King for us,” he snapped. “We want a meeting, and we want information on where Chris Etchings went. We want it today.” And then Nelson released him so he could sag against the wall. Nelson turned his back and hopped down the steps to join Taylor again. “Message sent,” he said with a laugh.

They walked into the restaurant, and Elizabeth continued to stare at him. “Did you just threaten that big guy?”

“They’re usually the best ones to pick on,” he said. “They always think they’re so damn big and dangerous looking that they don’t expect it.” Nelson still smiled but gave her a one-arm shrug. “Besides,” he said, his voice lowered, “you gotta stand up for yourself in this neighborhood. Never show fear. Never back down. They don’t respect you if you don’t get in their face. Just like that schoolyard bully we all grew up with, you have to confront them.”

All Elizabeth could think was, Well, that might work for you and Taylor … Like she had told Nelson before, there was his method, and then there was hers. “And what if we don’t get an audience.”

“We’ll create one ourselves,” Taylor said. “I suppose if we pick up his lady, that might do it.”

Nelson chuckled again.

They took a seat, ordered fresh coffee, and, when the waitress tried to give them menus, Nelson said, “I’d like huevos rancheros on the hot side. And tortillas, double the normal amount.”

The waitress wrote down his order. When it was Elizabeth’s turn, she said, “I’ll be fine with just coffee, thanks.”

Nelson looked over at Taylor and asked, “Times two?”

Taylor nodded. “Sounds good to me.”

The waitress disappeared, leaving the three of them with coffee.

“How long until the message is received?” Elizabeth asked.

“He’s already got it,” Nelson said.

“Seriously?” Elizabeth asked. “That fast?”

“Yeah. The henchman would have turned around and gone straight there.”

“So now we just wait?”

The waitress returned with a plate of toast she put down in front of Elizabeth, who said, “I didn’t order any toast.”

“I ordered it for you,” Nelson said. “A muffin an hour ago was not enough food to run on.”

She wasn’t sure about his term run but remembered what he had said earlier about being able to sprint. With a sigh, she slathered on jam and took a bite.

It wasn’t too long before the food arrived.

She looked at the mountain of food placed in front of the men. “How did you know they would have food like that here?”

He shrugged. “Almost everybody in here looks to be a big single male. The only reason for that is if there’s good grub.”

She laughed out loud but watched in astonishment as the two men devoured their plates. “Hungry much?”

“Not so much now,” Nelson said, reaching for his coffee and drank it down.

By the time they were done and on their third cup of coffee, Elizabeth said, “Are you waiting for something?”

Nelson nodded. “Yep. Should be anytime now.”

She frowned.

All of a sudden, shadows came up beside her. She glanced up at the new arrivals to see two big men standing here; one of them was the man Nelson had spoken to earlier.

“King wants to talk to you.”

“Good,” Nelson said. “When?”

“Now,” the man said without moving a facial muscle.

“Good,” Nelson said. “We weren’t waiting much longer.” He stood up, tossed money on the table to cover the bill, and then grabbed Elizabeth’s arm, helping her to her feet. “Where?”

“Follow us,” the man said.

Elizabeth glanced over at Nelson, but he shook his head as if to just say, Don’t ask. So she didn’t. But she wasn’t terribly comfortable with that. And then she remembered her words this morning about doing whatever they needed her to do. Well, right now she needed to shut up and watch apparently. She hoped this went well. But she had no clue why it would. They were on somebody else’s turf, and apparently that mattered.

As they walked outside, two more men joined them. Taylor stiffened on her other side. She asked, “Is that a problem?”

“Hell no,” he said cheerfully. “That’s only to make sure they have peace.”

She pondered what he meant as they were led down the street into an alleyway and into a back entrance. She studied the area, hoping to find a way back out, providing these guys let her walk out of here.

As they went inside and downstairs, a door was opened ahead of them. They came to a large lounge area where a massive black man, seated at a piano, gently played.

She smiled. “That’s a lovely song,” she said. “I haven’t heard it since I was a child.”

He looked up at her. “It’s one of Bach’s lesser-known pieces. Not too many people know it.”

She smiled. “I used to play, but it’s been a while.”

He moved to one side. She sat down beside him and tested the keys, sliding her fingers up and down the ivories. He watched her play, joining in every once in a while with a couple notes as they sat for a few minutes enjoying the music. As she looked up with a happy smile, she caught Nelson staring at her with a quizzical look. She smiled at the big man at her side. “Thank you. I’d forgotten the joy of playing.”

He stood from the piano bench. “It’s all yours. Play something your heart wants to hear.”

She shifted to the center of the bench, letting her fingers ripple once again up and down the keys. “I don’t remember anything fully,” she said good-naturedly.

But then she remembered her favorite song—“Amazing Grace.” Her fingers fell into an old pattern. She played this every time she was upset when she was growing up. As her fingers whispered across the keys, she could feel the words bubbling up inside her soul.

Keeping her voice low, she sang the words to the song. When she finished, and the music fell into the silence in the room, the huge man standing beside her clapped.

“Now that,” he said, “was lovely.”

She beamed up at him. “I haven’t played that in forever,” she confessed. “Thank you.”

He grinned. His mouth was full of flashy gold teeth.

Although she had been relaxed as she played the piano, and totally in love with what she was doing, the dynamics and the mood had changed. She stared at the man. “Are you King?” she asked him.

He nodded. “I am. What’s this I hear about you missing somebody?”

In a voice gone soft and full of sorrow, she said, “My brother. He’s been missing for nine days now.” She pulled the picture out of her pocket and unfolded it, handing it to King with reverence. “We are very close. He’s my last relative. Our father died several months ago.”

King took the photo from her hand and studied the printed page, then nodded. “He was here, maybe a week ago.”

“We haven’t figured out where he went after that,” she said with a heavy sigh. “Nobody saw him leave …”

“Do you think he’s still here?” the big man asked.

“I hope not,” she said, “because that would most likely mean he’s dead.” Her tone turned bleak. “And that’s something I can’t really deal with right now.”

“He was alive the last time I saw him,” King said. “He was calling for the police, and that’s something we don’t condone here.”

“So what did you do?” she asked. “Beat him up and toss him at the bus stop?” When a ripple of laughter was heard around the room from all the henchmen, she sighed. “Am I being too naive? You said he was alive when you last saw him. That doesn’t mean he was alive when your henchmen saw him last. Did you have him killed?”

“No. I probably should’ve, but I didn’t.”

“So do you know where he is?”

He shook his head. “If, as you say, he’s gone missing, then I don’t know.” He held the photo of her brother out for her.

She creased it back up into the same folded form and put it in her pocket. “Can you tell me where he was dumped, so I can at least pick up the trail from there?”

“Down at the dock. Do you know what he said he saw?”

“Rumor has it,” she said, “he saw a man being murdered. He saw men beat up this guy, then drop the man into the water. Possibly Chris was too scared to go back on board his ship because the others knew he’d seen them. He was looking for help,” she cried out plaintively. “And it seems like all he did was run into more foul play.”

“Not necessarily,” King said. “We did warn him to shut up and to get the hell out of here. Otherwise, he would get into real trouble. No way to know what he did after that warning.”

She added, “If I at least knew he’d gone to the bus station or the airport or someplace, so he could have gotten a ride out of town, it would help. I don’t know what’s happened to him.”

“He hasn’t contacted you?” King asked.

“No,” she whispered, hating the emotions choking her when considering why he might not have called his only sibling. “It scares me that he hasn’t. If he was in trouble, you’d think he’d have called for help. The only reason I can think of why he didn’t is because he was trying to keep me safe.”

“That would be a shame to put you in danger,” King said with a brief smile. “Anybody who can play the piano like you did, shouldn’t be silenced.”

She chuckled. “That’s the nicest thing anybody’s said to me in quite a while. Thank you.”

He nodded. “I’m sorry I can’t be of more help, but we sent him back to the dock. So maybe go check down there and see if anybody saw him.”

“He could have gotten onto a boat from there, couldn’t he?”

“He could have,” King said, “particularly if he found anybody he knew. They might have let him come on board and work his passage one way or another. I highly doubt he was broke. So it’s possible he just bought a passage home again.”

“He wouldn’t call me if he was out to sea, would he?”

“Not necessarily,” King said, as if giving the point a considered thought. “Maybe he’s getting his head wrapped around what’s coming. Once he goes to the brass about what he saw, he’ll be investigated too.”

“True enough.” She stood and held out her hand. “Thank you. If you do hear anything else, I know you won’t want to tell me, but I would appreciate it. He is the only family I have left.”

King gripped her fingers lightly and placed his other hand over his heart. “I promise.”

She smiled at him, squeezed his fingers and led the way to the door. Nelson and Taylor fell into step at her side.

As they walked through the door, she had to admit she worried they’d be stopped. But they were allowed to leave.

They walked down the steps to the alley and back out onto the main street before anybody said a word.

As soon as they hit a more public spot, Nelson grabbed her arm and tugged her to face him. “Are you okay?”

She stopped in the circle of his arms, needing the support for just a moment. Her heart pounded, and her insides twisted in confusion. It felt nice to know somebody was here, to know somebody would hold her and help her get through this. “I am. I’m glad to hear there were more options to what might have happened to my brother. The fact they took him to the dock worries me because there’s a chance he drowned. Did they leave him at the dock or leave him in the water at the dock? I have no illusions about who King is. I just figured as long as there was a connection between us, I’d use it to get what we could.”

“It was nicely done,” Taylor said. “If we had gone in with the same questions, he wouldn’t have been as forthright.”

She chuckled. “You never know how a piano and two people with a love of music can connect.”

“Apparently, you did very well,” Nelson said. “Now what do you want to do?”

“I want to go to the dock,” she said, “and walk it and make sure nobody’s underneath the wharf. Make sure my brother isn’t feeding the fish in a way I don’t want to contemplate but can’t get out of my head.”

“On any given day, I’m sure a bunch of different bodies are down there. But we’ll go. We have all day. Let’s take a look, see if anybody is down there, ask if anyone saw anything or knows anything. Maybe we’ll find somebody who saw the original man killed there.”

“You mean, a witness other than my brother?” She looked at him with trust, then thought about it. “That would help. The problem is, Chris figures he’s up against the whole system, and nobody’ll listen to him.”

“That’s true to a certain extent,” Taylor said. “But we know a lot of good guys in the navy. They’re not all rotten. It won’t take long for Chris to renew his faith in his fellow servicemen. Or in humankind, once we get a chance to connect with him.”

“That’s what we need to do,” she said, certainty in her voice. “So now, how the hell do we get to the docks?” She turned back to Nelson and asked, “Do you know?”

He hooked her arm through his. “Act as if the two of us are together,” he said in a low voice. “We don’t want anybody here to think you’re on your own.”

With a chuckle she said, “That’s a far cry from what you said last night about not wanting me to be connected with you.”


At her side Taylor chuckled. “That’s us. We’re always looking out for which way something’ll work better.”
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Getting to the docks wasn’t simple. Nelson looked down at Elizabeth’s shoes. “Are you up for a several-mile walk, or shall we take our car?”

She looked startled. “So you two drove? And your car hasn’t been stolen yet? How did that happen?”


“Mason hooked us up.”

“It’s practically an armored vehicle,” Taylor said, all smiles. “It’s loaded. It did cause us some delay at the border crossing, but we had papers to help us through.”

“Papers?”

“Yeah, papers stating we’re military attachés, which makes us almost deemed diplomats.”

Elizabeth just stared.

“Anyway … it has airless tires, bulletproof everything, two GPS systems, two securities systems and two kill switches.”

Elizabeth frowned. “What’s to stop them from towing away your car?”

Nelson smiled, shaking his head, looking Taylor’s way. “Not happening.”

“That’s the best part. It’s loaded with tear gas canisters all over that eject at the slightest sensation on the undercarriage or at the door panels and elsewhere.” Taylor’s animated face said it all. “It’s a beaut.”

“Well,” she said, “I guess the motor pool guys on base know how to work around all that. And you guys should have no problem driving me and Chris back home, right?”

“No problem,” Nelson with a knowing look and a smirk.

“So,” she continued, “how far away are the docks?”

“Depends,” he said. “The Saturday tourist traffic and crowds could make it more complex.”

“I thought it was just a few blocks away.”


Nelson nodded. “But I don’t know how far along the docks we’ll have to walk.”

She shrugged. “Let’s go for it.”

Dodging the heaviest of the crowds, they moved from the seedy area to the touristy area, then to the industrial section.

“I’m amazed that, in just these few blocks, foot traffic has picked up immensely,” Elizabeth noted.

By the time they got there, Nelson could see the fatigue on her face. He should have gone with his instincts and called for a cab midway. At least he knew they could take one back to their hotels.

As soon as she saw the large wharfs, she nodded. “This looks like the photos Chris used to send me.”

They walked along the water’s edge, and she could see how many miles they’d have to search. And how vast the ocean was.

She groaned. “Even if they had drowned him, the tide could take him all over the place.”

“Often if somebody drowns around the wharfs, they get stuck underneath, caught up on the pylons,” Taylor said. “When the tide goes out, it’s easier to find them. But, by then, the fish have had a good feeding.”

“And nobody knows who went into the water, correct?”

“All we’ve heard in the last twenty-four hours is that Chris might have seen a murder. We don’t know who was murdered. And we don’t know how they disposed of the body. Just because they threw him in doesn’t mean he drowned. Now if they tied cement blocks to his legs, that’s a different story. If they held his head under, that’s a different story. If they ran him through a propeller, that’s a different story,” Nelson said. He tried to keep his tone even, but it still caused Elizabeth to blink at him. He shrugged. “Look. I’m just telling you that, when you get a gang of men in a murderous rage, and they have a purpose, usually a self-driven one, it can get pretty ugly.”

“Wow,” she said, staring down at the water as it lapped against the piers. “And here I was thinking how beautiful it is. No way in heck I would swim down here.”

“Not too many people swim along here. The beaches are farther down.” He pointed along the edge.

She smiled. “The rockier and harder-to-access points are not what I call a beach—or at least the kinds I’m used to. But then, maybe you and I come from different parts of town. I happen to think a beach should be long miles of white sand.”

“You might,” he said, “but that doesn’t mean it’s the same everywhere.”

As they wandered, Nelson kept an eye out for where he knew bodies could be underneath. Chances were good these men had sunk the evidence pretty deep. And, even if the body did get free, like she said, the body could have floated anywhere down the beach. As he looked at the docks, he wondered, why these docks? Well, no traffic, public or industrial, appeared along this area. Not for another block or so. Under the cover of darkness, men could have thrown a body in here. Could have easily weighed it down without being seen. Would Chris have been in this area though? Or had he seen something off and came to investigate. Was he then seen? Or had he disappeared into the shadows and then returned to his hotel, not sure what to do next? That would make more sense.

They continued to walk until she asked, “Can we sit down?” She pointed at the rocks. “I want to just sit here for a bit and look at the water.”

As they made their way onto the rocks, Elizabeth sighed happily and settled down. “In the dark, nobody would have known anything, would they?”

“No, but the men could have been carrying lights. If they heard something, they would have turned on the lights and quite possibly caught sight of Chris. Or Chris might have followed them, wondering what they were up to, hoping they weren’t doing what he thought they were. When the deed was done, and they saw him, they would have chased him. He could have disappeared into the slips, an empty boat even, and, from there, made his way back to the hotel. As soon as the navy ship left with his buddies, he would have tried to do something about it. But it would have been too late.”

“It’s hard to believe how being in the wrong place at the wrong time can go so bad,” Elizabeth said soberly.

“And remember. We’re just listening to hearsay. As soon as we find your brother, we’ll find out more. But, in the meantime, we don’t know anything for sure.”

“I know,” she said in a groan. “So now what?”

Nelson stood on the water’s edge and took several photographs of the area. “This is just for the file,” he said.

As they studied the area, they couldn’t see anything.

“I’m glad, you know?” she said. “I’m standing here, expecting to find bodies, but I’m really hoping we don’t. The longer we don’t find anything, the more I realize the chances are almost nil that we will.”

He understood what she was saying. He helped her onto the dock, and they walked back up and down the wharfs. She was fairly methodical, even though he knew nothing would likely show up. He turned to find Taylor had gone to talk to a couple dock workers. With gesturing hands, they appeared to have an animated conversation. Nelson wanted to join them and hear what was going on but didn’t want to disturb them.

As he approached Elizabeth, he stopped and looked between two moored boats. One looked to be a Zodiac; the other one was a small speedboat. They were on the public side of the docks now. As he looked down, he caught sight of something floating.

As she walked toward him, he held up a hand. “Stop.”

She froze.

He leaned over the wharf and took a closer look, inching one of the boats to the side. Sure enough, there was a hand. He couldn’t tell yet what it was attached to, but it wasn’t moving.

Just then Taylor came toward him. “Hey, did you find something?”

“Yeah. Did you?” Nelson asked, still peering at the water.

“One of the guys said there’d been a fight, but, when they got here, the crowd had dispersed.”

“Look at this.”

Taylor joined him at the side of the wharf. Elizabeth too. Taylor crouched beside him. “Shit.”

“Yeah, but we don’t know who it is.”


“Are you sure anything is attached to that arm?” Elizabeth asked at his side. Her voice was raspy, but she was holding her own, and he had to admire that. Not too many people could look at a corpse hanging off a boat like this and not be shocked.

“Do you think he reached up to get help? His fingers look like they’re wrapped around that line.”

“I’d feel better if I could see the rest of him,” Taylor said.

He shifted to the other side of Elizabeth and pulled one boat back so the two boats weren’t rubbing up against each other. Almost immediately they could see the head floating upward from the arm.

Elizabeth cried out in horror.

Nelson looked at her. “Do you recognize him?”

She nodded, tears in her eyes. “Yes, I do. It’s not my brother, but it’s one of his navy friends.”




Chapter 6


[image: ___]

Elizabeth peered down the long dock to the wharf, her arms wrapped around her chest. Several times Nelson had tried to stop her pacing, but a jitteriness inside her needed movement to keep it in check. She kept trying to breathe, yet her breath would get stuck in her chest until she could ease up enough to draw in more air.

Finally she stopped at the far end, where the water lapped up against the boats, pushing them against the wharf. The ambulance and police had arrived at the wharf end of the dock. Elizabeth turned to look back toward the shore. A small crowd had gathered, but she wondered if anyone truly cared about this poor man or if they were just curiosity seekers. Then, like her, they wouldn’t know much. How could they, unless they’d been involved? Nelson walked toward her. She gave him a wan smile. “I really am okay, you know.”

“I know you are,” he said quietly. “Finding a body like this is a shock for anyone. But to find somebody you know makes it that much harder to deal with.”

“Yet I can’t even remember his name,” she said, hating the guilt inside. She stared up at him in pain. “Somebody is dead. Somebody should remember who he was. I should remember who he was.”

Nelson grabbed her shoulders and gave her a light shake. “Why? Why are you supposed to remember? Why do you have to do everything? His name will come to you eventually. And we’ll find out from the coroner’s office when they ID him. This is not your fault.”

She reached up and rubbed her head. “I can’t get away from the idea it’s the man my brother saw killed, and Chris could be next.”


“That’s very possible,” Nelson said. “In a way it would be good news if it was that man killed by his fellow seamen because it would lend credence to what we’ve been told so far. As soon as we find a body, we have a hope of discovery forensic evidence. We can work with that. We’ll find out who’s responsible, and maybe we can track it back to your brother. And, if it nails anybody on his ship, that’s good too.”

All of a sudden she crumpled against his chest, his arms holding her close. “But what if it is Chris the next time?”

He rested his chin on her head. “I know that’s the first thought that came into your mind when you saw the arm. Obviously I thought it too. But it’s not your brother, and, because of that, we hope that he’s still out there, doing his best to survive. We can help him if he is.”

She gave a strangled laugh. “Nobody was there to help that poor man,” she said, gesturing at the body.

“I know,” Nelson said. “And we can’t do anything more for him either. I’m sorry, so sorry for his family. But right now, we focus on finding Skunk before the men who killed this guy find him.”

“I guess in a population like this, finding floaters isn’t all that unusual, is it?”


“No, unfortunately it’s not,” Nelson said in a hard tone. “There’re a lot of suicides. There’re a lot of accidents. And unfortunately water makes a great murderous medium.” He turned her slightly so they could look at the paramedics as they raised the body out of the water. The coroner bent over as they all discussed the body.

“I feel so damn bad,” she said. “He’s somebody’s son, likely a brother, possibly a father. How horrible to lose your life like that.”

“Loss of life when it’s not your time is always difficult,” Nelson said. “We’re doing what we can.”

“But this now brings the local police into it, doesn’t it?”

“Yes, it does. Since he’s navy as well, it’ll bring NCIS back into the issue.”

Her shoulders sagged. “They won’t like that we found him.”

Nelson gave a bark of laughter. “They won’t like that anybody found him because it means more work for them. It also means they’ll take another look at your brother’s investigation. Still, they will do their best by this man.”

Elizabeth looked up at him hopefully. “Do you really think so?”

He nodded. “I really do because it’s not easy to dismiss the connection.”

“Only then, what’s the chance they’ll think my brother drowned him himself?”

Nelson made a startled movement as if he hadn’t considered that.

She nodded. “You know that’s the easy answer and that would be NCIS’s reason for why Chris has gone AWOL. How the two seamen probably had a falling out of some kind, somehow my brother killed this guy, and, being aware of what he’d done, knowing the repercussions, he bolted.”

“Yes,” Nelson said slowly. “I can see them trying for that.”

“Also, if Chris knew his friend was here and dead, why didn’t he come find the body?”

“Just because his body’s here right now doesn’t mean he was killed here,” Nelson said. He pointed up the coastline. “His friend could have been dumped in all kinds of places. A cliff’s up there. It’s quite easy to throw him off, have him hit the rocks below. Then the tide picks him up and carries him down where he got caught up in the boats.”

Elizabeth shuddered. “What a horrible thought.”

“We need as much proof as we can get,” Nelson said. “And, in the next twenty-four hours, before the autopsy and the ID is completed, NCIS will get involved. If he’s not navy for some reason—maybe he got out of the service and you didn’t know about it—and he happens to be somebody completely unrelated to the navy, then it has nothing to do with Skunk or us.”

“And yet, we found him,” she said.

“So his family would probably thank us for that,” Nelson said. “Not knowing anything, as you are aware, is the worst.”

Another shiver ran down her core. Feeling it, he pulled her into his arms. “This is not a setback. Though it’s hard to see a dead body, it’s a relief because it isn’t Skunk.”


She nodded her head. “I get that,” she muttered. “But it’s tough to think about. I don’t want to be found hanging on to a boat by strangers and give them nightmares for the rest of their lives.”

“It’ll give you a nightmare for the rest of your life if we don’t solve it. Time will help ease the details.”

“But should time be allowed to ease the details?” She looked up at him, her gaze direct, searching. “A man lost his life. Whether by accident or intent, it’s still important to remember his life. I don’t think his details should be blurred.”

“No, they shouldn’t. But our psyche keeps us moving forward and helps us to deal with trauma, and, over time, those details will blur. It’s easy to do a memorial card with his name and the time and date and any other details,” he said steadily, “and pull it out every once in a while as a reminder how he shouldn’t be forgotten, but our mind does, over time, help us to ease back on the sharpness of the memory. There’s no other way to function.”

She took several deep breaths, calming herself. “Maybe that’s what I’ll do instead of looking at this, hating that this happened. I should do something to help celebrate his life.” She could feel Nelson’s welcoming squeeze of approval on her shoulders. She looked up at him. “Have you seen many dead bodies?”

He stilled and then gave a crisp nod. “Unfortunately, yes. And you never get used to it.”

“You never should.”

They watched until the body was moved off the wharf. Several policemen wandered through the crowd, taking photos, talking to people. As soon as the body was taken away, Elizabeth and Nelson walked down the wharf toward the uniformed officers.

“Question time,” she said.

“Yes,” Nelson said, still holding her. “Taylor has been talking to them.”

“Now we just line up our stories,” she said on a broken laugh.

“No,” Nelson said. “We answer the questions as honestly as we can.”

She looked up at him in surprise. “That’s not what I expected you to say.”

“No point in confusing the issue or lying. I always find the truth comes out in the end. But don’t offer any information. Answer their questions and only answer their questions.”

“Got it,” she said. “Now if only I can remember it.”

Two policemen approached. One had a kindly face. He said, “Sorry, folks. That’s a bit of a rude awakening, huh?”

And that brought the tears to her eyes. She tried to brush them away. “Do we know who he is?” she asked. “I feel so sad knowing he’s been lying there for who-knows-how-long.”

“We haven’t ID’d him yet,” the second police officer said. “But we’re hoping to quickly.”

She nodded. “The worst part of all this is that his hand was up, as if looking to grab that line.”

“He was hanging on to the tie rope, but it looks like his hand might have seized and given out at the end. It was enough to stop his body from floating away.”

She nodded, but the tears wouldn’t stop spouting.

Nelson tugged her close. “I understand you need to ask us some questions. Any chance we can get to them quickly so I can take her away from here?”

The men nodded. “We just have a few here to go over with you.” The first question was asked. “What are you doing in town?”

Nelson answered each and every question.

The officers turned toward Elizabeth and said, “And what about you? Do you have anything to add?”

She thought about it and then shrugged. “No, I’m here for the same reason he is.”

“It’s your brother who’s missing?”

She nodded. “Yes, it’s my brother. When I saw the body in the water, I thought for sure it was him. And now, I mean, I’m grateful it’s not, but, at the same time, it’s like I can’t get that poor man’s face out of my mind.”

“Understood,” he said. “We’ll let you know when we confirm ID.”

As they turned to walk away, an officer held out a card. “If you think of anything else, you can use this to get a hold of us. We have your contact information. We’ll call you if we have any more questions. When are you leaving?”

“In three days, counting today,” she said. “Three days.” She let her sad voice drift away because she realized now three days wouldn’t be long enough to get any of this sorted out.

They stayed where they were as the cops walked away. As soon as they were off the dock, Taylor strolled toward them and said, “The police found an ID on him. They probably didn’t tell you, but his name was Peter Patnik.”

Elizabeth stiffened. “That’s it. That’s his name.”

“Now they’ll be hunting your brother. You do know that, right?”

“I know,” she said softly. “I told Nelson they would think he was the murderer.”

“We’ll find him first,” Taylor said. “It’s the only way he’ll be able to defend his innocence.”

Elizabeth looked up at him. “Thank you for believing he’s innocent.”

“I’ve seen enough scenarios like this,” he said. “It could go either way. But I’m happy to believe your version for the moment. If we get any evidence to the contrary, then we’ll deal with that. But, for the moment, we’re going on the assumption your brother got caught up in something he shouldn’t have, and he’s on the run for his life.”

Her shoulders sagged. “I could use a drink.”

“Coffee or something stronger?”

That burbled a laugh out of her. “Well, both actually. How about coffee with a shot of whiskey in it?”

“Happy to oblige,” Nelson said cheerfully.

As it was, they ended up with just coffee. They went to the closest coffee bar, which was beside the pub. Only a dozen people were inside when it probably could hold three or four times that amount.

She took the table in the farthest corner while the men picked up the coffees. When they returned, she looked up at them and asked, “So how do we find out where my brother went?”

“It depends on what Mason has found out,” Taylor said.

She looked at him. “What’s he looking for now?”

“He’s looking into travel methods out of town, airlines, buses, rental cars … At least the ones we can track. If there’s any sign Chris took a bus somewhere, we’ll start with that.”

“And if he went down to the docks and caught a ride with a stranger …”

“Then we hope that stranger is an honest-enough person and won’t deep-six your brother out in the ocean,” Taylor said bluntly.

Elizabeth gasped.

“When you consider the neighborhood,” he said, “people will do something like that for the price of a good meal.”

She closed her eyes. “God, I hope not.”

“I suggest we head back to our rooms to grab our laptops, go over our notes, figure out what our next step is,” Taylor said. “We need to update Mason on this news, and we need to find the connection between Peter and Skunk.”

“They were both navy.” Elizabeth had her phone in her hand, scrolling through her brother’s texts. She held up one. “Here he’s talking about the two of them having leave together.”

“How long ago?”

“This was months ago,” she said, “but I think they were stationed together.”

“Good to know,” Nelson said. “That definitely means NCIS will be involved.”

“How quickly will they be breathing down our necks?”

“Within a few hours probably. At least as soon as we let Mason know, they’ll let NCIS know. The cops down here probably won’t be in a rush to send Peter’s ID onward.”

“Then let’s go back to the hotel.” Elizabeth stood, looking at the two men. “Maybe I should be in the same hotel with you?”

The two men shrugged. “We’ll discuss that when we get there,” Nelson said.

As they headed out of the coffee shop, they found several of King’s men close by.

“Looks like King is involved again.”

She looked around for him. “I don’t see him anywhere.”

“You won’t,” Taylor said. “It’s his men, keeping track of us. They probably already found out about the body.”

One of the henchmen stepped forward and addressed Elizabeth. “Is it him?”

She looked up at him and gave a half smile. “No, it isn’t. It’s a friend of his. Likely the one he saw killed.”

The man nodded and stepped back.

As they watched, King’s men melted into the shadows and disappeared.

“Wow, that’s quite the system they’ve got here,” Elizabeth muttered. Feeling a chill in the air, she wrapped her arms around her chest and followed Nelson and Taylor to their hotel. Hers was right next door with her laptop and notes. “I need to go to my room and grab my stuff. At least my laptop. We might as well compare notes.”

“We’ll go to your room,” Nelson said. He turned to look at Taylor. “Why don’t you go up to our room? See if you can get some grub brought up for an early lunch. I’m already hungry again. I’ll go with Elizabeth and bring her back.”

With Taylor rooting out some food from one of the local vendors, Nelson and Elizabeth headed to her hotel.

She waved at the clerk and headed up to her room, pulling out her key. It didn’t work. Frowning, she tried it again.

Nelson took the key from her and checked the door. Realizing something was wrong with the lock, he pulled out the tools from his back pocket and unlocked the door, pushing it open.

Elizabeth gasped as she stared into the room.

“Well?” Nelson said. “Apparently somebody knows you’re staying here.”

She shook her head. “What difference does it make? I don’t have anything here. Why would they care?”

Her bag had been upended, and her laptop was missing. Her paper notepad was still here, but she had torn off her handwritten notes and stuffed them into her cross-body tote bag. She’d wanted to go over them with Nelson and Taylor when she had picked up coffee first thing this morning. She carried her small tablet in her big tote bag too, but she had brought her laptop in case she could get some work done at night.

“They stole my laptop,” she wailed. “I need that.”


Nelson said, “I think it’s still here.” He dug in the debris and pulled it loose. “Looks like they checked it out, couldn’t get into it and threw it.”

“Well, they weren’t after items to pawn for money then, as that’s a valuable laptop, at least here,” she snapped, taking her laptop from his hands. She opened it, turned it on and watched as her login page came up. She typed in her password and got on to her normal pages. “Okay, it appears to be working. But that means this wasn’t a burglary. I know it’s not the highest-priced laptop, but it’s certainly a decent one and would have been worth a couple hundred bucks, if nothing else.”

Nelson nodded. “That’s what I figured too. They were after information.”

“When they couldn’t get it, they were either disturbed, or they chose to leave because they were out of time. Or they couldn’t find anything of any value.”

He motioned at her belongings. “What do you want to do?” He picked up her clothes, laying them all on the bed.

“I want my money back on this room,” Elizabeth cried indignantly. “I want a different one. Obviously somebody broke into this one.”

Nelson reached for the phone on the night table, called down to the manager and told him her room had been broken into. When he hung up, he turned to look at her. “The manager is coming up.”

She nodded. “What do I tell him?”

“The truth,” Nelson said cheerfully. He sent off a text as she watched.

“Now who are you contacting?”

“Taylor. Just brought him up-to-date.”

Elizabeth sagged onto the bed. “I guess it’s a good thing I didn’t bring much with me.”

“What about your passport and wallet?”

She tapped her tote bag. “I always keep them close. And the spare money hidden in the false bottom of my bag. If the hotel doesn’t have a safe, and I didn’t feel the hotel here would have a safe I could depend on, I keep it all with me.”

He nodded. “Tickets?”

“Online booking,” she said.

“So nothing’s been ruined or stolen.” Nelson stood, took a look around with his hands on his hips. “Can you tell if anything is missing? That’ll be the one of the first things the manager will ask you.”

She went through her clothing and carry-on bag, which had some of her work. Her paperwork copies were still there, which had been opened and flipped through, but nobody understood what they meant unless they were a mechanical engineer working for the US government on submarines. She’d brought a few manuals she’d wanted to check out if she got a chance. They were still here too. She walked into the bathroom. Her toiletries were still there, though the lipstick was open; so was the eye shadow. She looked at them with revulsion. “Talk about feeling violated.”

Nelson stepped into the bathroom behind her. “I gather you didn’t leave them like this?”

Elizabeth shook her head. “What possible reason could they have for opening my makeup?”

“Checking to see if you had anything hidden in there.”

She shot him a sideways look. “Do I look like James Bond?”

He laughed. “Not necessarily, but I guess they didn’t know what kind of connections you had, or if you had people behind you. Like if you’re CIA or FBI or something like that.”

Her jaw dropped. “Seriously? Is that what they’re looking for? Proof I’m a government agent?”

“I would be looking to see if you had any interesting connections if I was searching your room,” Nelson said. “Obviously you don’t, and they didn’t find anything because you aren’t connected in that way, and that’ll be the saving grace here.”

“Who do you think did this?”

“My first choice would be King,” Nelson said with a smile. “Double-checking he didn’t get taken in by you. Making sure you are who you say you are.”

She sank down at the end of the bed. “There’s no trust anymore.”

He shook his head. “Hell no. More than that, it makes good sense on his part to have checked you out. But it would have been nice if they hadn’t destroyed the place in the meantime.”

“Do you think we’ll see more of him?”

“Obviously they’re taking note of everything we do, so the answer will be yes.”

“Good,” she said. “Then I’ll have something to say to him about the way he left my room.”

Just then a knock came at the door. Nelson looked at her and said, “That’s likely the manager.”

She groaned, walked to the door, checked through the peep hole and pulled it open.

The manager came in, took a look around and shook his head. “Was anything taken?”


“No, it doesn’t appear to be,” she said, “but everything has been tossed. The door is broken. The lock on it is jimmied, and I certainly don’t feel safe that somebody got into one of your rooms.”

He gave her a half smile. “Normally it doesn’t happen. I’ll get the lock fixed right away.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Nelson said. “She’s checking out.”

The manager turned to face him. “Oh, there’s no need for that. We’ll be happy to upgrade her room and give her a much nicer one.”

“She’s not safe here.” Nelson crossed his arms over his chest. “She won’t be able to sleep, knowing the locks are jimmied so easily.”

“They aren’t,” the manager said, examining the lock. “I don’t understand how that happened.”

“Well, it did happen,” Elizabeth said. “So no way am I staying another night here.”

The manager appeared to want to argue, but then he nodded. “I’ll arrange for your checkout then. It’s past the normal time, but, considering the issue, I’ll waive any fees.”

As he walked out, Nelson snorted. “Good thing.”

“I feel like I should get some compensation as it is,” Elizabeth said. “But it’s not worth the fight. I just want to get out of here.”

With his help, they made short work putting the rest of her belongings together and repacking. With one final look around the room, they left. She said, “Presumably the manager will straighten out the rest of the room.”

“He can’t offer that room again until the lock is fixed.”

When they got to the main lobby, she finished checking out. The manager had profuse apologies this time. She just ignored him, accepted the paperwork and left. She was certainly not in a high-end hotel, but she hadn’t expected it to be broken into either. She turned to look at Nelson. “So where am I going then?”

“Taylor has already booked the room beside ours. It connects to the one we have,” Nelson said. “We can talk easier, and we’ll hear if anybody tries to break in again.”

That was great news. She wasn’t looking forward to sleeping in a new room on her own. “Good,” she said. “And then, being closer, we can work together better.”
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Nelson had to really hold back when he saw her room. He didn’t want her to realize just how dangerous this mission had become. Her room was a targeted attack. A warning. He wasn’t sure exactly what they were after because there hadn’t been anything for them to take. He figured it was King. Now Nelson and Taylor needed to send a message back to leave her alone … or else. He walked into his hotel and checked her in, then moved up to their rooms. He walked into his room with her and opened up the connecting door. He motioned at the adjoining room. “This one is yours.”

Elizabeth dropped her bag on an overstuffed chair, and they left the connecting door open between them. Back in his room she sat down at the table with her laptop and said, “Any hope Taylor is coming back with food soon?”

Nelson chuckled. “He’ll be back when he gets back.”

She looked up at him. “Are you not worried about him? Maybe King wanted to talk to him again.”

“I think we need to be more worried that Taylor didn’t go and talk to him.”

She gasped. “He wouldn’t do that without you as backup, would he?”

Nelson gave her a hard smile. “We’re not pushovers, and we don’t like it when somebody close to us, particularly a defenseless female, has her room searched.”

She nodded. “I get that. But I don’t want Taylor injured either. Finding one dead body today was more than enough.”

“It won’t be Taylor next. I think even King realizes he’ll bring more down on his head than he wants if anything happens to Taylor or me.”

“Why? Do you guys have a badass rule between you?”

“No,” he said, “but we understand each other, King and I.”

She smiled at that. “I think we’re dealing with the opposite meaning here.”

He chuckled. “Just relax. Taylor will be here soon.” He opened his laptop and sat down across from her.

“I suppose you’re telling Mason now.”

“I am,” he said. “And Mason’s talking to NCIS.”

“Which means, they’ll want to talk to me again.”

“Which is good. Any open dialogue is good. And they’ll look at this from a whole different perspective now. You might have been a pain in the ass for them before, but they might now see you as a valuable resource.”

She shuddered. “That’s hardly what I’m looking for.”

“We’re all just looking for answers,” he said. “Keep that in mind.”

She smiled. “I don’t have anything to do, so, if you don’t mind, I’ll bury myself in some other work. It’ll help calm me down and get my mind off this morning.”

“Go for it,” he said absentmindedly.

He was flicking through emails from Mason, making sure he hadn’t missed anything. With the new Gmail system, so often the emails got stacked up, and it was easy to miss one. Just then his phone rang. He pulled it out. “Mason, what’s up?”

“NCIS will be calling you in about an hour. Peter was, indeed, an active seaman. He went missing the same time Skunk did.”

“So it is related then?”

“We’ll proceed on the assumption it is,” Mason said.

“Are they sending somebody here?”

“There’ll be one investigator coming later this afternoon. That’s what the call is about. They want to meet with you.”

“Okay. I’ll be prepared.” He had no sooner hung up when his phone rang again. He frowned. “So much for an hour from now.” He answered it formally and waited for the identification at the other end.

“This is Special Agent Stan Johnson. I’ll be there in approximately four and a half hours. I’d like to meet up.”

“Pick the place,” Nelson said, “and we’ll meet then.”

“I believe you have Elizabeth Etchings there as well. Is that correct?”

“Yes, that’s correct. And Taylor.”

“Yes, he’s on my list. If the four of us can meet all at once, I can conclude everything in my investigation and get back home.”

“It might not conclude that quickly,” Nelson said. “We have one death and one missing person.”

“Likely connected,” the officer said. “We’ll sort it out when we speak this afternoon.” And he hung up.

Nelson laid the phone on the table. “That didn’t go well.”

“He thinks they’re connected, correct? And my brother’s responsible,” she said.

There was such a fatalistic tone to her voice. “Correct,” he said, “so we don’t have much time to find new evidence before he gets here.”

“We aren’t likely to,” she said sadly. “But that doesn’t mean we can’t continue to find evidence after he leaves. NCIS will come in to cross their Ts, to dot their Is, to make sure they weren’t negligent, and then they’ll leave.”

“Yes, but only on a basic level. They already have somebody to pin it on. And I’m afraid your brother is it.” He nodded grimly. “They can do whatever they want to do. We’ll find out the truth. I promise you that.”

“But how?” She sounded defeated. “As long as my brother runs, he’ll never be there to face the accusations.”

“I know that,” Nelson said. “And the problem is, if we don’t have something to help clear Chris of these accusations, as soon as Stan arrives, Chris will be considered guilty. All kinds of shitty events will happen to him then. Sure, he has to be found before he can be punished, but the longer he’s missing, the guiltier he’ll look.”

Elizabeth nodded. “No wonder he ran.”

“Right? No one wants to be blamed for something like this. Not to mention that, unless there is forensic evidence on the body that leads to who might have done this, Skunk could still take the fall. He was seen with these men, and it’s his word against several men. He’s connected to the case no matter what.”

“That forensic evidence would be very nice,” she said. “But so far we haven’t had an easy run of it.”

“It’s not all bad,” he said. “We’ve found out a fair amount.”

She snorted at that.

Just then they heard sounds at the door. They could hear Taylor’s voice asking for help. Nelson opened the door to let Taylor in with his bags of takeout. The room filled with warm smells.

Elizabeth hopped to her feet, closed her laptop and made room on the table as Taylor set his burden down. “Now that smells wonderful,” she cried out.

He nodded. “We’ve got to eat to keep our energy and our spirits up.”

She chuckled. “I’ll take it for energy. I don’t know that there’s anything to keep my spirits up.”

As Nelson moved his laptop, Taylor looked at him. “What’s changed?”

“NCIS. The inspector is supposed to meet us in four hours,” he said, checking his watch.

“Great,” Taylor said. “And I presume they’ll take the easy answer and walk away.”

“We would hope not,” Nelson said, “but you know they’re on a budgeted time frame too.”

“Not to mention absolutely nothing proves my brother didn’t kill his friend.”

Taylor opened the bags. “It’s what we expected. They’ll do an investigation, but we can’t blame them if there isn’t much to find. The case will stay open, and your brother will be a wanted man. If we have something to prove his innocence, then we can hopefully track him down, bring him in and get his name cleared.”

“Sounds like a tall order.” She picked up a piece of fried chicken and chomped away at it.

Nelson chuckled. “That’s good. Take your temper out on that poor chicken leg,” he teased.

She flushed. “I figured it was easier than taking it out on your hand.”

He pulled his hand back in mock shock because he’d been reaching for a piece of chicken too.

She laughed. “Go ahead. I share.”

The next hour was enjoyable. They ate comfortably and made a plan for the afternoon. It wasn’t much of a plan, but, short of hounding the local detectives for information, there wasn’t much they could do.

“I wonder if King knows who killed Peter. If he has any evidence, photos, anything like that?” Elizabeth said.

“It’s possible, but he won’t let it go easily.”

“Or cheap, I presume,” she snapped. She finished her second piece of chicken and put down the bone, grabbed a napkin and wiped her fingers. “Nothing quite like the comfort of a hot meal.”

When Nelson’s phone rang yet again, he groaned. “Can’t even have a decent meal in peace.” He wiped his fingers, answered his phone, and then turned to look at Taylor in surprise. “Absolutely. We can meet in half an hour,” he said. He put his phone down. “That was one of King’s henchmen. Chelsea’s henchmen rather.”

“What did he want?” Taylor frowned. “That’s not cool that he got your phone number.”

“They want to meet, and, no, it isn’t.” He turned to look at Elizabeth. “Did you have my cell phone number in your room?”

She flushed. “Yes, I did. I wrote it down without thinking,” she said. “I do that. I doodle all the time on napkins.”

“That explains how they got your number,” Taylor said. “But I wonder what King and Queen want?”

“They’ll want to deal,” Elizabeth said.

“But what’ll the price be?” Nelson asked. “He didn’t look to be suffering.”

“No, not money. But I don’t think the henchmen ever have enough,” she said.

“No way to know until we show up,” he said. “And is it the henchman we’re meeting or Chelsea or King?”

“I don’t know which one to hope for,” she murmured.

“I suggest we talk to King,” Nelson stated. “He’s the boss, not the second in command, if she’s in command of anything.”

They continued to eat; then the men cleaned up. When the phone rang again, Nelson looked at it and said, “It’s the same number. Yes,” he spoke into the phone. “What’s up?”

“King wants you to bring the girl to the meeting. Ten minutes. Don’t be late.”

And before he had a chance to say anything, the call was cut off.

He glanced at Taylor and then Elizabeth. “We’re meeting in ten with King, and he wants to make sure you come too.”

She shoved her hands in her pockets and nodded. “That’s fine. He doesn’t scare me.”

“He should.” Taylor’s voice was hard. “Don’t be fooled by his affable manner. He is and always will be a kingpin. That means he runs a lot of people’s lives, and they do his bidding, from murder to prostitution, whether they like it or not.”

That unsettled her. She nodded. “Got it. He’s not a nice man.”

“No, he’s not, but it’s possible he might have some leads,” Nelson said. “So we’ll play the game his way. Until that no longer works for us.”

“Do I bring cash?”

“Yes,” he said, “but give it to me to carry.”

She walked through the connecting door and turned to look back at him. “How much?”

“I hate to ask but maybe a grand?”

She sucked in her cheeks, nodded and continued to the other room.

Nelson looked back at Taylor, asking, “What do you think about that price?”

“I don’t think you’ll get anything important out of him for less.”

“But does he have anything of value?”

“Let’s find out,” Taylor said. He grabbed the garbage. “No point in leaving it here. We’ll dump it on our way out.”

The three together, Nelson holding the cash, walked down the stairs and out the front door. At a streetside garbage can, Taylor dumped all their trash into it, and they kept walking.

They ended up at the same hotel they had been to before. It opened for them as soon as they reached the top step. Nobody said a word as they walked in. King once again was at the piano. He looked up and smiled. “You want to come and play the piano with me?”

As if understanding her role, Elizabeth smiled. “I’d love to.”

At the piano she sat down beside him. He played a set of scales. She matched her finger movements to his, and together they ran the scales, laughing.

Taylor watched, but Nelson stared. She seemed so natural and comfortable in King’s presence that it blew Nelson away. Nothing seemed to faze her. Whether that was good or bad, he didn’t know. They waited until the recital was over.


King looked up and said, “We hear you found someone.”

“His name was Peter,” Elizabeth said quietly, her fingers still lightly stroking the ivory keys. “He was a friend of my brother’s.”

“Do you think your brother killed him?”

“No,” she said. “I think he watched his friend get murdered.”

“That’s what the word is on the streets,” King said.

“We’re waiting to see if the body holds any forensic evidence that will help us identify his murderers,” Nelson said.

King looked at him directly. “My men didn’t have anything to do with it.”

“Good,” Nelson said, “and we didn’t either.”

King didn’t say anything for a long moment. He appeared to be thinking. “One of my men saw something.”

“What did he see?” Nelson asked.

“A face,” King said. “One he didn’t recognize. He thought he’d seen it around in the bars, but he didn’t know him by name,” he added.

Elizabeth looked up at him. “Any chance you have somebody who can draw a picture of him?”

King shook his head. “No, he would probably recognize him, but no way he’ll look through photo books down at the cop station.” His tone was dry.

Elizabeth laughed, her voice light and cheerful. “Of course not. I wouldn’t want to do that either.”


That surprised King; he ended up in a roar of chuckles. As he finally calmed down, he said, “I do like you.”

“I like you too. And I’ll like you more if you can help us figure out what happened.”

“My guy only saw a face, but that’s because he wasn’t heading out to the end of the wharfs. He was heading back toward one of the bars.”

“Which bar would that be?” Nelson asked. “Any chance it would have a security feed which your person could look at?”

“I own the bar,” King said. “And I do have the security feed. He hasn’t looked at it though, to see if the face is on it.”

“Will you let Nelson look?” Elizabeth asked, her voice guileless and innocent.

King’s gaze went from her to Nelson. “For a price.”

Elizabeth stiffened, then nodded. “I guess that’s the world we live in, isn’t it?”

King nodded. “It is, indeed, little one. It is, indeed.”

“And for this price what is it we get?” Taylor asked, speaking up for the first time.

“My man will go through the feed and see if he can identify the person.”

“And can we get a copy of the feed?”

King seemed to consider that, then shrugged. “Sure. Why not? It won’t help much.”

“No, but identification will give us one piece of the puzzle and finding other associates will allow us to find more puzzle pieces.”

King nodded. “As long as my men don’t get involved.”

“But you know as well as I do, if they had nothing to do with it, it doesn’t matter.”

“You can have part of the feed,” King compromised.

Nelson chuckled. “Okay, as long as we agree on the same piece. We want all the feed that has any images of this guy and any of the men he appears to be eating, drinking, talking or hanging around with.”

“As long as I okay any other activities being shown on the same feeds.”

“Agreed. When can this happen?”

“When can you pay?”

“Depends on the price,” Nelson said.

“It depends on what it’s worth,” King said with a calculating tone of voice.

“It’s worth a lot,” Elizabeth said. “It’s my brother. But that doesn’t change the fact I don’t have a ton of money.”

“But you do have enough to pay something?”

“Business is business, so, yes,” she said. “I can scrounge up some. I just can’t scrounge up much.”

He nodded, his fingers going to the ivories.

She picked up the tune he played, playing the exact same refrain on the lower octave.

He laughed. “I do miss having somebody to play the piano with.”

“I don’t have a piano at home,” she said. “But this reminds me how much I would enjoy it.”

“You should get one,” he said.

“Maybe I will when I get back, after this mess is over,” Elizabeth said with a slight incline of her head. “It might help me deal with the trauma of being here and seeing what life is like outside of the comfort of my own space.”

“True enough. You probably live in a lily-white tower and don’t deal with the outside world.”

“I deal with it enough,” she said. “But, when you start losing family members, and you’re down to the last one, it gets a bit dicey.”

“One thousand bucks,” he said.

She gasped.

King sent her a sideways look. “That’s cheap. Normally I charge ten times that.”

She looked at him wide-eyed. “Wow. I’m in the wrong business.”

And that set him off to huge guffaws of laughter. When he finally stopped, Nelson stepped forward with the money in his hand, a clip around it. “That’s all she brought.”

“Good,” he said, “then it was the right figure.” He put the money in his pocket and motioned at two men standing nearby. “He’ll take you into the security room where the monitor is. You’ll run through it, and he’ll see if he can find the man he thought he saw. If so, we’ll pick out the pieces of the film you want copies of.”

Nelson headed toward the room, then stopped and looked back at Elizabeth.

King waved at him. “Go. Your girlfriend will be here when you get back. We’ll just play the piano together for a while.” And, with that, he played Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony.

With a delighted laugh, Elizabeth dove in and played with him.

Nelson shook his head, looked at Taylor, who just shrugged at him, and the two men walked into the security room. They were taking a chance leaving her, but they were also taking a chance going into this room themselves. At the moment Nelson figured Elizabeth was safer than they were.

They stepped forward, and the door closed behind them.




Chapter 7
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“They won’t hurt them, will they?” she asked King.

“Nah,” King said. “We only break bones when people are uncooperative.”

“Good,” she said. “Because I wouldn’t want to stay up all night and look after them. I make a lousy nurse.”

And again he burst out laughing. “My goodness,” he said, “you are a breath of fresh air.”

“Maybe,” she said, “it’s from living in the ivory tower.”


As soon as they finished Beethoven, she ran her fingers in a rendition of Mozart. Then, in a completely different move, she played John Denver and rolled into a Stevie Nicks number.

He sat back and listened, watching her fingers. “How is it you don’t have a piano at home?”

“I work too much. I don’t have much space, and these are very expensive instruments,” she said.

He was silent for a moment and then said, “You’re right. A good one is. But you’re very talented.”

She shook her head. “No, not like so many are. My piano teacher was always complaining that I didn’t practice enough. The problem was, I wanted to play the songs in my heart, not the songs in her heart. It is such a joy to play again,” she admitted. Her fingers flew across the keyboard, as if they had a mind of their own. They swung from an Adele number into reggae and then into jazz. As she played the jazz piece, she slowed and closed her eyes, letting her body sway to the music as she played.

Finally her song ran down, and she dropped her fingers to her lap, still in a trance. She stared at the keyboard and then over at King and smiled. She wiped the tears from her eyes. “Thank you,” she said. “That was lovely.”


He stared at her in surprise. And something else too.

Just then the door opened, and Taylor and Nelson returned, their faces grim.

“We found him,” Nelson said. “We need you to look at the feed to see which pieces we can have.”

King walked toward him. Elizabeth slipped off the bench and ran toward Nelson. He reached out and caught her up close to him. “Do you recognize him?” she asked.

He shook his head. “No, but we should run through it through our databases with some good facial recognition programs.”

“The question is, whether he’s a local?” she said. “Or if he’s a seaman?”

“He’s a seaman,” King said, looking at the monitor. “He’s not from around here.” He went through several of the film stills and then pointed out which ones they could have. Then the henchmen printed off the images. And they cut part of the video and emailed it to Nelson.

With prints in hand, Nelson, Taylor and Elizabeth walked toward the front door. On impulse, Elizabeth turned, smiled up at King, sitting at the piano, and she said, “Thanks for a wonderful piano session.”

His face gentled, and he nodded. “You’re more than welcome.”

As they stepped out the door, and it closed behind them, Nelson wrapped her up tight and said, “Stay on guard.”

She almost stumbled. She’d been in a happy daze from the music. The reality of what they were doing now wasn’t something she had expected. In a whisper she asked, “What is it you expect?”

“While you were having fun playing with him,” Nelson said, “the woman who accosted us the first evening looked to be incredibly jealous. And what you don’t know is, she stood in the far corner behind you, glaring daggers at you. She wasn’t there when we came back out. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if she isn’t ahead of us somewhere, looking to teach you a lesson.”

Elizabeth stiffened. “I forgot about her.”

“I know,” Nelson said. “But I’m not kidding when I say these people are serious about every detail. And, if Chelsea thought King was sweet on you, or that you were trying to steal him from her, you would not survive the night.”

“We’re not far from the hotel.” She glanced around. “So hopefully we’re safe.”

Just then Taylor said, “On your left.”

Nelson’s arm tightened around Elizabeth, then he shoved her behind him as he pivoted toward the threat.

Elizabeth peered over both men’s shoulders to see two of the henchmen and indeed a hard-looking female in front of them.

“You keep her away from here,” Chelsea spat. “I don’t give a fuck how high up in the white tower she is. She’s history if I ever see her again. Do you hear me?”

Elizabeth wanted to defend herself, but the men were shoulder to shoulder, keeping her behind them. “I didn’t mean to upset you,” she called over their shoulders.

Chelsea snorted. “You didn’t. But I protect what’s mine. And King is mine.”

“I just bought him an hour of peace through playing the piano,” Elizabeth said. “Music is something he doesn’t get enough of.”

“What are you talking about?” Chelsea snarled. “He’s on that damn piano all the time.”

“That’s because it brings him peace,” she said. “He tries to lose himself in the music but often can’t get deep enough to be transported out of his normal world.”

The men separated ever-so-slightly. Elizabeth could see the confusion on Chelsea’s face.

But almost as quickly it shut down, and she growled, “Get her out of here now. And I don’t want her coming back to see him anymore. Better if she disappeared.” On those words she blended into the shadows.

Elizabeth reached up and gripped Nelson’s arm. “But I didn’t do anything to make her feel like she was being replaced.”

“You’re missing a piece of the puzzle,” Taylor said.

Nelson wrapped her up close, and this time Taylor walked behind them.

“What piece of the puzzle am I missing?” Elizabeth asked Taylor.

“What you’re missing is the fact that King takes what King wants. And if he decides he wants you to play the piano with him, as far as he’s concerned, you’re there for the grabbing.”


“What if I don’t want to be grabbed?”

Nelson looked down at her. “Remember? That’s the point about not understanding this world. He controls a lot of people. He controls prostitutes and murderers. People do things on his behalf because they’re too terrified not to. So, if he asks them to kidnap you, then they would do so. Not only that, they would do it with a smile on their face because it would be making him happy. And, after that, if he kept you, it would be in whatever capacity he wanted you in.”

Elizabeth could feel the joy of the evening drain away, and her stomach clenched in panic. “I was too nice, wasn’t I?”

Nelson sighed. “I hate to say it, because there shouldn’t be such a thing as too nice, but yes, you were too nice.”

She groaned and flung up her hands. “What am I supposed to do? I can’t stay on guard all the time. It’s not who I am.”

“Of course not,” Nelson said. “But I would be happy if you never saw King again. Sometimes I wonder if the reason we weren’t called there was just so he could visit with you again.”

“He did give us a good price for that video, or was that all part of the sales pitch?” Elizabeth turned to look at Taylor. “Right. Maybe that was just all part of the same slimy deal.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Nelson said, “because we did get something useful. And now we have a lead on the man who was followed from the dock after Peter was murdered. If we can identify him, we’ll identify those he hung out with.”

“That’s perfect then,” she said. “Let’s get back to the hotel and track down who this person is.”

“We can’t do that,” Nelson said. “That’ll go through NCIS, the local cops and Mason.”

“Why Mason? It seems like you’re always in touch with him anyway.”

“He’s the one who got me assigned to this,” he said. “And his wife has an incredible computer system at home that can access all kinds of government software.”

“Legally?”

“She has very high clearance,” Taylor said with a laugh. “And she’ll use it every once in a while to help us out.”


“That makes her a very good person to know,” Elizabeth said in admiration. “Wouldn’t it be nice to think that was something we could all have access to?”

When they reached their room, it still smelled of fish tacos and fried chicken. “Is there more?” Elizabeth asked.

“We only ate the chicken,” Taylor said. “There are lots of tacos. Help yourself.”

“Is there anything else we have planned for this evening?”

“After our meeting with NCIS Special Agent Johnson, no. Depends on what we come up with. At the moment, nothing. Sit down and eat.”

“Maybe I will then.” Elizabeth grabbed a box. “Do we serve it or am I just eating out of the box?”

“Eat out of the box,” Nelson said. “We are big enough to share. And we’re a little short on dishes.”

“Got it,” she said with a laugh. She sat down on the bed, picked up the TV remote and clicked on a news station with a story on the body found at the wharf. There were just enough pictures to realize it was the body they’d found. She could speak some Spanish but not fluently, still, this report was hard not to understand. Hating to, but knowing she didn’t dare miss any tidbits of news that would help find her brother, she turned up the volume. Both men came around so they could watch too. There was film of the body being removed from the water. She noted herself and Nelson down by the dock. They weren’t identifiable that far away, but it was the same location and scene. “I wonder who gave the news station that footage,” she asked.

“That’s not a bad question to ask,” Nelson said. “We also need to figure out if they have found out anything we don’t already know.”

But there wasn’t anything new, until the cameras panned away. Elizabeth jumped forward. “Did you see that?”

“See what?” both men asked.

She tried to hit the Stop button, but of course it was live TV, not a recorded movie or anything she could pause. “Damn it,” she said. “I thought it was that man down at the bar, the one we went to King for and got the stills of.”

They held up the picture, and she shrank. “I hardly had time to look, but, yes, it looked like him.”

“Interesting,” Nelson said. “Because that would mean he went back to the scene of the crime. Not back to the ship—if he was a seaman too.”

“Quite likely he’s telling his other seamen buddies what’s happening,” Taylor said. “Somebody had to stay behind to see if anybody finds the body. The longer that body stays gone, the less forensic evidence they will find. Imagine if it was six months later.”

“Right,” Elizabeth said. “But we found the poor man late ourselves. It’s been a week in the water, which I guess is pretty nasty in terms of what happens to the body, but there might still be something usable to find.”

“Which means this guy is telling the rest of his buddies what happened.”

“Definitely. And we know who his buddies are,” Elizabeth snapped. “Seamen aboard Chris’s ship.” With the news done, she flipped through the other channels, looking for something to take her mind off things. She went past a murder mystery and settled on a chick-flick. When she brought it up, she grinned. “This could be good.”

The two men looked at the TV and groaned. “Seriously?”

“Hey, what’s wrong with it?”

“It’s a chick-flick, for women,” Nelson said. “Hardly guy content.”

“What do you guys want to watch?” She glared at them. “The sports channel, I suppose?”

“Yes,” Nelson said, “that would be a good answer. Or a good fantasy movie or something action-based would be nice.”

“Agreed,” Taylor said. “However, we’re working over here, so, if that’ll help you get through the rest of the afternoon until our meeting, then fine.”

Elizabeth nodded. “Good, because I want to watch it.” She hit the remote’s Start button. With half an ear, she listened to the two discuss what they were doing, what they’d found, but she quickly lost interest because it seemed like they were doing nothing but sending emails and looking at maps. Finally, when the show ended, she rolled over on the bed. “So what’s next?”

“We’re waiting to hear from everyone,” Nelson said. “So the investigation’s at a standstill.”

“Did any of you think to follow my brother’s money?”

“I believe the cops are on that. They said something about his credit cards hadn’t been used, and his bank account hadn’t been accessed.”

“Oh,” she said in a small voice. “Here I was thinking it was a great avenue to consider.”


“It’s one of the first things law enforcement does,” Taylor said. “Everybody needs money.”

“He has multiple bank accounts,” she said. “So I don’t know if law enforcement is checking every one of them.”

“You know what banks?”

Elizabeth nodded. “Sure. We shared a couple. It’s a good way to move money back and forth between us as needed.” She logged on to her bank account, showing them the two accounts. “This one we’ve had for a long time. You can see there’s almost nothing in it. But this one, when I needed money at school, he used to drop funds into it for me, and I did the same when he ran into some trouble. He was traveling in Europe at one point and ran into difficulty when he crashed his bike. I put money into that account so he could access it over there.”

“Bring up the details on that account, will you?”

She clicked on it and then gasped in surprise. “Money was taken out two days ago.”

“How much money?” Nelson asked.

“Two thousand dollars,” she said in amazement. She turned to the men. “That means he’s alive, doesn’t it?” she asked hopefully.

“It’s definitely some of the best news we’ve had since this began,” Nelson said. He checked the account over her shoulder. “He hasn’t accessed any of that money for months beforehand.”

“No, he usually just keeps it as another source of income if he needs it.”

“There’s still five grand left, so he’ll be fine for a while,” Nelson said. He looked over at Taylor. “We should tell Mason about that. We might find the ATM machine it was taken from and get a shot of the person who removed the money. That would let us know if it was Skunk or some asshole who stole his bank card and password.”

Elizabeth wrinkled up her face. “I was ignoring that possibility.”

“We can’t,” Taylor said. “No blind spots here. It’s the only way we’ll survive this. Full awareness and consider all options.”

Nelson added quietly, his fingers busy on the phone, “Unfortunately the chances of getting any feeds from anywhere around here is likely nil. The country is not known for their IT skills or security concerns, and aren’t as advanced as what we’re used to. But I’m texting Mason to see if anything is available.”

She sagged and nodded.
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Elizabeth stepped out of the way so Nelson could sit down. He checked the other bank account. “Nothing here, but I have the transaction number written down.” He texted the information to Mason. Not sure who else you want me to contact.

The answer came back immediately. Give us ten.

Nelson dropped his phone on the table and walked over to the kitchenette where he grabbed a glass of water. “They’ll get back to us in a few minutes.” He glanced over at Elizabeth. “Does your brother have another house? Any place you know he would go to ground?”

“Just my place,” she said softly. “He had an apartment but sold it when he joined the navy. I told him to keep it so he’d have a place to come home to, but he just shrugged and said he didn’t want the responsibility or the headache when he would be traveling the world. He figured he’d have to call on me to deal with renters. Headaches all the time. And I admit, I appreciated that because I didn’t have a whole lot of free time in my life then either.”

“Have you two always been close?”

“Pretty close,” she said. “Growing up, there was just the two of us. I helped him through many drunken years where he used to go out and party all the time. He’d wake up, spewing his guts out the next morning because he was still drunk.”

“I remember a few of those days too,” Nelson said. “I’m still surprised he went into the navy.”

“Yes, and no,” Elizabeth said. “You know how he idolized our father. But he could never quite make the grade as far as our father was concerned. And that’s where the problem was. When Chris thought about it, he really did want to go into the navy. He had hoped that maybe, just maybe, our father would finally admire his choices.”

“How sad is that?” Nelson asked. “Go into the navy because that’s what you want.” He shook his head. “Not because that’s what you think your father wants.”

“It doesn’t matter because he did want to and loved his time there. It was more a bid for respect. That’s the sad part. I told him to enjoy the years he had, and, if he came to a point when he was ready to leave, he could leave.”

At her terminology both looked at her.

“I didn’t mean he could just walk away. I meant he could do whatever he had to do to legally leave.”

The men turned their gazes back to their laptops.

Nelson said, “It’s almost time for the meeting.”

Mason texted back. No camera on ATM. Transaction has been identified to location but no other information available.

Nelson sighed and told the others.

“You two go on now if you want,” Taylor said. “I want to be here to run communications. I’m going to send out some questions to NCIS on their father and to check for forensic information on the body.”

“Good. That’s what I should be doing too,” Nelson said. “I shouldn’t even be thinking about leaving. I’m just feeling a little closed in.”

“Understood,” Taylor said. “Waiting is always the hard part. But I’ll be right behind you. Give me about ten minutes.”




Chapter 8
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It felt weird heading out in the hottest part of the day this time. It was late afternoon, and they were out in a seedy part of town. And besides, it wasn’t like Elizabeth could forget Chelsea’s sudden appearance last time. Even the reminder had her walking closer to Nelson.

In a smooth and natural movement, he wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “Are you okay?”

She nodded, murmuring, “I am. Just I particularly don’t want to meet someone right now.’

“Or anytime,” Nelson said. “Particularly given your interactions up until now.”

She winced at that. The afternoon held a deep mugginess, the smell off the ocean stronger than normal. She usually loved the salty tang, but today it had a sourness to it.

They walked in silence. But the air was filled with loud music, reeking of alcohol, drugs and cheap sex. They made their way to the coffeeshop and the far back corner where they were supposed to meet Special Agent Stan Johnson.

“Why here?” she murmured, as they sat down.

“Our request,” Nelson said. “Otherwise, it would be in an office and likely not until Monday. This way we share information—” She snorted at that, but he continued, “And it’s over faster.”


“Okay, that makes sense.” She was cheered to know she was in a very different situation than the last time she spoke to NCIS. Nelson and Taylor had supported her every decision, even when they hadn’t been the best choices. She appreciated that. “Thank you.”

Nelson slid her a sideways look. “For what?”

“For working with me and not treating me as a useless featherbrained female,” she admitted. “I know I haven’t been the easiest to live with, work with. But it’s because I care about Chris so much.”

He squeezed his arm tighter around her, tucking her up closer. “You’ve been fine,” he said. “Sure, we weren’t too happy when you showed up, but we adjusted. We all want the same thing—Chris home safe and sound.”

“Exactly.” She beamed at him. “Anyway, thank you.”

A tall lean man arrived before Nelson could answer. It wasn’t hard to identify the austere look on the man’s face. Nelson stood and quietly introduced themselves. “Taylor should be here in ten minutes.”

“Call me Stan,” said the stranger with a brief smile as he sat down beside Nelson. A waitress came, took their order and disappeared. And returned almost immediately with their coffees. Elizabeth really didn’t want caffeine at this hour but …she might need it to get through this.

Stan pulled out his tablet, set up the keyboard and said, “What do you have for me?”

She stayed quiet as Nelson filled Stan in on what they’d learned about Chris’s disappearance. Nelson kept the discussion minimal regarding King and Chelsea. Elizabeth found that interesting. Yet it made sense as NCIS needed to know some stuff, but did they need to know it all? How much was enough? She was glad Nelson talked to Stan, although she knew her turn would come.

There were several questions back and forth.

“And what say you, Elizabeth? Why do you think Chris is missing?”

She stiffened. His words were fine but the tone? “Because he got into trouble he couldn’t get out of easily.”

“What kind of trouble?”

“Seeing something he shouldn’t have seen kind.” She kept her tone cool, level. The last thing she wanted to do was lose it on him. It wouldn’t help Chris’s case. Yet, she knew she wouldn’t hold back if Stan threw accusations around.

“What information do you have for us?” Nelson asked.

The NCIS officer shrugged and said, “Not much more than you. He’s missing in unusual circumstances in which a murder has occurred. Obviously it doesn’t look good for him. However, we’re still looking into his case.” He lifted his head and looked directly at Elizabeth. “We won’t jump to conclusions, but the longer he’s missing, the worse it looks for him, so if you have any way to contact him and to convince him to return, it will help all of us.”

She opened her mouth to snap at him but felt Nelson gently grip her hand and squeeze it in warning. “I’m more concerned that my brother is a second victim here,” she said flatly. “I’d just as soon he did kill his friend than be found floating like we found Peter. But”—she leaned forward—“I know he’d never do that without a hell of a good reason, so I’ll keep looking for him and for the truth.”

She stood. “If you have nothing else to offer us, and obviously we have shared what we know with you, I’ll say good night.” And she turned and headed out to the street. She didn’t know if Nelson would follow, neither did she care. She was done.
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Nelson stood immediately. “I guess we’re done here.”

Stan stared at the door, where Elizabeth had disappeared. “She’s pretty touchy.”

“With good reason,” Nelson said. “No one wants a family member, particularly one who isn’t here to defend himself, accused of murder.”

“I didn’t accuse anyone.” Stan was quick to defend himself.

“No, but you certainly implied it.” Nelson dropped his card on the table and said, “That’s how you can get a hold of us, if you have more questions. And we’d like to know what’s going on with her father’s death.”

Stan’s face thinned. “Nothing. We suspect he either took his own life or got so depressed he mistook his medication. She’s seeing shadows where none exist. He’s completed a distinguished career and we’re not going to mar it with anything other than death from preexisting condition.”

“And you don’t believe he was helped to his death?” Nelson asked searching Stan’s face. But the look of surety convinced him that at least in this Stan believed in the facts as they stood. “Not in any way.”

“Good, then we don’t have to worry about his death being connected to Chris’s disappearance.”

“No you don’t.”

On that note and feeling better, Nelson exited in time to see Elizabeth cross the street at the end of the block. Taylor joined him from the shadows and laughed. “When’s she mad, she can move.”

“She can.” Nelson laughed too. “She held it together nicely in there though. I was afraid she’d get emotional and blow up.”

The two men jogged to catch up, just in time to see Queen and her two henchmen making a move on Elizabeth. Nelson and Taylor both took off at a stealthy run. Queen was closest to Elizabeth, and Elizabeth was completely unaware of what was going on behind her. She was so angry still, which made her clueless to her surroundings.

Nelson and Taylor each took down one of Queen’s henchmen with a single powerful chop to the neck that laid them out and didn’t even stop Nelson or Taylor or hinder their strides. Covering a few more feet, they overpowered Queen, who immediately started yelling for help.

Elizabeth gasped and turned. “What is going on?”

Taylor grabbed Chelsea’s arms and not very gently yanked them behind her, causing her pain if she remained still and even more pain if she moved. She finally settled down.

Nelson bent over her, nose to nose. “You don’t listen so well, do you?” She tried to spit in his face, but he pulled her arms tighter making her gasp in pain. “I don’t believe in hitting women. Not even if they are hitting me. I will talk them down or subdue them, like Taylor here is doing with you. But you keep crossing the line. So next time I won’t hold back. You’ve threatened Elizabeth one too many times.”

When she opened her mouth, Taylor twisted her arms. All that came out was a cry for help.

“So listen up. We won’t hurt you if you leave us the hell alone. Agreed?” He stared at her.

She seemed to be considering her options.

“Too long,” Nelson said and pinched the nerve at the back of her neck, lowering her to the ground as she dealt with the paralysis. She’d be fine but it would stop her from coming behind them. She lay beside her henchmen on the sidewalk.

“Now what?” Taylor asked.

“Leave them here. It’s our message to the locals. And it’s a humiliation to her. I just hope it takes her a while to regain full motion.” Nelson turned to Elizabeth. “And I know you were mad, but you can’t walk around here all caught up in your mind. You need your wits about you. Understand?”

She seemed flustered, looking at both of the guys.

“It’s okay. You’ve had enough thrown at you for one day. Let’s get to our rooms.” And he again put one arm around her shoulders and pulled her near. They were quiet the rest of the way there.

The three were together as they walked into their hotel rooms.

“After that less-than-stellar meeting,” Elizabeth said, “I’m thinking about getting ready for bed and putting the TV on in my room and watching a show until I fall asleep.”

Nelson nodded. “Go then. We’ll leave the connecting door open. Just make sure all the other doors are locked.” But he hadn’t once checked her room since they’d come back. With one hand up, he stepped in front of her before she went in the connecting room and searched the other bedroom. He checked that the doors were locked and that the glass balcony doors and windows were also locked. He smiled with a nod. “You’re clear.”

She grabbed her nightclothes and headed into the bathroom. Nelson went back into his side but stuck close to where the connecting door was.

“You going to worry about her all night?” Taylor asked.

“Probably,” Nelson said. “I’m really not sure what to think about King.”

“I was thinking the same thing. I’m not sure he’s ready to replace his ladylove, if that’s the woman we keep getting accosted by, but I think King finds Elizabeth something special, unique in his world. A lot softer than he’s used to. And she certainly made him laugh.”

Nelson remembered the amount of amusement King had seemed to find in their conversation. “I think she surprised him several times. I think it’s been a long time since he remembered the softness in life.”

“If he ever had any,” Taylor said, not looking up from his laptop keyboard. “Sometimes guys like that are born in the gutter, raised in the gutter, and never climb out of it. Who knows where he learned to play the piano. Maybe self-taught?”

“Good point,” Nelson said.

The bathroom door opened on Elizabeth’s side. She came out wearing short boxers and a camisole that clung to every inch. Nelson swallowed and forced his gaze away. He glanced at Taylor and noted that knowing look in his eyes. “Don’t say it,” he said.

“I don’t have to say anything,” Taylor said. “You’re already saying it all yourself.”


“I hear you. It just took me by surprise,” Nelson said.

“You shouldn’t have been surprised,” Taylor said. “You’ve been heading in this direction for a while.”

“Hardly. I only truly met her yesterday.”

“Maybe,” Taylor said. “But I think you recognized something happening on a different level.”

“Nothing happens this fast,” Nelson said. “I don’t believe in love at first sight. Lust, yes, but not the other.”

“I think Mason’s group has made most of us take another look at our beliefs in that department,” Taylor said.

“Hah. I’ve been ignoring all those rumors,” Nelson said. “Besides, we’re on a job.”

At that, Taylor really laughed. “As were every other one of the men when they fell. Whether it was a job, a mission sanctioned by the military, or it was a personal mission, like what we’re currently doing, it was always some type of job when the men met their match.”

“I hate those terms, met their match and especially fell,” Nelson said without rancor. “Fell makes it sound like the men are less than what they were. Whereas a relationship should make them more than they are.”

“Oh, they are definitely more now,” Taylor said. “But I think the initial meet is a complete and total wipeout of expectations because you see something that hadn’t ever occurred to you that you wanted or needed.”

Nelson frowned at him. “That doesn’t make a lot of sense, and I’m pretty sure we all know what our type is by now.”

“I don’t think so,” Taylor said. “I’m keeping an open eye. When you think about it, what you think you want versus what you know you want, or what is actually better for you, can often be at very different ends of the scale. We don’t always know ourselves as well as we’d like to think we do.”

“Maybe,” Nelson said. “But I’m not heading in that direction.”

Just then Elizabeth walked around the bed and bent over to put away her clothes. He swallowed hard as the boxers rode up perfectly rounded cheeks and very long legs. With a muffled oath he got up off his chair and stormed across to the bed where he threw himself down and grabbed the remote. “I need something to do,” he said.

“Definitely—if you want to get any sleep tonight,” Taylor said with a chuckle. “But nice to know you’re as affected as the rest of us.”

“Are you interested?” Nelson stared at Taylor with a frown. “I didn’t think she was your type.”

“She isn’t,” Taylor said. “But that doesn’t mean I’m not interested. The thing is though, she’s interested in you, not me.”

“Hah,” Nelson said. “Not likely. I’m just here helping her find out what happened to her brother.”

“More than that. Every chance she gets, it’s you she goes to. And you might want to acknowledge that it’s always you wrapping your arms around her.”

“Sure, but it’s better if we appear as a couple. Gives me an excuse to be here and gives her my protection as being my girlfriend.” Nelson knew it was a feeble excuse. There was really no better answer he could give. And it seemed foolish, but he wasn’t quite ready to acknowledge it, although she had felt wonderful in his arms, and no way could he look at her barely clad body without having a physical reaction. It would make life very difficult for him tonight. Just the thought of her sweetness lying close to him was enough to make his body react. He took several deep calming breaths.

“Would it be so bad?”

Confused for a moment as he was caught up in his own thoughts, he turned to look at Taylor. “Would what be so bad?”

“If something did happen between the two of you?”

Instantly, all the work he’d done to calm down his body was like it had never happened. He took a deep breath. “I’m not into one-night stands anymore.”

“Nothing one-night stand about this,” Taylor said. “You both live in the same town, you both have a lot of similar interests. You know there’s no reason you couldn’t have a relationship.”

“That’s true,” Nelson said, “if, back at home, she still wants anything to do with me. But, while we’re on a job, no.”

“Ah, we’re back to being honorable again then, are we?”

“I’m always honorable,” Nelson said quietly. “Taking advantage of a woman while she’s desperate for answers, looking for help, that’s not my idea of a relationship.”

At that, Taylor nodded. “I agree totally. But she’ll be home in a few days. You might want to follow up on the advantage you have now.”

“Well, if it’s an advantage,” Nelson said, “it’s still not something fair then, is it?”

Taylor looked at him in exasperation. “Stop being so nitpicky. There’s obviously an attraction between the two of you. You’d be fools to not see where it went when we go home.”

“Possibly,” Nelson said. “And I’ll keep your comments under advisement.” He turned back to the TV and tried to bury himself in a horror movie. It suited his mood right now.




Chapter 9
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Elizabeth lay in bed, wondering if the men had any idea how easily their words carried. Or were they speaking deliberately loud so she did hear? No, they weren’t the type to play games. At least she didn’t think so. She remembered her brother talking about Nelson years ago, being a bit of a wild card and a definite ladies’ man.

She could see both in him, but maybe it was the navy that had made a man out of him, not just a playboy. There was something extra about the package that definitely appealed. Dark hair, square jaw, and those piercing blue eyes. How was it he had longer eyelashes than she did?

So not fair.

In the background she could hear them talking, but their voices were softer as if they were either getting into bed themselves or suddenly aware she might hear them.

Her night was not ending the way her day had begun—it was better. There was something comforting about not being alone right now. Especially after seeing her other hotel room trashed.

The men’s voices picked up. She sat up to listen. Then realized they were talking about tomorrow’s schedule. She lay back down quietly, feeling like she was eavesdropping, but she didn’t care.

It was their fault. She’d had the television on and was puttering around the room getting ready for bed when she heard their conversation start. It was all she could do to not rush in and hear the half of what she was missing. But some of it stuck with her. Most of it she agreed with. Certainly the fact that there was an attraction between the two of them.

And, yes, she did turn to Nelson every time she could. And he did wrap her up in his arms often. And maybe it was because of the job, but she also felt something much more, something much deeper was between them. And, if he wanted to pick it up when they got home, she was on board with that. In fact, she looked forward to it.

She also agreed it was a good thing not to start something like this while they were both dealing with difficult emotions, particularly her. That didn’t stop her heart or mind from heading in the direction.

And her body? Well, it had a mind of its own.

There was a warm glow around her as she lay here. It had been a while since her last relationship, and that one was more of an office romance. Two people thrown together, who liked each other, and things had progressed from there. But it hadn’t had that same glow to it that she currently felt.

She turned out the light, eager to go to sleep with hopefully happy dreams. Tomorrow was a whole new day. And maybe, just maybe, they’d get some answers. Time was running out. She didn’t know how long she could stay, but she knew the men only had two more nights. Then she’d decide if she was going to stay longer.

She closed her eyes and sent out a whisper to her brother. Stay safe. Stay alive. We’re coming.
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Nelson had always been a light sleeper, but whoever walked down their hallway right now needed to work on his technique. He attempted to be stealthy but was anything but.

Nelson slipped out from under the bedcovers, turning to look at Taylor. Taylor’s eyes gleamed in the darkness. He also slid out of bed.

The footsteps went past their door and slowed. Nelson pulled on his jeans as he tiptoed across the opening to Elizabeth’s bedroom. He went to her bedside, clapped a hand over her mouth and whispered in her ear, “Wake up.”

Her eyes opened wide, but she didn’t struggle. She just lay here and stared at him.

With her ear still close to his mouth, he whispered, “Looks like you’ve got company.” He could feel the shudder work through her. “Know that I’m here,” he said. “I’ll stay down on this side of the bed. Taylor is closing the door between us. But it’s not shutting him out. It’ll be slightly ajar so he can push it open and get in here.”

Again she didn’t say anything. She stared, her eyes huge, the pupils almost indiscernible in the darkness.

He heard somebody at her door. Elizabeth shifted so she could watch it. He held her close, gave her a hug and said, “I need you to pretend to be asleep.”

She nodded.

He released his hand over her mouth, pulled the covers up, gave her a squeeze on the shoulder and whispered, “I’m here. Remember that.”

She settled as if his words were finally drifting into her psyche. With her head back on the pillow, she closed her eyes, facing the door.

He knew that was instinct. Nobody wanted to be turned away from the door, waiting for that attack to come. As long as she didn’t open her eyes and give it away.

He also couldn’t take the chance that somebody would just stand at the door and shoot her. The intruder was still working on the door. He crept past her bed, up against the wall where the bathroom was. They had to come in at least enough to see her. That should allow him time to grab any weapon.

He held a finger up to his lips as the door finally went click. Elizabeth slammed her eyes closed. Her body, although tense, appeared relaxed. He held his breath, not daring to breathe as the door swung open.

A little bit of light from the hallway filtered inside. But it wasn’t a fancy hotel where subdued running lights were out there. It was more of a dim shadow from the one remaining bulb still on.

The door was closed behind the intruder. Soft footsteps crept forward and then halted. He wasn’t sure if the person’s eyes had adjusted and could see Elizabeth or not, but, sure enough, an arm came up. An arm holding a gun.

Nelson didn’t waste any time. He grabbed the arm, shoving it upward, and, with his right hand, connected with the jaw of the person who had come into the room. He had expected a fight. He had expected something much more solid. Instead the person completely collapsed on the ground. Unconscious.

Taylor burst into the room and turned on the lights. And there on the floor was King’s ladylove. They looked down at the gun, then back at Chelsea.

Elizabeth got up from the bed, walked over and stared down at her. “Why would she do this?” she whispered.

“I warned you,” Nelson said. “She didn’t like the attention King was paying you.”

Elizabeth wrapped her arms around her chest and, realizing how little she wore, grabbed her bathrobe.

Nelson was sorry to see her pull it on, covering such a soft silky material that clung to all her curves, making her even more seductive. She went to him and snuggled up close. He wrapped an arm around her, remembering Taylor’s earlier words. Still, he held her closer as she snuggled in deeper.

“Now what do we do?”

“We need to get word to King,” Taylor said. “He needs to know what his ladylove is up to.”

“Will he kill her?” Elizabeth asked.

Both men turned to look at her.

Elizabeth shrugged. “Okay. I get it. She tried to kill me, but it was out of jealousy, or maybe it was out of self-preservation.”

“What do you mean by that last bit?” Nelson asked.

She tilted her head to look up at him. “If King’s such an ugly character, what are the chances he would order her to either be a hooker on the street or have someone take her out in the back and shoot her?”

Silence.

“Because, if so, that would explain why she’s gone to such lengths to get rid of me.”

“But she still can’t go unpunished,” Taylor said. “She won’t forgive you for trespassing on her man. She sure as hell won’t thank you for getting her killed by her man or for showing some compassion here for her.”

“So then what the hell does she want me to do?”

The scratchy voice from the floor said, “Die would be nice.”

Nelson looked down at the woman, seeing the hate in her gaze. “We get that you’re jealous. We get that you would like Elizabeth to disappear because King showed her attention. But she’s mine,” Nelson stated firmly. “And I don’t give up anything of mine I don’t want to.”

“You won’t have a choice,” Chelsea said, waving her hand as if he was nothing. “If King wants her, King gets her.”

“And the only way you saw to stop that was to kill me?” Elizabeth asked in disbelief. “What did I ever do to you?”

Chelsea snorted. “You think I give a shit about what you think? I have to maintain my position in that hierarchy.”

“And just exactly what is your position?” Elizabeth asked. She shoved her hands into her bathrobe pocket and glared down at the woman. “What are you? His whore? You’re hardly a girlfriend or a wife or a mistress, not if he thinks you’re disposable.”

“I’m no man’s whore,” she snapped viciously. She tried to kick Elizabeth, but she was too far away.

Nelson stomped on her thigh, crushing her flat onto the thin carpet.

“Oh, big man,” the woman snapped. “Do you really think I haven’t felt a man’s fist or his boots before?”

“I’m pretty sure you have,” Nelson said. “The question is, if this isn’t a life you want, why don’t you change it?”

Chelsea gave an almost hysterical laugh. “What do you think I could do to change it?”

“What do we do with her now?” Elizabeth asked.

Taylor walked into the other room and came back a few minutes later with a shirt and jacket on. He made some sort of motion to Nelson before slipping out the door.

Nelson called out to Taylor, “Watch your back. Her two favorite henchmen will be out there.”

“I know,” he said. And with that he was gone.

Nelson looked down at the woman on the floor. “How much do you want to keep those two henchmen?” He watched the consternation across her face. He shrugged. “What did you expect? You came here to kill Elizabeth. No way I can allow that, so you have to find another way to solve this problem.”

“There is no other way,” Chelsea said bleakly. “I’ve seen it before. And it doesn’t matter what you think. King has spies and killers everywhere. If he wants her, he’ll mow you down to get to her.”

Elizabeth sank down on the bed. “I don’t want anything to do with him. We enjoyed some fun on the piano, and that was it.”

“That fun is a connection he’s never had with anybody else. It’s a connection he desperately wants. And it’s a connection only you can give him. So what the hell did you think you were doing?”

Nelson winced at the accusatory tone in Chelsea’s voice. “I don’t think she was thinking,” he said gently. “I think she was just feeling. Enjoying the moment.”

“Yeah, well, that moment is about to ruin my life and possibly a bunch of other people’s lives.”

“Who else could possibly be affected?” Elizabeth asked in astonishment.

The woman sneered. “You. And him. And the guy who just left. King just wipes you all out. Buries you deep. Nobody ever knows where to even go looking.”

“Did he kill my brother?” Elizabeth asked in horror. “Did he bury him deeper so there’s no way I’ll ever find him?”

“No, surprisingly enough,” the woman said. “I don’t think he had anything to do with that. I know he laughed about how screwed up the seamen were. He’s often made comments about how they talk about being the best in the world and how disciplined they are, yet they go and kill one of their own, and another one is off and running. You see? People are the same no matter what field they are in. And, at the bottom of it all, men are just animals.”

“You can get away from it all,” Nelson said. “Right now. You could leave. Go a long way away.”

“I know too much,” Chelsea said quietly. “I’ll just get buried too. It won’t be today. It might not be tomorrow. But very, very quickly I’ll just turn around, and the bullet with my name on it will find me.”

“Why did you get into this life?” Elizabeth asked.

Chelsea shot Elizabeth a look of disbelief and amusement. She turned to look back at Nelson. “Is she for real?”

“Yes, she is,” Nelson said. “She doesn’t belong in this world. She doesn’t know anything about it.”

“She would learn fast enough,” Chelsea snapped. “Or else she’d die.”

“No,” Elizabeth said. “I don’t think I could.”

“He won’t give you the choice. That’s what you don’t understand. I was born on the streets.” Chelsea’s voice was glacial and hard. “And don’t feel any sympathy for me. I know these streets inside and out.”

“What made you hook up with King?” Elizabeth asked as if she really didn’t understand.

Nelson had a pretty good idea. Women tended to gravitate to the biggest protector they could find. Chelsea had had a very difficult life on the streets. No way she avoided all the abuses that went on regularly.

“He wanted me,” Chelsea said with a toss of her hair. She scrunched back so she was sitting up, leaning against the wall. “He desired me. I was the most beautiful woman around.”

“And now you’re afraid your looks are fading?” Nelson asked. “You’re afraid he’s looking for somebody new?”

“I wasn’t worried about her in the beginning.” Chelsea darted a hard, angry glance toward Elizabeth again. “But now, obviously she’s an issue.”

“No, I’m not,” Elizabeth said. “I have no intention of taking your place.”

The woman just shook her head. “You really don’t get it, do you? I keep telling you, you won’t have a choice.”

Elizabeth shrugged. “I trust Nelson that I won’t end up in that situation.”

The woman looked at her, puzzled. “This is King we’re talking about.”

“And this is Nelson,” Elizabeth said quietly. “They’re fairly equal. Nelson doesn’t have an entire team of killers at his beck and call. And he doesn’t need them. Because we don’t live that lifestyle. But I think King understands us. And I think that King realizes I’m not somebody he can just pluck off the street and keep as his own little pet, that there will be people who would stop him and even more people to bring justice to this part of the world.”

Chelsea sneered. “God, you’re unbelievable.”

“Yes,” Elizabeth said. “I am very different from you. I get that. We’re not here to cause trouble. We’re here to find my brother. That’s it.”

Chelsea, in a sudden move, jumped to her feet. But she was weak and could only lean against the wall, her arms across her chest. She looked at Nelson. “Since you are some sort of big hero to her, what exactly is it you’ll do to me?”

Nelson smiled. “Depends what Taylor tells us when he comes back.”

Chelsea glanced nervously at the door. “Where’s he gone?”

“To find King,” Nelson said. “No way we’ll watch our backs with you all the time. Obviously you’ve got to be stopped. But we don’t want to have you killed or taken out.”

As Nelson watched, the color drained from Chelsea’s face. She clenched her hands tight together, her nails biting into her palms.

He nodded. “I get that you’re terrified. But maybe if King realizes why you did what you did …”

“Are you kidding?” she cried out. “You’ve just signed my death warrant.”

“And I should cry why?” Elizabeth asked. “You came prepared to shoot me. Prepared to kill me while I slept. And now I’m supposed to be worried you might get the same punishment you planned to send my way?”


Chelsea looked hopeful for a second, and then, as if her history had piled in on her, she knew what would be. Nobody would save her. She sagged against the wall again. “Oh, there’s no help for it. It’s been a decent run, but I always knew it would come to an end.”

The door opened behind her, but she didn’t appear to notice as Taylor came in.

“In what way did you figure it would come to an end?” Nelson asked.

“King is always after younger, prettier women,” Chelsea said sadly. “There is no such thing as love or longevity. The minute my looks fade, which I presume is happening now …” She rubbed her face tiredly. “I’m gone. I’m replaced. That’s why he’s looking at her anyway.”

A harsh voice rattled through the room. “Cut the bullshit,” King said. He stood there in the hallway, glaring at Chelsea.

Chelsea backed up, then dropped to her knees.

He looked at her in disgust. “You came here to shoot Elizabeth because we played piano together?”

“Of course not just because of that. You want her.” Chelsea looked up at him. “What else was I to think?”

“You were to think with your brain, not from your fear.”

Nelson raised his eyes at the phrasing.

King crossed his arms over his chest and said, “What the hell am I supposed to do with you now?”

Elizabeth piped up, “Forgive her. Make her feel like she’s appreciated and cared for. Not that you’ll replace her at the drop of a hat.”

King looked at Elizabeth and laughed. “Damn, I wish you were somebody I could pick up and keep in my parlor,” he said, “if for nothing else, you always make me laugh.” He reached down for Chelsea’s arm. “Chelsea, get out.” He marched her to the door, then turned to look at Taylor, who now stood beside them. “Thanks.” And he walked out, shutting the door firmly behind them.

Silence settled.




Chapter 10
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“Do you think he’ll really hurt her?” Elizabeth hated the guilt sitting inside her gut. She felt terrible about Chelsea’s future.

“If he’s a regular kingpin, yes, he will,” Nelson said. “But we really have no choice. She had to be stopped, and King can stop her. The last thing I want is to constantly make sure she’s not coming after you. We’ve got enough trouble on our plates without that.”

“Do you think this will stop her?”

“I can only hope so,” Nelson said quietly. “We don’t really have a lot of choice.”

Elizabeth sagged on the bed, shuffling farther back so she could lean against the headboard. “I don’t even know what time it is. But that was a hell of a midnight awakening.”

“Sorry about that,” Nelson said. “We heard the footsteps come down the hallway.”

“And you both woke up?”

Both men nodded.

She couldn’t believe it. “That’s just a little too bizarre. I’d have slept through getting shot.” She stared out at the half light creeping in through her widow. “Is it morning already?”

“It’s five-thirty,” they both said.

She wrinkled up her nose. “I doubt I’ll sleep again, but I’d like to try.”

Nelson and Taylor turned and walked toward the connecting door.

“Get some sleep,” Nelson tossed back. “Who knows what today will bring.”

He closed the door between them.

Elizabeth hopped up and opened the door. “If you don’t mind, I’ll leave this open,” she called out.

“Don’t mind at all,” Nelson said. “See if you can grab another hour or two.”

Elizabeth crawled back into bed and lay here. But her mind kept spinning. She wanted to plead with King to not hurt Chelsea. But neither did she want to feel the back of his hand. He could likely go from the really nice piano player to a killer in a heartbeat. She didn’t know how to help Chelsea or if she even wanted to help. Elizabeth couldn’t imagine being raised in the streets, having that be her normal world. It was so foreign to her that it didn’t bear thinking about.

“Sleep,” Nelson called through the doorway. “You’re keeping us awake.”

She frowned and sat up. “What are you talking about?”

“You’re thinking too loud,” Taylor said. “That’s pretty obvious, isn’t it?”

She snorted and lay back down again. Still, just because they told her to shut it off didn’t mean the fountain of thoughts would comply.

As she lay here, she wondered if they could do anything about King. And then she realized just how much he had been a help already. And, when she started down that path, she knew she wouldn’t sleep after all.

She tossed and turned for a few more minutes, then gave it up. She got up, figuring the other two would be sound asleep, and sneaked over to the window, where she looked out into the alley below. It was definitely not a nice part of town, but, with the sunrise, it was surprisingly beautiful. When she heard a sound, she turned to see Nelson standing in the doorway, wearing just his boxers. She looked him over appreciatively. “I didn’t realize you were into wandering around without your clothes on.”

“I have as much on as swimming trunks,” he said easily. He walked to the window and looked outside.

“Isn’t it beautiful?” she asked him.

He dropped a glance her way.

She shrugged. “So there’s lots not to like, but there is lots to like. I can focus on that happily enough.” She checked her watch. “Honestly, I did try to sleep. But I couldn’t.”

“I know,” he said. “I’ve been working on my laptop for the last hour.”

She turned to him in outrage. “Really? You mean, I could have been there on my laptop too?”

“Sure, why not?” he asked. “Taylor and I are working.”

She glared at him. “If you tell me that you have coffee, I’ll really be pissed.”

He chuckled. “We were letting you sleep.”

She growled. “Don’t bother. I never did go back to sleep. I’ve been tossing and turning the whole time.”

“You look like you need more sleep,” he said bluntly.

“Whether I look it or not”—she glared at him—“doesn’t matter because I can’t get back to sleep. Maybe later this afternoon I’ll lie down for a nap, but I doubt it. I’ll wait until tonight to sleep. But what I am is hungry.” She darted into their room. “Is there leftover food?”

Taylor nodded. “But it’s cold.”

She snatched up the taco and shrugged. “I’ve eaten worse.” She had several bites and then put it back down again. “I really would rather have coffee.”

“We can head out for breakfast if you want.” Taylor closed down his laptop and stood.

She noticed he wore just jeans. Both men had the lovely muscled bodies of men in their prime. “I don’t want to disturb you though,” she protested.

“Already disturbed,” Nelson said cheerfully. “Besides, I’d like something other than cold tacos for breakfast.”

“They should have microwaves in these rooms,” she said. “We could heat this up.”


“Maybe,” Nelson said. “A coffee shop is a couple blocks away. I suggest we go there.”

“Any word from anybody yet?”

“No, nobody has gotten back to us. NCIS is running the photos from King’s place through the navy database. If this guy we’re hunting is a seaman, it should pop.”

“Doesn’t mean NCIS will tell me much. I don’t think they consider they owe us anything,” Nelson said. “They’re a bigger bureaucracy than any governmental body.”

She sighed. She thought about breakfast and perked up. “Okay. I’ll get changed. Be ready in five.” She dashed back to her room, sorted through her meager selection of clothes, grabbed a few pieces and went into the bathroom where she washed her face, braided her hair, brushed her teeth and got dressed.

When she came back out, she packed up all her stuff so it was easy to grab, just in case. She returned to their room with her tote bag on her arm and her carry-on bag in her other hand. The two men looked at the bag and looked at her, and she shrugged. “Figured we should probably keep everything together. I don’t know if my stuff is safer in your room or mine, but it obviously wasn’t very safe where it used to be.”

Nelson grabbed the bag, putting it with his. “Is anything valuable in here?”

Elizabeth shook her head. “I’ll take my laptop with me this time. If we’re at a coffee shop, who knows what we might need it for.”

“Okay, give us a chance to grab our stuff.”

Within a few minutes they stood in the hallway, locking both doors. They walked down the stairs instead of taking the elevator. Outside, Elizabeth took several deep breaths. “I’ll never forget this trip,” she said heavily. “There hasn’t been a whole lot good about it yet.”

“It’s the yet that we have to worry about,” he said. “There’s an awful lot of leeway between now and when we leave.”

“Isn’t there though? I was really hoping my brother would contact me.”

“At least you know he has money, and he can get food and a ride, if need be.”

“I guess,” she said moodily.


They walked up the block to the restaurant. It was early enough in the morning for the place to be empty.

She glanced around and smiled. “This is probably the nicest time of day for this area.”

The men both nodded in agreement. They walked into the coffee shop, spotted a table in the back and headed right for it.

“Any reason not to tank up?” Taylor asked. “Don’t want to do that if I’ll have to do a ten- to twenty-mile run.” He had a big grin. “But I admit to being really hungry.”

“What about the tacos and chicken last night?”

He looked at Elizabeth with an injured look. “But that was last night. That has got nothing to do with now.”

She sighed and sagged in the closest seat.

Just after they ordered, Nelson’s phone rang. He checked the number, looked around, and saw the place getting busy. He answered it, whispering to Taylor, “I’ll walk outside and take this.” He stepped out in the front where they could see him, but at least he could hear and have some privacy.

Just then the waitress brought over their dishes.

When Nelson returned and took his place, Elizabeth asked, “Good news or bad news?”

“Any news is good news,” he said. “In this case, we’re getting some confirmation of what’s going on.”

“It’s the seaman?”

“Recent ex-seaman Private Hogarth,” Nelson said. “He already had several black marks on his record and is currently under investigation from his time on active duty. Suspected of doing some smuggling, some thefts of navy property from the supply rooms, that kind of stuff. Now we track him down.”

“That would be good,” Taylor said, “because NCIS definitely wants to talk to him.

“So navy seamen were involved in smuggling whatever, and maybe Peter witnessed this, so they killed him to save themselves?” Elizabeth’s look of horror said it all.

Nelson nodded. “It’s hard to swallow that some of our own have gone bad. But that is our working theory at this point.”

“Maybe Hogarth knows where my brother is,” Elizabeth said.

“NCIS also wants to question him about Peter’s murder,” Nelson added.

“So they did find evidence he was murdered?” she asked.

They both nodded. “Yes, blunt force trauma. But they haven’t found any forensic evidence on the body.”

Elizabeth sagged in her chair. “I figured he was murdered, but something about hearing there’s evidence made it more vivid in my mind.”

“Exactly,” Nelson said. “But now we need to find Hogarth. That’s our first priority. As soon as we do, NCIS wants to know.”

“What about local law enforcement?”

“It’s possible they might get a second phone call,” Nelson said, “because we’ll need a place to keep Hogarth hidden until NCIS gets down here.”

“How do we find him?”

“Apparently he hangs around this area a lot, if that video we saw on TV is anything to go by, so we’ll see if we can throw stones at anybody who knows him.”

“Does he have an address?”

“No fixed address,” Nelson said. “A point of contact was family out of Hawaii.”

“Really?” Elizabeth shook her head. “There’s gotta be more to the story than that.”

“There probably is,” Nelson said, “but we need to find him before we can get him to talk.”

“Even more than that,” Taylor said, “we need to find him alive because dead men don’t talk at all.”
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Apparently the navy had been looking for Hogarth for a long time, calling him a slippery lying weasel, able to wiggle out of too many bad circumstances he found himself in. The chances of shaking him out of thin air weren’t very good. Nelson needed a moment to tell Taylor that.

NCIS was more than a little anxious to put their hands on Hogarth. And he was considered armed and dangerous, with special weapons training. In other words, he would be a bad case and ugly to take down. But it was what it was. If he was involved with her brother though …

NCIS didn’t appear to be too surprised that Hogarth might have been involved in Peter’s murder. At the same time, they weren’t willing to commit that he’d had anything to do with the murder until they got more evidence. Nelson couldn’t blame them for that. A court-martial within the military was different than civilian law enforcement. But they still had rules they must follow. And apparently this asshole Hogarth didn’t like anyone’s rules, was a slippery lying weasel.

Nelson dug into his breakfast, his mind spinning on what they could do.

“What do you think? How will we find him?” Elizabeth asked. “We never did ask King about that, did we?”

“No, and we’re not likely to ask him now either,” Taylor said. “The less contact, the better at this point.”

“I agree,” Nelson said. “There’re other bars around. There’re other people around. We need to just keep asking.”

“Or,” she said, “we could just trip across Hogarth.”

The two men looked at her in surprise.

Nelson put down his fork and shoved his empty plate back. “What are you talking about?”

She gave a slight head nod toward the window.

Nelson turned to look behind him and damn if it didn’t look like the man they were hunting. He shoved his chair back and, in a hard voice, told Taylor to stay with Elizabeth. And he walked out the front door.

Hogarth walked quickly down the block. He had his head tucked low, wasn’t looking where he was going. Obviously he knew the path well. Or he was trying not to be recognized.

Knowing Taylor would look after Elizabeth, Nelson fell into step behind the guy. This was Nelson’s one chance to figure out where the hell Hogarth was going. If Nelson surprised Hogarth now, he would run, and they’d lose him forever in this mess.

Keeping a decent distance, Nelson followed Hogarth for the next ten to fifteen minutes. Hogarth took a left and then a right and went up an alley. That made it a little harder to follow him unnoticed. But Nelson managed it.

When he saw Hogarth coming out of a building, heading out of the alleyway, he picked up the trail again. He ended up going into the back door of a bar. Nelson stopped, quickly texted Taylor as to where he was and looked up to see rented rooms were above.

He opened the rear door to find a stairwell. He crept up the stairs, seeing five different doors. He frowned, not knowing which one he was looking for. And likely nobody here would help. Five doors would be too many to search without being caught or giving Hogarth notice.

Just as Nelson crept up to one door, another of the doors opened, and a woman came out. She looked like she rented her apartment by the hour. She gave him an appraising look. He smiled and said, “I don’t need your services, but I will pay for information.”

Instead of being delighted, her gaze narrowed. “About who?”

He pulled out a photo of Hogarth.

She snorted. “That asshole? He owes me money for the last couple jobs I did for him.”

“I followed him in here, but I’m not sure which one of the rooms is his.”

She motioned up to the next flight of stairs. “Top door on your right.” And she marched past him.

“Thank you. Don’t you want payment?”

“Nah. He never paid me, so you got this one for free. Go kill the bastard.” She sauntered out the door.

Almost laughing, Nelson went up the second flight of stairs. There he found another set of five doors, but the one on the right was the one he cared about. He put his ear to the door and could hear somebody walking on the other side. With a quick text updating his location, he knocked on the door and waited. Instead of somebody coming to the door, it sounded like somebody scrambling, then there was dead silence. Nelson’s mind flashed through what Hogarth could be doing, anything from loading a rifle to packing up and leaving out the fire escape. And that made Nelson mad because he’d forgotten to check if there was one.

On a sudden hunch, he grabbed the knob and opened the door. It opened easily under his hand. He stepped off to the side in case shots were fired, but there was nothing. He pushed the door farther open and walked in. “Hey, Hogarth, you in here?”

No answer.

Nelson went through the small space and saw a living room window had been opened. He pushed it up and stared out. Hogarth jumped from his railing to the railing below it. Nelson stepped onto the railing, grabbed the man’s hand and said, “No, you don’t.”

Hogarth pulled back hard to get free, but Nelson hung on tight. The position he was in was awkward because the guy’s hand was under the railing, and he was hanging off the deck itself. Somehow he had to lift Hogarth up and over.

“Let me go,” Hogarth squeaked.

“No, and killing yourself ain’t the answer either,” Nelson snapped.

“Fuck you,” the guy said. “I have no intention of killing myself. But I don’t like guys following me.”

“Yeah, well, you don’t like guys apparently,” Nelson said, “because you had a hand in killing Peter, didn’t you?”

“Who the hell are you?” Hogarth roared, struggling to free himself. But he was a small wiry guy, and Nelson managed to grab him by the wrist and pull him up higher. Once there, Nelson dragged him over the railing, dropped him on the fire escape and followed him down to pin him in place.

“You’re not getting away so easily.”

As soon as Nelson shifted his weight, Hogarth freed himself and ran into the apartment, but Nelson caught him and slammed him back down again. With Hogarth’s arms pulled behind his back, Nelson looked for something to tie him up with. An old stretched-out sock lay on the floor. He grabbed it and twisted it around Hogarth’s wrists, tying them together.

With Hogarth’s arms secured, Nelson found a discarded belt and did the same with his legs. Hogarth swore a blue streak all the while.

“Who are you, man? You got nothing on me. You come busting in here, you got to be after something.”

Nelson just let him run off at the mouth while he found two T-shirts to tie his bound hands and his bound legs to one chair. That should keep him in one place for a while. He knew Taylor would be coming at any moment. For that matter, if Nelson put out the word, a dozen NCIS and local law enforcement would arrive to cart Hogarth’s ass out of here.

When Nelson finally had his prisoner secured, he flipped him over and propped him up on a chair. “Now that you aren’t going anywhere,” Nelson said with a lazy smile, “you can tell me all about Peter.”

The guy just shrugged. “Don’t know who you’re talking about.”

“That’s fine,” Nelson said. “As much as I care that Peter, the poor guy, was murdered, and he was young, and he had his whole life ahead of him, I’m more concerned about Skunk.” And that’s when he caught it—that shiver, that blink of Hogarth’s eyes.

“I don’t know anything about a skunk,” Hogarth said in disgust. “If you can’t keep track of your own pets, dude, you shouldn’t have any.”

“Hogarth, you funny man,” Nelson said. He wandered the apartment, checking out a few things.

“Hey, leave that alone,” Hogarth cried. “Get the hell out of here.”

The closer Nelson got to the laptop, the more frantic Hogarth’s speech became. Nelson sat down and tapped the keyboard. It was already open and logged in, so Hogarth had been doing something before he heard Nelson arrive. He brought up Hogarth’s email from the task bar and sorted through the stack. “Oh, now look at that. Just a little bit of blackmail here, huh?”

At that, Hogarth seemed to lose it. He was bouncing his chair to the point he got dumped sideways, but his mouth just never shut off. He swore and cussed some more. It was almost funny the way he was raging because there was absolutely nothing else he could do. And that was okay with Nelson too.

Nelson ignored him. At a pounding on the door, Nelson checked out the peephole. Instead of it being Taylor, it was another stranger. A great big beefy guy.

“What the fuck, Hogarth? Open up.”

Nelson walked back to Hogarth. “Should I open it for him? Because maybe that guy is interested in making a few hundred bucks telling me all I need to know.”

Fear whispered through Hogarth’s face. “No, no, no, no,” he said. “You don’t want to talk to him.”

At that, the door slammed open, and the stranger walked in. He took one look at Nelson; then he saw Hogarth tied up and chuckled. “Serves your skinny ass right,” he said. “You owe me fucking money, and I want to see it now.”

“I don’t have it,” Hogarth whined. “Look. You can see I’m in a bit of a bind here.”

“That’s great,” the big guy said. “Don’t mind if I take a layer or two off your hide, now that I got you in my hands.”

Hogarth screamed.

Nelson stepped between the two. “You know what? I don’t have a problem with you doing that, but I need information from this little weasel first.”

The big man laughed. “You can’t trust anything that comes out of his mouth. He’s a liar. He’s a snitch. He’s a cheat.”

“I also want to know if he’s a killer,” Nelson said. “A bunch of seamen killed a guy not long ago, and Hogarth was at the scene, noted coming back from the same area.”

The big guy looked at him. “I don’t think the little weasel has the balls.”

They both turned to Hogarth. He shook his head like crazy, muttering words, but they were coming out over the top of each other. They didn’t make any sense.

Nelson held up a hand. “Slow down.”

“I didn’t kill anyone,” he said. “And I don’t have your fucking money.”

“Why don’t you have my money?” the big man asked, his rage barely banked in his voice.

“Because I don’t have it, that’s why. I just don’t have any.”

The big guy took a step forward.

Nelson put up his hand. “I get that you’re angry.”

“Angry? This little weasel cheated me out of three hundred bucks.”

“Maybe I’ll replace that three hundred bucks,” Nelson said, “if you can give me some information on this guy. I think he may have something to do with the murder, but I need proof.”

“I didn’t see him down there, so I don’t know what I can give you.”

Inspiration struck. “Have you seen this guy?” Nelson reached into his pocket and pulled out the picture of Skunk.

He looked at it and nodded. “Yeah, that guy was here for a couple days. He was hanging around Hogarth. Someone should have warned the kid that Hogarth was a shit deal.” He sneered at Hogarth. “I’m really glad to see your skinny ass tied up like that. You’re such a fucking loser.”

Nelson turned to Hogarth. “When did you last see him?”

“A couple of days ago. I took him to the bus, okay? He wanted to get out of town. He wanted to get out of town fast.”

“And how much did you charge him for that?”

Hogarth glared at him. “The kid had money. What the hell do you care?”

“He didn’t have that much money,” Nelson said, “and he was getting away from the guys who had killed his buddy. But, of course, you didn’t mind. You took advantage, right, Hogarth? Because that’s what you do.”

The big guy laughed. “That’s exactly what he does. He’s such an ass.”

“Hey, you’re no bloody angel. You’re the one who pimps out stolen goods for everyone,” Hogarth whined. “It’s not my fault the stuff I brought you wasn’t worth what you thought it was.”

“Maybe it would have been if you hadn’t gutted them.”

“I didn’t gut them,” Hogarth said. “I thought those radios were good.”

“Like hell. And cell phones? You took all the guts out of them.”

“No, honest I didn’t,” Hogarth begged. “But I did know they were empty, you’re right there. But I was desperate. I needed the money.”

“Now you’ll have a few other problems,” the big guy said, “because you can’t be bringing any more of your shit my way. You go find somebody else to pawn it off on.” He turned to look at Nelson. “Are you serious about the three hundred?”

Nelson pulled a wad out and handed it to him. “Thanks for the info.”

“Is that kid Hogarth took to the bus station dead?”

“We hope not,” Nelson said. “We’re trying to keep him alive at this point. But we think the kid saw his fellow mates kill a guy. He’s trying to stay alive and to stay ahead of them. I don’t know if this weasel was part of it or if he was a go-between or if he’s just slime and watched a guy get murdered and didn’t do anything about it.”

“Honestly, that’s very much this slime’s kind of work,” the big man said. “But more than that, he’s an opportunist. He’s got his video running all the time, hoping to catch someone doing something that this slimeball can use against them. If he watched anybody kill somebody, he wouldn’t help the dead guy because Hogarth here is too busy making his films. But he sure as hell would be blackmailing the living ones caught in the act. So I’d suggest you give him a good squeeze and find out who the hell he’s getting money from these days. He sure as shit won’t be getting any more from me,” he snapped. He turned to look at Hogarth. “Remember that. No more crossing my door.”




Chapter 11
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“Where is he?” she asked Taylor.

Taylor’s phone buzzed just then. He glanced down and smiled. “He’s run our sneaky dude to ground. We have instructions to get the cops, the detectives in particular, and bring them to this address.”

“He’s really caught Hogarth?” Elizabeth asked in excitement. “That’s fantastic.”

“Maybe, maybe not,” he said. “He needs backup.” He glanced around the area. “But he also needs the cops.”

“We’ll call the cops,” she said, “and we’ll get to the address on our own.”

He laughed. “A little bloodthirsty, aren’t you?”

“No,” she said. “A little anxious, a little worried, a little in need of some closure. He took off so fast. It was hard to know if we should have followed him or not.”

“I had no intention of following him,” Taylor said. “I was on babysitting duty.”

It took her a moment for that to sink in. She turned and gasped. “You stayed behind to look after me?”

“Of course,” he said. “That’s also why Nelson didn’t want you here. Our skills and abilities would be split. One would go after the killers—or the bad guys, as you would put it—and the other would stay behind and look after you.”

Inside she felt a chill. “I could go back to the hotel,” she said. “You don’t have to watch me all the time.”

“There is no way to know if this guy had a partner, if he was a decoy, or if King or Chelsea is around,” Taylor reminded her. “We don’t do things lightly. It’s always for your safety that we would keep an eye on you. We won’t chase down somebody and leave you unprotected, so that, when we come back, we must find out where you are too.”

“That’s hardly fair though,” she said. “What if Nelson’s in trouble?”

“Life isn’t fair,” he said in a rough voice. “You need to deal with it because your presence here has affected things. At the moment Nelson followed this guy back to his apartment. I don’t know if he’ll have a talk with him or if he’ll lose him.” Just then his phone buzzed again. “Okay, they’re talking. But he still wants to hand Hogarth over to the cops.” Taylor dialed one of the cops he had a number for while she watched. He relayed the message given him and the address. He finished the call and looked at her. “Are you ready to go?”

She nodded. The last thing she’d wanted was to hold back the investigation into her brother’s disappearance. Of all the things that she needed, she needed answers. And yet, Taylor was right. Being here, she was cramping their style, splitting their energy. Four days with two guys focused and on target was better than four days when it was only one guy, and the other was the forced to babysit.

She’d known that but hadn’t let herself think it through.

Ashamed of her own inability to see how she’d affected the investigation, she said, “I’m sorry.”

Taylor looked at her with surprise and shrugged. “We’re dealing with it. It is what it is.”

“That sounds very sad too,” she muttered.

He led the way, using the GPS on his phone to find Nelson. She wondered if this was just another goose chase.

Feeling eyes all around her, particularly after Taylor’s jab about King, she stayed close to him as they walked. This was just another sign of how she had impacted the investigation. She hadn’t added any value yet. Except maybe that King was more amiable to help out the guys because she’d been here. But that had also caused its own set of problems.

Despondent over her actions, she stayed silent as they moved up the sidewalk. People automatically stepped out of the way, out of Taylor’s path. Like Nelson, he had that ability to create space all around him. Or maybe it was fear. Maybe people just saw him coming and moved aside to get away from him. She wasn’t scared of either of them, but they had that presence. She wondered if she projected the same thing when she was in the field.

Did she give off that same power, exude that same authority when she was in her own element? She hoped so. These men were also at home on the streets. This was their world. Somehow they were like chameleons and seemed to adapt to their surroundings. Whereas she was a fish out of water here.

She had been way too friendly with King, but she hadn’t seen that as an issue. Not until now. Even when they had Chelsea on the floor, Elizabeth hadn’t realized just how much her own friendliness had been inappropriate. It was who she was though, and it was so damn hard to be anything other than that. Whereas these men seemed to manage to be what they needed to be in every scenario. She admired it; she envied it, and, at the same time, she wondered if they were ever confused about who they were.

It had to be difficult. Did they ever turn off completely? She wanted to ask but knew it wasn’t the time.

Finally they turned a corner and headed into what appeared to be a door next to a bar. As he opened the door, they found stairs going straight up to lodgings above. “I’m not sure anybody should be living above a bar,” she muttered.

“People all over the world do,” Taylor said lightly. “Particularly people who work at the bars.”

She had to acknowledge that was convenient.

As they went up, a woman came down. She gave Taylor a saucy eye and shook her boobs at him. Taylor didn’t even notice. Elizabeth just hurried up behind him. They climbed up to the second floor and stopped at the first door. He rapped lightly, then rapped again.

Nelson called out, “Come in.”

Taylor pushed open the door and stepped in to find the weasel-looking dude tied to a chair and Nelson. Taylor rubbed his hands together. “Now this is exactly what I like to see,” he said.

“Hey, you should be helping me,” Hogarth said. “The guy broke into my apartment and tied me up.”

Hogarth looked almost pitiful, but Elizabeth was relieved to see he didn’t bear any signs of a beating. She wouldn’t blame Nelson, but, so far, it appeared nobody’s temper had been piqued. And not only that, potentially nobody needed a beating in order to talk.

She glanced around the small room and realized what kind of a lifestyle this guy had. There was bar food on the floor, boxes of leftover pizza on the couch, papers all over the place, dirty napkins, dirty towels. She wanted to sit down, but no place seemed clean.

Nelson motioned to the kitchen table. “Your best bet is probably one of those chairs.”

She nodded mutely, pulled out a chair and gingerly sat down.

The guy looked at her and smirked. “Hey, what’s your price by the hour?”

She didn’t get a chance to answer before Nelson hit him across the cheek.

Hogarth glared at him, but he shut his mouth.

Taylor asked Nelson, “What did you learn?”

“We had another visitor,” Nelson said. He told them the little bit he’d learned from the pawnbroker and how that man had suggested Hogarth would more likely be into blackmail.

“You mean, you didn’t help the poor victim?” she cried out. “What’s wrong with people?”

Hogarth turned his glare on her. “They’d probably throw me in jail for a crime I didn’t commit,” he said. “Why the hell would I call the cops for anything? Even if I was dying, I wouldn’t call them.”

Nelson just nodded absentmindedly.

She wondered if that was his attitude too. “Well, the cops are coming regardless,” she snapped. “You’ll get yours for being such a lowlife.”

He made a face at her and called out, “Sticks and stones …”

She crossed her arms over her chest and glared back at him. When he finally averted his eyes, she glanced around at the other two men. Nelson stood guard over the lowlife, and Taylor was on Hogarth’s laptop, searching through emails. “Looks like we’re talking blackmail,” Taylor said.

“That’s what the big guy said.”

“The big guy’s name is Sweets,” Hogarth muttered. “You might as well call him by his name.”

“It looks like Sweets had the right of it,” Taylor said. “We’ve got a couple emails back and forth. One of the guys is laughing, telling Hogarth to try to catch them. Another one said he’d just come pay Hogarth a visit when he came back next time, and Hogarth would get what was coming to him.” Taylor looked at him over the laptop. “Not your usual expected response, I presume?”

Hogarth shook his head glumly. “Makes you wonder if they haven’t done it before. But they had no intention of paying for nothing.”

“Did you get a hold all five?”

“Four,” Hogarth said. “I only saw four there. The fifth man was the victim.”

Elizabeth hopped up, pulled out the picture of her brother and said, “Was he there?”

Hogarth looked at the picture and laughed. “Hell yes. He was standing off in the shadows, watching. If you got a problem with me not helping the victim, you should be talking to him.”

“Did he try to help? To stop them?” she said a little desperately, hoping her brother had tried to do the right thing, but knowing given the circumstances, it would have been almost impossible.

“Well, he tried at first, but they beat him up and just laughed at him. Told him what would happen if he said anything. But when they were done, one of the men turned to look for him. He was still there, hiding in the shadows,” Hogarth said. “That guy turned to him and said, You’re next. I could see him in the shadows, and he kind of just melted away after that. He obviously believed him.”

“We need names, and we need faces.”

“I ain’t got nothing to give you,” Hogarth said.

“We don’t need anything from him,” Taylor said. “I’m taking photos of the emails and forwarding them to my email as well. I need about ten minutes to get this done.” He worked as fast as he could with Nelson standing guard. “The cops should be here soon. How much time, do you think?”

“When you want them, they never come,” Nelson said. “But when you don’t want them, chances are they’ll get here way too damn fast.” Just then sounds of footsteps were heard out in the hall. He groaned. “Taylor, you’re running out of time.”

A knock came at the door. Nelson went to answer it and let in the two cops who had spoken to them down on the dock. When they came in and saw Hogarth tied up, they frowned and turned to Nelson.

He held out his hands. “This is the guy blackmailing the men who saw the murder of Peter. Don’t look at me.”

“Did you tie him up?”

“I very nicely stopped him from beating the crap out of me,” Nelson said. “I’m much bigger and much stronger, and I didn’t want him to hurt himself.”

His tone was so solicitous Elizabeth almost laughed, but she managed to keep her voice and face calm and bland.

The cop looked at her. “Were you here for all of this?”

She shook her head. “We just arrived. This lowlife walked past the restaurant we were in. I pointed him out walking down the street. Nelson went after him then and caught him before we joined him.”

The officers nodded. They walked over to Hogarth. “Did you see the murder?”

Hogarth stared at them without saying anything.


Nelson pulled out his cell phone and hit a button. A video he had taken without Hogarth’s knowing started to play. Hogarth’s voice filled the room.

The cops nodded in satisfaction. “That’s very nice. That’s what we need, fine upstanding citizens like Hogarth.”

“At least that proves I didn’t kill him,” Hogarth protested. “You got nothing on me. You can’t lay no criminal charges on me for not being a great public citizen.”

“That’s very true,” Taylor said. “But you were blackmailing the men in question.”

“You knew the men who killed Mr. Patnik?” The taller cop zeroed in on the most important point.

Hogarth shrunk. “I knew a couple of them.”

Taylor held up the laptop. “We’ve got three names here. We got a Kurt Jones, a Barry Mulgrew, and it looks like this is a Warren … I think that’s Mckinley.” He handed over the laptop with the emails open so they could see.

The first cop read it and whistled. “Oh, we can use this. Attempted blackmail is definitely a criminal offense.”

“Big deal,” Hogarth said. “So what? You throw me in jail. It’s overcrowded. I act as good as gold, and I’m out on the streets in a few months.”

He didn’t appear to be too bothered by it. “I guess that way you get three decent meals and a bed every night too, huh?” Elizabeth asked, motioning to the place around her. “Might be healthier than this garbage.”

“Hey, I didn’t invite you into my place,” he snapped. “Highbrow bitches like you don’t know what the real world is all about.”

“You’re right,” she admitted. “But I am learning. And I’m still trying to find information on my brother. So tell the policemen what you said about my brother being in the shadows.”

Hogarth related what he had heard when the guys were threatening Chris to be their next victim.

The two cops looked at each other, then at her. “So it looks like your brother may not have had anything to do with the murder of his friend.”

“He never had anything to do with that,” she snapped. “I told you that.”

“We still track down every lead.”

“And when is it you start doing that?” She got up and paced the small room. “You were ready to throw my brother away for life for a crime he didn’t commit. It took us finding this guy to get the truth.”

“We still don’t have all the truth though,” the taller cop said. “We have to find these men and speak with them and confirm what we know.”

“I’ve got photos,” Hogarth said. “But that’s only if all charges are dropped on my side.”

There was instant silence in the room.

“What kind of photos?” Taylor’s voice was hard. “And where the hell would you get photos?”

“It’s what I do. I like to watch people. I like to keep mementos of people’s actions,” he said with a sneer. “Nobody ever thinks anybody’s out there. But somebody’s always watching. There’s always somebody to catch what you’re doing. Particularly if it’s illegal.”

“So do you have photos of the men in question with the victim?”

“Yes. He was unconscious when they carried him down to the dock,” he said. “I figured he was already dead.” He shot a look over at Elizabeth. “I did.”

She studied him for a moment and realized what Peter’s body would look like if it were being packed by several men. She nodded. “He was probably unconscious, but, until an autopsy is done, we won’t know if he was breathing the water in when they held him under, or if he was already dead.”

“Where are those photos?” the tall cop asked.

“What do I get for it?” Hogarth asked in a crafty voice.

She hated the negotiations over something that could clear her brother. “For God’s sake, just tell them where the pictures are.”

“Hell no,” Hogarth snapped. “I’m not going to jail—especially here—when I have the proof you need to clear your precious brother.”

“So what do you want for proof?” she asked the two policemen.

“I already told you,” Hogarth yelled. “They know how this works. I’m small fry for them. They just want the information so they can close their cases. That’s all they give a shit about.”

“Maybe,” she said, “but what I care about is finding my brother.”

Just then Taylor’s voice broke through the conversations. “Doesn’t matter,” he said. “I just found one of them.”

He held up the laptop, and, sure enough, she saw a picture. Though it was dark, it was under the streetlight of the pier as a group of men carried a body between them toward the water. There was even a date stamp on the bottom. She gave a happy sigh. “That’s the proof you need to clear my brother.”

The cops looked at it and whistled. “Wow, they must really hate you around here, Hogarth. The faces are barely visible but enough to see her brother wasn’t part of the group. That’s the photo you used to blackmail the killers with?”

“I just started with emails, hoping they wouldn’t force me to go a little deeper. I would try the photos next. That would have been a harder punch for them. But I also didn’t want to piss them off to the extent they’d come back looking for me,” he admitted. “If I saw something, that’s a different story than having proof of something.”

“I don’t think they would have cared one way or the other,” Nelson said. “Next time they came to port, they would have looked you up.”

“See? So this is a good thing. You’ll pick up these guys, and I won’t have to worry about them,” Hogarth said cheerfully.

“Look at this one.” Taylor held up the laptop, and there was Skunk standing in the shadows, just his profile and a little bit of light shining on his face as he looked at the pier with terror and confusion on his face.

“So they knew he was there. But he couldn’t stop them.”

“I wonder if he even tried to call the cops,” one of the policemen asked. “It would have gone a long way to help stop them.”

“No, it wouldn’t have,” Nelson said. “If they had any inkling he’d called the cops, you know he’d be dead by now.”

“We would have gotten there to stop it,” the cop said.

“No, you wouldn’t have,” Hogarth said. “You wouldn’t have been there anywhere near in time. It was a done deal within minutes. I don’t even know that they knew the guy was there to begin with, as I was just minding my own business. I think he followed them. And, by the time he saw what they were doing, it was already too late. He did try to stop them but…”

“I hope so,” Elizabeth said. “I love my brother. And I know it’s hard to do the right thing all the time, but I really hope he was in a position where he couldn’t do anything but take off.”

“The question we want to know is, where is he now?” asked the first cop.

“Why?” she challenged the cop. “What do you want to do with him now?”

“First off, we need to know that he’s alive and well,” the cop said in exasperation. “And, second, it’d be nice to confirm what Hogarth is saying.”

“You mean the pictures aren’t proof enough?” she asked in astonishment. “How much more proof do you need?”

“It doesn’t really matter. Your brother’s a missing person. We need to track him down so we can close the case.”

“I have no idea where he is though,” she said.

“Hogarth said he took him to the bus depot too.” Nelson added. “Now whether I believe him or not, that’s a different story. And, of course, his freedom from here on in will hinge on him telling the truth.”

Hogarth glared at them; then finally his face fell. “Okay, so I don’t know where he went. I drove him out to the edge of town, and that was it.”

“What do you mean, that was it?” Elizabeth cried out. “There’s no it in that. You could have dumped him on the side of the road because he was already dead.”

“He got out of my vehicle and walked away. That’s all he did.”

“You must have seen which way he went then,” the cop said.

Hogarth shrugged. “Not really. But he was heading toward the bus depot. So, although I didn’t drop him there, I’m pretty sure that’s where he went.”

Nelson pulled out his phone and called somebody. When answered, he said, “Mason, did you ever check the bus routes out of here? We have a suspicion somebody dropped Chris close enough that he could have walked to the bus stop, then moved out.”

The voice on the other end spoke.

“Right, not under his real name.” Nelson turned toward Elizabeth. “Any idea what other name he would have traveled under?”

She chuckled. “Did he try Skunk?”

“He would need some ID, I presume?”

Silence.

They turned to look at Hogarth, but he stared up at the ceiling, then over at the far wall. “Hogarth, did you give him a false ID?”

He glared at Nelson. “Okay, so I might have had a driver’s license hanging around from some other poor guy. I just gave it to him and said he might try that. Nobody would ask for more information than that.”

“And what was the name on the ID?” the tall cop asked.

“Do I have to do everything?” Hogarth cried out. “You’re the cops. You do some investigating. You don’t have to nail my ass to the wall for it.”

“I don’t give a shit,” the cop said. “You can do six months and have all those pretty boys raking over your ass. If you don’t want to talk, then don’t talk.”

Hogarth glared at them. Finally he gave in. “David Lowe. And I think there was an E on the end of the Low.”

“And you just happened to find the ID?”

“I did. Some dude lost his wallet or had it lifted. When I found it, the driver’s license was still in it, tucked into one of those little secret pocket flaps in the back. I just took the driver’s license and kept it. You never know when you’ll need an ID like that.”

“So I presume this David and Chris were similar enough in looks that Chris could use it?”

“I think he was like five feet, eleven inches, blond hair, no glasses. He was pretty nondescript in the photo, and your brother’s pretty nondescript in real life. Didn’t take much for him to get away with using that ID.”

“And he had cash,” Elizabeth said. “So he didn’t need to use a credit card.”

The cops nodded.

She watched as Nelson relayed that message to Mason.

When he hung up the phone, he said, “Mason will get back to us in a few minutes.”

The cops looked at him. “You have somebody who can check the stations?”

“Sure,” he said with a smile. “So do you.”

“Sure,” the cop said, “but that’s not really high on our priority list.”

“But it is high on ours,” Nelson said. “We’re down here to find her brother. Obviously we wanted to know what happened to Peter, and we are well on our way to getting that done as well. Mason now has the names of the three men Hogarth tried to blackmail. We’ll find from that two other men were linked to those three that led to Peter’s murder.”

“I said it was only four. The fifth guy was Peter himself.”

“Sounds like there were seven men involved,” the cop said. “Your brother, the four men who killed him, and the victim, and Hogarth.”

“True enough,” Nelson said smoothly. “But, having three names, we’ll find the fourth without too much trouble. And NCIS will pick them up and question them.”

“So we need copies of all the photos and the statements you get from this guy,” Taylor added.

“NCIS will get a copy,” the cop said in a dry tone. “We don’t have to give you anything.”

Elizabeth could see the frustration on Nelson’s face and realized how much they’d already done for the investigation. She smiled at the officers. “That’s true. You don’t have to, but, in the spirit of working together, it would be very nice if we could cooperate. At this point, a lot of information is flowing, and both of us have bosses who need to have case files and evidence properly logged in and tagged. You know what it’s like when shit goes missing.”

Both men nodded. “We’ll take it under consideration,” the second cop said in a noncommittal voice.

She didn’t know if that was a yes or no, but she figured a little sweetness would go a longer way than some of the frustration and rage flying around the room.

A few minutes later, the cops freed Hogarth, and, with one escorting him, they led him out of his room and down the stairs.

He stopped in the hallway, protesting that the men were forcing him along. “Make sure you lock my door. I’ll be back, and I’ll be pissed if all my shit’s gone.”

Elizabeth stood, glanced around the room and said, “Wouldn’t it be a hardship if all this was gone?”

Taylor chuckled. He led the way to the door. “I wish we could have kept the laptop. But the cops would take it right from the get-go, so I got what I could.”

“I think you got an awful lot off of there,” Elizabeth said with a smile. “We’re so much closer now. All we need to figure out is where my brother got a ticket to.” As they walked down the stairs, she said, “It’s already lunchtime.”

With an exclamation, Nelson turned to look at his watch. “I can’t believe how much time has passed already. You’re right. It’s eleven-thirty, heading into twelve.”

“So back to the hotel, or do you guys need more food?” she asked.

The two men looked at each other and shrugged.

“I suggest we pick up a couple sandwiches and go back to the room. We might even go home today,” Nelson said.

“Exactly,” Taylor said. “Depending on where Skunk purchased a ticket to, somebody else might pick him up stateside for us.”

There was a sandwich shop on the way back. They ducked inside, picked out sandwiches they would all enjoy, had them made fresh, and, with the bags in their hands, they walked toward the hotel.

Back in their room again, sitting down at the small table, Elizabeth realized just how much she would miss the camaraderie of having these men around her. She smiled at them. “So do I get to take you guys out for a meal as a thank-you when we’re back home again?”
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Both Taylor and Nelson looked at her. Nelson nodded. “I think that’s a great idea.”

Taylor said, “That’s not fair. I’ll feel like a third wheel.”

Elizabeth looked at him in astonishment. “Why can’t I take you out for lunch and have him along too?”

He shrugged. “I guess I can deal with it. It might be fun to see if you guys survive this or not.”

She rolled her eyes at him, picked up her sandwich half and took a big bite.

“Or I could cook for you, and we can ditch this guy,” Nelson said, pointing at Taylor, laughing. Nelson was about to take a bite, but his phone buzzed. He checked the incoming text to see it was Mason. He read it and said, “Ticket was purchased to San Diego. A second ticket was purchased heading south.”

“So a diversionary tactic?” Taylor asked.

“It would make sense if he did, and San Diego won’t take him very far. But it will get him back to Coronado, and that’s base.” Nelson glanced over at her. “Which way do you think he’d go?”

“If he’s running, deep into Mexico. If he’s not running, then home,” she said calmly. “He no longer has a place of his own, but I’ve told him that he can come stay with me.”

“And where do you live?” Taylor asked curiously.

She beamed a bright smile at him. “I bought a house last year in San Diego. It’s got lots of bedrooms, so I figured my brother could stay there if he was at home.”

“Do you meet for lunches when he’s in town?”

“Usually he’s too busy,” she said. “But you can bet after this, I’ll be making a point of it.”

Nelson nodded. “Nothing like trouble to bring a family home again.”

Just then his phone rang. “Hey, Mason, what’s up?” After a moment, he questioned, “He didn’t arrive?” As he listened to Mason, explaining that they were getting the camera feeds from the bus station, it looked like her brother hadn’t made it to either destination. “Shit,” he said as he hung up the phone. “It’ll be a while before they can track down the feeds from the Mexican side, if they can ever get it. But it doesn’t look like Chris went to San Diego.”

“That’s where I was really hoping he’d go,” she said slowly. “What if he bought two diversionary tickets?”

“You tell me,” Nelson said. “He’s your brother. What would he do?”

“I have no clue.” She stared down at the sandwich as if it had suddenly gone bad.

Nelson picked his up and ate. He knew how important it was to have energy for whatever was coming. And, at this point, he had no clue what was coming. “Have you tried to call him again?”

Elizabeth picked up her phone and dialed his number. She laid the phone on the table, and they could all hear it ring and ring. Finally she stopped it and took another bite of her sandwich. “We had a summer cabin,” she said. “Dad sold it a long time ago. As I understand it, nobody’s living in it.”

The two men stared at her. “How far away?”

“About a two-hour drive from home,” she said, “so I don’t really know that he would do that. But, if you think about it, he has money to get a rental car, and he could just drive home.”

“It’s a long drive, and he’d need ID for a rental. Even two thousand dollars wouldn’t go very far.”

She nodded. “Maybe a bus partway?”

“So, if he got off on a stop before San Diego somewhere, would that help him get to the cabin?”

Her jaw dropped, and she gave an enthusiastic nod. “Actually, it is south of San Diego. And, like I said, it’s about two hours away. I don’t know all the stops on the road from Ensenada, but he could have bought a ticket for San Diego and then got off early.”

“That’s what I was wondering,” Nelson said. “Any way to contact somebody at the cabin?”

She frowned. “I don’t think so. But there is a general store. It’s possible, if he’s hiding, he stopped in there to get food. He’d probably think he was safe.”

“I wouldn’t think so,” Taylor said. “But, until we know these men have been picked up, he won’t be safe.”

“Maybe he isn’t safe,” she said. “Maybe he is in extreme danger. When they said, he’d be next, maybe they meant it. Maybe he took off right then, and they’re still hunting him down.”

“It’s possible, but again we have to wait for further information.”

A text came through just then on Taylor’s phone. He checked it and said, “NCIS will be here within an hour. They want to talk to Hogarth and get the evidence themselves. They have the names of the three men, are picking them up now. The fourth man, however, is missing.”

“So that’s the guy who could potentially be tracking my brother.”

“We don’t know that anybody is tracking Skunk,” Nelson said. “Keep that in mind too.”

However, it wasn’t long before the names came through the pipeline. They’d already finished eating and were sitting with take-out coffees, surfing on the internet as they tried to figure out a plan of what to do next. Three of the killers had been picked up, but Matt Blanc was on the loose. The three others had confessed to their part in it, but Matt Blanc, they said, was the ringleader. And he was the dangerous one. Apparently the navy had been looking into catching Matt Blanc in the act for a long time, gathering an ugly record on him as to accusations. Even NCIS was more than a little anxious to put their hands on Blanc, considered armed and dangerous, with special weapons training. In other words, he would be a hard case and even harder to take down.

“Do we believe that?” Taylor asked. “It sounds to me like they’d say anything to save their sorry asses.”

Nelson had to agree. “But I think this might be somebody we need to be wary of. I wouldn’t want to be your brother if this guy is on his trail. He’s got a lot of special training. We need to find him, and we need to stop him now.”

“And how do we do that?” she asked.

He gave her a hard look and said, “It sounds like we’re heading to your cabin.”




Chapter 12
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They were packed up, ready to leave, when a knock came at the door.

Nelson went to the door and opened it. One of King’s henchmen stood there with a worried look on his face.

Nelson crossed his arms over his chest and asked, “What’s the matter?”

“I think you guys need to talk to King.”

“Why?” Elizabeth asked, coming up behind Nelson.

“Why?” Taylor asked, joining them. “And why are you telling us?”

“Because I’m working for my lady,” he said in a low voice. “And that doesn’t always jive with King’s orders.”

Elizabeth understood exactly what he meant. “What’s the problem?”

He glanced down the hallway. “I got to leave.” And he booked it.

Taylor gave chase. Nelson closed the door and looked at Elizabeth. And she realized this was once again one of those times when, because she was here, they had to split up their team. “Go, go, go. I’ll stay inside with the door locked.” Nelson hesitated, but she wouldn’t let him. “Go. This might be connected to Chris. We’ll only have one chance to solve this.”

He nodded and took off.

She closed the door behind him and clicked the lock button. She sighed. “What the hell could possibly happen now?” she muttered. She walked over to her bag, which she had on the bed closest to the connecting door, and finished her packing.

An arm wrapped around her neck and squeezed tight. Panicked she kicked out and scratched, but she couldn’t breathe, and her vision narrowed to a tiny tunnel, and finally she fell to the side, almost plopping uncontrollably downward.

She was quickly picked up and tossed over somebody’s shoulder. She gasped for breath, but it was as if she was paralyzed. The air was going into her lungs but not easily. She was dimly aware of being taken down one of the staircases and out in the back alley. She had no way to signal either Nelson or Taylor, no way she could call for help. Although it was still roughly daylight, it was that half-light predusk time. And, with the clouds overhead, there was very little light at all.

As he ran with her on his shoulder, she bounced with every step. It gave her a hell of a headache, but she couldn’t do anything. Her arms were dangling past his butt, but she couldn’t even grab his belt to shift her position. She managed a light groan, not that that would do anything.

She didn’t know how long he could run like this. It seemed like forever. Her ribs were killing her from the bouncing up and down.

Finally he stepped inside another building, into the complete darkness of hell to her. She was just getting some feeling back in her arms when he stepped through a series of rooms and down a long hallway. She tried to shift, and he reached up and smacked her hard on her backside. It wasn’t just a glancing blow, and she cried out with the pain and shock.


He said, “Don’t move.”

The message was clear. If she didn’t want more of that, then she’d behave herself. The trouble was, she didn’t even know what behaving herself meant here. Finally he stepped into a small room, literally flipped her over his head and dumped her on the floor where she fell and cracked her head hard. She cried out again, shuddering in pain. Then he stepped out of the way and closed the door.

She lay here, grateful to be alone. Tears welled up as she reoriented herself from the stunning pain still searing through the back of her skull. She could only hope no permanent damage had been done. The pain was crippling.

Finally she rolled over bit by bit. Her eyes opened to search her surroundings. She was in a small room, maybe a storeroom. The floor was concrete; the walls were maybe drywall or, maybe concrete too. She couldn’t tell. But her heart froze when she saw the scratches on the walls.

She took several deep breaths to stem the shock rippling even now through her body. Had it been a setup from the beginning? She had to think so. And she had sent Nelson after Taylor. What were the chances they had both been taken too? Although she hoped not. Surely they were too smart for that. She was the idiot.

She’d locked one door, but she hadn’t checked the other one. She didn’t remember when it had last been unlocked either. But somehow the assholes had pulled a fast one on her, and there it was. She’d been taken, and now she didn’t know what the hell to do. There was no sign of her brother here with her, so she could either be happy about that or worried he was hiding out in the cabin, with the other bad guy after him. It was like they had two bad guys in this scenario.

And, with that, she frowned, thinking about Chelsea’s earlier comments. Had she orchestrated this on her own? Or was the henchman really one of King’s men who had been used as a diversion to get Nelson and Taylor away from Elizabeth? She figured that had to be it.

“God damn it,” she whispered.

Her head was still booming. But she didn’t dare not take a moment to check out her surroundings, to see if she could get out. Had her kidnapper locked the door? She hadn’t heard a click.

She gathered her energy and stood. The room swam around her. Using the wall for support, she made her way to the door. The knob turned under her fingers. She pulled it open a crack to find a bigger room. Moving slowly, keeping an eye out for anyone else, she checked for another door, and sure enough one was just to the left of her. She closed the one behind her and sidled up to the next. She listened with her ear pressed against the wood to hear if anybody was on the other side. But all she heard was silence. She crept around the door, opened it and peered out. Again it wasn’t locked, just a big long hallway in front of her. Frowning, she slipped into the hall. She could hear footsteps coming toward her, so she opened the closest door and stepped inside, closing it behind her. She waited for somebody to walk past her down the hallway. Instead, she heard a scratchy voice behind her.

“Elizabeth, is that you?”

She turned, stared in shock. Her brother lay on the floor, his hands and legs both tied. She raced to his side and dropped to the floor beside him. “Oh, my God! Chris, are you okay?”

He gave her a wan smile. “I’ve been better. And, as much as I’m happy to see you, I’m really not happy to see you.”

She understood because she felt the same way. She reached out and gently stroked the hair off his forehead.

“You want to see if you can get my hands untied?” he said, his voice raspy. “They hurt like hell.”

She glanced at the ropes. They were tied so tight that the ropes were bloodstained at his wrists. Using her teeth and fingers, she pulled the knots loose to the point the ropes gave way.

He cried out but kept the sound low. He took several deep breaths, then rubbed his hands. When he could, he reached out and gave her a hug. “Thanks so much, sis. But, Jesus, I wish you weren’t here.”

“I wish I wasn’t either,” she said shakily, hugging him back. “But when you disappeared, all hell broke loose.”

He groaned. “Help me with my feet, will you? It feels like my body’s got no blood circulation left.”

It took the two of them to get his feet untied. Then she helped him stand. He walked around, hobbling at first, and, as the blood started to move, his movements smoothed out. He could walk better and better.

Finally he gave her a fat grin. “Okay, now we’re in a better position.”

She smiled up at him. “Are we though? I was kidnapped from my hotel room when the two men I was with were used as a diversion, so I’d be alone. And it’s my fault because I sent the one who stayed behind to watch over me out after the other one as backup. I was all about how I could handle myself,” she said bitterly. “And look at me.”

“I think you’ve done damn well,” he said. “You got out of wherever you were and found me and helped me get out. So you’ve just doubled our chances of success.”

She thought about that and perked up. “I have, haven’t I?” She snickered. “The best part is, I found you. And that is the whole reason I came down here.”

He walked toward the door. “Are you ready?”

“Maybe,” she said. “Let me bring you up to speed.” She quickly, as much as she could, told him about what had happened, what they’d found, and about King.

He just stared at her. “What?”

She nodded.

“Jesus, you know how to get into trouble.”

She shot him a look. “Hey, I was staying out of trouble.”

“I don’t think you succeeded,” he said.

With an ear to the door, he turned the handle and pulled it open. Motioning to her, the two crept out into the hall.

“I haven’t seen any windows down here,” she said, “so we must be belowground.

He nodded. “We are, but now we must find a way out of here.”

There were two more doors to check. With a word of warning to her, he carefully opened the first door, finding yet another empty room. This floor appeared completely unused—except for holding prisoners.

With another shrug, he closed it again and said, “The last door’s our only other option.”

Her stomach heaved. “There’s got to be stairs behind that door, and at the top of those stairs will be a shit ton of ugly men.”

“I hear you.” He opened the other door, and, sure enough, there were stairs.

They quietly crept up the stairs, getting to the first landing, up to the second landing. There was another door at the top. And she knew that was when the trouble would begin. She grabbed his arm. “Do we have a plan?”

He shot her a grim look. “Hell no, do you?”

“No.” And that was a shitty situation.

When Chris reached for the door, she caught her breath, and he slowly pulled it open.
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Nelson raced after Taylor, but, when he hit the alleyway, he found Taylor standing there, turning around in a circle, glaring. “No sign of him?”

“No,” he said. “None.” Taylor glanced at Nelson. It clicked just then. “What the hell are you doing here?”

The two men moved back into the hotel, racing through the front lobby to see if the man had disappeared that way.

“I have no idea where he went,” Nelson said. “But I want to get back to Elizabeth.”

“You shouldn’t have left her,” Taylor said. “You know what this place is like.”

Nelson shot him a hard look. “Believe it or not she’s the one who chased me out here after you. She wanted to make sure you were safe.”

Taylor chuckled. “I don’t know about that. She’s all about you. I’ve told you that before.”

“Maybe. I think at this point, she’s just all about her brother.”

“And we can’t blame her for that,” Taylor said.

They took the stairs two at a time back up to the room. Nelson opened the door and stepped in. “Hey, Elizabeth?” No answer. He shot Taylor a horrified look and ran through the adjoining room and then back out again. “She’s gone,” he said in a hard voice.

Taylor stopped and pointed. Her hair scrunchie, which she had put on that morning, had dropped to the floor. He reached down and picked it up. “She put this on this morning.”

“That’s not proof something’s happened to her though.”

“No, but she shouldn’t have left without telling us.”

“She wouldn’t have,” Nelson said with certainty in his heart. “Something’s happened to her.”

They both bolted from the room yet again and down the stairs. One going to the front, one going to the back, both racing out into the streets.

Nelson ran down the alleyway, but he knew in his heart of hearts he was too late. The kidnappers had had just that much of a window, and they knew this place like the back of their hands. He worried it was King. And, if that was the case, what the hell had been going on this morning with King? Or was that what the henchman’s warning had been about? To get the hell out of here because they were in danger?

Maybe not that they were in danger but that Elizabeth was in danger. Nelson knew Chelsea didn’t want anything to do with King getting Elizabeth. But would King really kidnap Elizabeth, knowing Nelson and Taylor were here and would come after King and Elizabeth for different reasons?

He pulled out his phone and gave Mason an update. “We’re looking,” he said, his voice hard, cold. “We just don’t have any answers yet.”

“Keep looking,” Mason said. “I’ll alert local law enforcement.”

“Yeah, we’re heading toward King’s right now,” Nelson said.

He met up with Taylor at the front, and the two ran down the street. As they got to the corner where King’s place was, his henchman at the front door looked at Nelson and grinned. Nelson didn’t say a word; he just walked right up, swung a hard roundhouse to the guy’s jaw, and the henchman dropped to the steps.

He slammed both doors open and walked in. King raised his head and looked at him. Instead of the nice affable man, there was a snake with a look in his eyes that told Nelson how King was ready to eat him. “What the hell do you want?”

“I want Elizabeth,” Nelson snapped. “Do you have her?”

King’s face changed. “No, I don’t.” He stood slowly. “Why would you even think I have her?”

“A couple things,” Nelson said. “One, because of your paramour, and, two, because of the guy who came and warned us a short time ago. And the fact that Elizabeth’s now missing.”

King’s face went from perplexed to a hard angry red. “The streets have been warned they can’t touch her,” he said. “That is not acceptable.”

“Why? Because you wanted her for yourself?”

King shot him a look. “You going to let me have her?”

“Over my dead body,” Nelson said.

“Exactly,” he said. “I could take you out, and I could keep her. But I also know I’d be bringing down a ton of heat. If she didn’t come willingly, she’s not one of the women you get to keep.” He turned to look around, and there was Chelsea. He motioned her forward. “Did you have anything to do with this?”

She looked at him. “Of course not. I don’t know anything about it.”

He studied her for a long moment, then turned to Nelson and said, “What do you think?”

“I think she’s lying,” Nelson said. “She loves you.” Nelson’s tone softened, even though he didn’t it want to. “And she’s jealous as hell.”

King looked from her to him and then back again. “What are you talking about?”

Nelson explained and then added, “You know Chelsea is afraid you’ll replace her with Elizabeth. Chelsea knows how badly you want Elizabeth. And Chelsea seems to think she’s on her way out of your favor.”

“And like I said, Elizabeth’s not the kind of woman you just keep,” he said. “The reason I like her, the reason I want her, as you put it, is because of her softness, because of her innocence, because of her joy in life. I haven’t laughed or enjoyed an hour as much as I had in the two visits I spent with her. But that’s not something you get to keep forever. Like a butterfly, you can’t put it in glass and expect it to thrive. The reason Elizabeth is the way she is, is because of the freedom she’s been given, because of the ability to thrive in her surroundings. And her heart’s already taken,” he said with a snort. “Not that I really give a shit about her heart because I can’t have it as it’s already taken.”

“You’re right about her freedom and her joy,” Nelson said gently. “And I’m glad you understand keeping her as a prisoner would break her spirit.”

“She wouldn’t give in easily to everything I would want. I’d have to take it, and that’s fine in the short-term,” he said, “but look at my life. I could take anything I wanted to. To have something like that offered to me instead, well, that’s the gift. And it’s not my gift.” He shot Nelson a hard look. “Whether you know it or not, it’s your gift. And, for that, I’d shoot you cheerfully, but I think she’d blame me regardless.”

The blows were instant and hard as the truth hit Nelson. And he realized the truth of King’s words. Taylor had tried to warn Nelson. But what he hadn’t seen was how much he wanted her himself. He ran his fingers through his hair. “The bottom line right now is, she’s gone. She’s missing. And I highly suspect you and your men are responsible.”

“Not me,” King said. “Although that doesn’t mean one of my men might not have. I’d have his head on a chopping block if he didn’t have a damn good reason though.”

King looked around, his snake eyes once again assessing the men in the room. Taylor did too. In the back, hiding in the corner, was the man who had come to their hotel room door. Nelson pointed him out. “He’s the one who came to warn us.”

King turned on him. The guy shot Nelson a hard, hateful look. “Sure, I gave you a warning, and look what you do. You throw me under the bus,” he said in disgust.

“Yeah, but it wasn’t a warning, was it? It was a decoy. Because I suspect you and Chelsea had Elizabeth kidnapped. But it would have taken at least one more man.” He turned to look around and found the other man standing in the other corner. He pointed him out. “Chelsea’s other henchman.” He glanced at King to see his face had turned ugly.

He motioned the men to come forward. Neither one moved. At that King’s face turned a mottled red. He turned to his other men, as if assessing how deep the war would be. The other men were looking from one to the other in confusion.

A shot rang out.

King gasped and collapsed into the chair behind him. Two more shots rang out. The two men who stood protectively beside King dropped to the floor.

Chelsea stepped forward, holding the handgun. She leveled it at two more of King’s men. “You are either on my side, or you’re on his. I don’t give a shit which, but I won’t have you stabbing me in the back after this.”

The two men stared at her; one man curled his lip. But he didn’t get a chance to utter a word. A bullet hole appeared in the front of his forehead, and he collapsed to the floor.

The other man held up his hands. “Hey, Chelsea, you know me.”

“I know you,” she said bitterly. “You’re as much a part of his nightmare as anybody.”

“Only because we’re all in the same situation,” he protested, an angry note in his voice. “You know we’re all prisoners here. None of us get to have a life of our own. It’s either be his man or be dead.”

“Well, now it’s be on my side or be dead,” she said bitterly.

“You’re the one who kidnapped Elizabeth,” Nelson said.

“Yeah, I did,” she said. “But what you don’t know is that King has her brother.”

Nelson’s gut stilled as his mind spun to make sense of this nightmare. He could feel Taylor tense behind him. They both had weapons. Neither had been searched when they came in. But that didn’t mean they could get to them before bullets hit them. “Why does he have her brother?”

“He took him as leverage because he really did want Elizabeth. Do you think I went to all that effort because he was just looking at her? No. I heard him making plans to kidnap her.”

Nelson turned a hard gaze to King, who was gasping in pain. He’d been gut shot, but he was still conscious and bitter from the looks of it. He went to open a drawer in his desk but a bullet rang out, hitting him in the hand. He cried out.

“I gave you everything,” she snapped, strolling slowly toward him. “And what did you give me? Nothing. More kicks, more blows, that’s it. I loved you,” she cried out with so much pain in her voice it almost made Nelson wince.

King stared up at her. “You don’t understand how perfect she is.”

“And did you hear yourself earlier? How you capture a butterfly and expect it to keep its sweetness and brightness?”

“I would have given her all the freedom she wanted,” he whispered. “She wouldn’t have been a prisoner.”

“It’s the only way you could have kept her,” Chelsea wailed. “Can’t you see that?”

Nelson wondered. Because, of course, that was the only way it would go. So why go to the trouble—unless it was to keep the butterfly for as long as he could. “Why did you kidnap her brother?”

King raised his gaze. “I would do a trade. Elizabeth for her brother. Elizabeth would have taken the trade easily. My men would have caught her. They were to take her downstairs until I could talk to her. I’d explain the situation. It was up to her to be willingly at my side, happy to be at my side, and I’d let her brother live. But, if she fought me, then she and her brother would die too.”

Nelson shook his head. “And, of course, then that same bright joy you had found in her that matched that missing piece in your own heart would have died. You know that, and yet, you were still willing to take the chance.”

“Of course I was,” King said. “I can have everything, but I can’t have the one willing woman I really want. But I thought I could try. I thought, if I could get her to stay with me long enough, I could get her to want to be with me. That she could fall in love with me, and we could have something together.”

Nelson was shocked to think of somebody in King’s situation softening to the extent he could fall in love. And yet, King shouldn’t be in love with Elizabeth because Nelson himself was in love with Elizabeth. “And me?”

“You would have taken a bullet in the back of the head somewhere and dropped in the water along with your partner,” King said with a casual tone. “Hell, Chelsea is still likely to do that.”

“And the reason you didn’t do that right away is because you didn’t want to bring down more of us,” Taylor said in a lazy voice from behind Nelson. “Because you know we’re only two, but, when we go down, a never-ending supply of well-trained military men come and take care of business on our behalf.”

King glared at him. “Do you think I’m scared of you?”

“No,” Nelson said. “But I do think you were fucking broken by a woman. Not just the one who has your heart in her hands and doesn’t even know it but the one whose heart you hold in your hands, and you didn’t even know it.”


Another shot came and slammed into King.

Nelson turned to face Chelsea. “Is that really what you want to do? Slowly tear him apart, one bullet at a time?” He could see her anger waning. But not enough. “You can still save him, you know?”

“No,” she whispered. “You don’t understand. There’s no saving King. No matter what I do now, I’m a dead woman.” She gave a bit of a laugh. “Even among my men, there’ll always be a fight to take King’s place. One of these guys will try it.” She raised her gun and shot the man who she’d spoken to earlier.

Nelson’s breath caught in the back of his throat. He didn’t think things could go any further sideways, but right now she was knocking them all off, like bowling pins in an alleyway. And he knew Taylor was just as aware of the problem. From his count, there were four men left, outside of him and Taylor. Only two of King’s men stood beside Nelson and Taylor, both looking stunned at this turn of events, and there were still Chelsea’s two men. King was almost gone, but it looked like Chelsea was ready to take him down completely.

Nelson said, “Is that what love is? Just anger and betrayal?”

She gave him a look that he could barely read, but he could see the pain. He could see the loss and the grief. He realized she really did care, but she also knew she was headed down a one-way street.

Behind her a door opened. It was so soft, so subtle a movement he wasn’t even sure he’d seen it. It opened just a hair.

Chelsea kept talking. “You know I can’t trust any of the men in this room.”

Her two henchmen straightened, and one cried out, “Hey, that’s not fair. We’ve been with you the whole time.”

She gave him a half smile. “Yeah, because I made it easier on you with King. But, with him gone, what’s to stop you two roosters from thinking you can take over?” She gave a broken cry. “This has been my life as long as I can remember. Nothing but discarded garbage. And I’m so fucking done with that.”

And, without warning, she turned and shot twice more. The two men beside Nelson and Taylor dropped. Her two henchmen stared at her in shock. She just gave them smiles.

“Now it’s just the three of us. We don’t have to worry about them coming after us.”

They took deep breaths, but their gazes never left her.

Nelson wondered if the group of them—her two henchmen and Taylor and him—could have jumped her. She might have shot one or two of them, but she couldn’t have killed them all.

She was taking them out with so little regard for life that he knew it didn’t matter what he said; it wouldn’t be enough. He looked at her. “Did you hurt her?”

“Ask them. They’re the ones who kidnapped her.”

He shot a hard gaze at the man who had been the decoy, then turned to look at the Chelsea’s second man. The other one shook his head. “I just dumped her downstairs.”

“And where’s her brother?”

“He’s downstairs too,” the henchman said. “But he’s getting to be a pain in the ass to look after.”

“Why is that?”

“Because every eight hours we gave him a bathroom break and water. Other than that, he gets to stay in that lovely room.”

“I don’t understand why King grabbed him at the beginning. And where did he grab him?”

“He grabbed him at the bus depot, heading back to the US, not sure what for, but figured he could use him somehow. Before he figured it out, you came to town with Elizabeth.”

“Her brother was planning to go to ground and to hide until things improved for him,” Chelsea said, her voice broken, haunted. “But you arrived, and so did she. Once King saw, … then met, her, that was it. It was 100 percent down the road for all of us.”

Chelsea started to cry. She walked over to King, who was bleeding but still staring up at her, hate in his eyes. She reached out and smacked him hard across the face. “Why couldn’t you have been happy with what you had? Why couldn’t you have been happy with me? Why couldn’t I have been enough?”

King closed his eyes.

Nelson could see he was close to death.

“You don’t understand,” King gasped. “When you see something like sunlight, and you reach out and touch it, and you get touched back, it’s … redeeming.” He smiled a smile of sweetness and sunshine. “I may not have held on to her, and maybe nobody should, but I did get to touch her. I did get to feel what it was like, to walk in the sunshine for a moment. And, for that, I’m damn grateful.” And he closed his eyes.

Chelsea cried out, “No, no, no, no. Please no.”

“He could still live,” Nelson said, “if we got him some help.”

Chelsea reached down to touch his neck and shook her head. “No,” she said, “we can’t.” She started to cry in earnest, as she paced, first one way; and then she got angry as she paced the other way; and then she got worried, as she sorted out what her options were.

Nelson watched as all those emotions tore across her face. “Were all the men in this room?” Nelson asked, helping her come to the right decision. “Are there others outside who will stab you in the back?”

She stopped and looked at him, and there came that weaselly assessing look. She looked around the room, counted the heads of the dead men in here, and then said, “You’re right. It’s just the two of you”—she pointed to her two henchmen with her gun—“with me.”

“And we can take over,” one of her henchmen said gently. “It’s not too late for that. Nobody knows. You can take King’s place. We have all the contacts. You know we’ve already supported you every step of the way. Instead of King, it’ll be the Queen as our leader.”

She looked up and smiled. “You know what? I can almost get behind that.”

“The difference will be that, instead of taking orders,” Nelson said, “you’d be giving them. Instead of getting beaten, you could order the beatings.”

“Of course you want to be a little judicious in your orders, unless you want to end up like King,” Taylor said, once again his lazy voice rolling through the room.

Nelson had always appreciated how he was in control all the time. How he seemed so calm and collected. He was always analyzing everything they’d seen to the bottom line, everywhere.

She paced back and forth and finally stopped again. She turned and looked at them with a calculating look in her eye. “The thing is, there are witnesses.”

Nelson’s heart froze. He had to be able to react quickly to whatever happened next.

Then behind Chelsea the door opened, and a stranger stepped out.

Taylor was talking again, but Nelson heard none of it. Maybe not a stranger. Nelson looked at the shape of his face, and his heart beat again. Then he saw Elizabeth step out too. And he knew things were about to head south in a big way. If there was one thing that would set Chelsea off, it would be the sight of Elizabeth. Chelsea had tried to kill her once before, without success. But, with Elizabeth right here, right now …

Nelson stepped forward. “You know what we want. We’ll take our people and leave. “If you want to live here and be the Queen of all you survey, that’s up to you.”

She gave a hard laugh. “Like I believe you. You don’t really think I’ll listen to your gibberish. You’re just anxious to save your own life.”

She raised her weapon, lined it up to his heart. “Two witnesses is two witnesses too many.”

“And what about your henchmen?”

“They’re witnesses too,” she snared. “But, like they said, they’ve been with me the whole time.”

He knew he shouldn’t do it, but it was hard not to, and he needed her to believe all things were possible. Not everything would work in her favor. “Maybe,” he said. “But what happens down the road when they hold that over you?”

She just glared at him, and he knew she already had thought of that. Both men would die too today. Whether they deserved it or not wasn’t Nelson’s job to decide. He could see that both henchmen hadn’t said a word about the people behind her. They wanted her taken down as much as anybody. Nelson took half a step forward.

She held the gun back up and said, “Watch it.”

He nodded. “I don’t have any intention of touching you. I want your agreement that I can take my three people away, take them a long way away from you. You never have to see Elizabeth again.”

Chelsea curled her lip. “She ruined my life. And I’ll see her again.” Her voice was hard; she was almost gleeful, as if looking forward to it. “And I’ll put a bullet right between her eyes.”

And into the silence afterward came a very soft gasp.

Nelson clenched his muscles as Chelsea spun and saw Elizabeth and took a shot.

Nelson jumped Chelsea from the back as Skunk jumped her from the front. Elizabeth hit the floor, and the shots went wild, but Chelsea’s hand kept clenching the trigger, as if spasmodically hitting the bane of her existence, that need to do something to take out the person she hated so much. With Chelsea finally pinned to the floor, the gun kicked out of her hand, she lay here sobbing. But her cries were half in anger and half in fury that she couldn’t accomplish exactly what she wanted.

Elizabeth picked up the gun and held it out to Taylor.

He put it into his waistband out of the way. He looked over at Chelsea’s two henchmen and said, “If you ever wanted a chance to restart your life, this is a really good time to get on a bus and disappear. Because we won’t give you a second chance. Just being associated with what went down, you know you’ll do life. I’ve got no bones with what you want to do after this. But you know where my vote is.”

The men took one look at each other and disappeared out the front door at a hard run.

“Can you really let them go like that?” Elizabeth asked.

“Not our problem,” Nelson said. “The local PD can grab them. And probably will too. Whether it’s at the local bus stop or from another henchmen hideaway in town. But, with King dead, and Chelsea having taken out almost his entire conclave, the cops may not worry about these lower-level guys. And often the cops will overlook what the underlings did in order to get the bigger ones. However, the top guy, the King, is dead and Chelsea’s standing in that top position and murdered a half dozen men herself and that’s just now.”

“I see that.” She stood over Chelsea, who even now showed signs of madness. Elizabeth caught her hand in hers and said, “Calm down. It’s over.”

Chelsea looked up at her and spat.

Elizabeth stepped out of the line of fire. “I’m sorry for you,” she said. “You didn’t have a chance right from childhood. And you won’t like jail much either.”

Nelson pulled Chelsea to her feet, and she stood here, shaking, shivering in the aftermath. She looked at Taylor and said, “Shoot me. Please shoot me.”

He shook his head. “Hell no. I don’t kill indiscriminately.”

“It won’t be,” she said, her tone dead. “I’ve killed a lot. I don’t deserve to live. So much cleaner if you just take me out.”

He shook his head. “No, you can pay the price for what you’ve done. Everybody here may have gotten off easy, but that was your doing. You had your chance to kill yourself, but you were all about trying to kill Elizabeth instead.”

Chelsea’s legs were shaky. “At least let me sit beside King so I can hold his hand and say my goodbyes.”

The two men looked at each other. Elizabeth shrugged. “I can see she might need to do that.”

With the men standing over her, she crouched at King’s side. They could see her tears falling.

Nelson stepped off to the side and picked up his phone to call Mason. “It’s over. Skunk is here.” He looked to see Skunk staring out the window. “We still don’t have the full story yet, but King had him kidnapped a few days ago. I guess they saw him, figured out that maybe he had some use only to find out later that Elizabeth was looking for him too. King wanted to trade Chris for Elizabeth.” Mason’s expletive on the other end made Nelson smile. “Yeah, I know, it’s totally messed up. But we need law enforcement here, and we need several ambulances. Chelsea shot a lot of men. There won’t be a whole lot to prosecute after this, just her.”

Nelson heard Chelsea cry out. He turned in time to see her snatch the leather opener from on top of the desk where King had sat and plunge it into her throat hard enough that it stuck out the back of her neck. Staring at him, her eyes wide with the pain and the triumph, her features twisted as she collapsed on top of the man she’d loved and had hated enough to kill.

“Scratch that last point,” Nelson said to Mason. “She won’t be prosecuted either.”




Chapter 13
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Elizabeth and the others, both dead and alive, had been stuck in the building until the cops and the ambulances arrived, and then the witnesses all tried to give statements. Some of it was garbled; some of it was clear, but it was obvious her brother was traumatized. Hell, so was she. The cops said they would go after the two henchmen who’d taken the opportunity to run, but they didn’t appear to be too enthusiastic about it.

One of the medical technicians walked up to Nelson and Elizabeth and asked if he could check their vital signs. Nelson immediately declined and demanded that Elizabeth be looked over. She was too weak to argue. The technician measured her body temp, blood pressure, pulse rate and respiratory rate. Then he saw the blood on the back of her head and flashed a light in her eyes and had her gaze follow his finger. He carefully cleaned her wound and said she needed no stitches, but she already had one hell of a goose egg back there, which was a good sign but would be very painful for about a week. He asked her for her name and what year it was.

She laughed, then winced.

“That’s a good sign,” he said, “the laugh, not the wince, but I still need to hear your answers.” Once confirmed, he nodded his head. “I would prefer for you to spend one night in our hospital for observation”—he raised both his hands to stop both of them from arguing—“but I understand your desire to just get away from all this.”

“Thank you, sir,” Nelson said.

Elizabeth nodded, winced again, and her hand immediately went to her head.

“Yes, you may travel home tomorrow. I understand you’ll be riding back with Nelson to the States. Take breaks as needed, but otherwise you’ll hurt for several days regardless. So take it easy, okay? And here are some pain meds to get you through tonight and tomorrow until you can see your American doctor.” With a smile he as gone.

This time Elizabeth just raised her hand in thanks as the technician moved on to help the next person.

Despite being stuck here so long, they were reassured to hear King and Queen were dead. Elizabeth knew more assholes would step up and take their places. Asshole positions never stayed empty. They always filled quickly.

Her brother talked with Taylor on the other side of the room; afterward Chris contacted his commander and NCIS. It was just a huge waiting game to sort out his future, but she had hopes everyone would understand his actions. She certainly did.

Hours later, exhausted, Elizabeth collapsed on her bed in her hotel room and stared up at the ceiling. Nelson lay beside her, wrapped her up in his arms and just held her. She loved that about him; he always seemed to know what she needed. And, for the moment, it was just to be held, to know she was safe, that he was safe, that Taylor was safe, and—thank heavens—that her brother was safe too. “I can’t believe it’s over,” she whispered.

Nelson dropped a kiss on her temple, holding her tight. “We did it.”

She smiled and kissed his cheek. “Tomorrow is four days, isn’t it? We’re supposed to go home in the morning.”

“We’ll make it,” he said. “I’ll drive carefully, missing all the potholes so you aren’t jarred. There’ll be some stuff to sort out later. And a lot of that can be done at home. NCIS and the local law enforcement here have our contact information and know we leave tomorrow. They’ll call us if they need to, so it doesn’t matter where we are. More important, your brother needs to go to the hospital and get checked over.”

His phone beeped just then. He read the text and smiled. “NCIS just found Matt. Now it truly is over.” In a louder voice he told the others.

“Yes,” Chris said in a loud voice. “Damn, I’m glad to hear that.”

“And on that note:”

Taylor called out, “Nelson. I’m taking Chris to the hospital. He’s already torn some of his stitches on the cuts on his ankles and his wrists. Plus, I think he’s got a busted rib or two. Wouldn’t hurt to get an X-ray on that.”

“The technician did a good job to stop the bleeding, but we should have taken him to the hospital earlier,” Nelson said. He hopped off the bed and assessed Skunk. “Man, you look like shit.”

“I feel it.” Skunk gave him a crooked smile. “And thanks. You look damn beautiful. I’m so grateful for the rescue.”

“Go with Taylor. He’ll get you looked after and delivered back here again,” Nelson said. “No way I’m leaving your sister alone.”

“Sounds like you’ll be part of the family now, huh?” Skunk flashed him a big grin. “Told you a long time ago she was worth it.”

“A long time ago I wasn’t looking,” Nelson said.

“You weren’t looking now either,” Taylor said, his smirk a mile wide.

“No,” Nelson said with a big grin. “But somehow she sneaked in anyway.”

“That’s the way it works,” Taylor said. “We’ll be back in a couple hours.”

“Bring food,” Elizabeth called out from the other bedroom as she joined them in this room. “And bring lots of it.” She gave her brother a gentle hug. “Hurry back so we can get some sleep and then go home tomorrow.”

He reached down and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “Will do. That’s one order I’m happy to take from you.”

She smiled mistily and watched as the two left. She turned to Nelson and threw her arms around him. “Oh, my God! I still can’t believe it’s over.”

“I know,” he said. “It’s hard to comprehend. Things got a little crazy there at the end.”

They lay down on his bed, and she said, “I just want to sleep.”

“Go ahead and sleep. Nothing’s stopping you.”

“Yeah, there is,” she said. “You.”

“I’m not stopping you,” he said. “Just close your eyes.”

She leaned up and kissed him hard. “You see? We now have an opportunity and plenty of time.”

His eyebrows shot up toward his hairline.

She chuckled. “Are you telling me that you didn’t think about it?”

“I’ve thought about nothing else,” he confessed. “But we’re on a job. Now you’re injured.”

“No, we were on a job, and I was injured,” she said, nuzzling his cheek and chin. “But we’re not now.”

“Are those drugs doing the job?” he asked with a smirk. “Not sure I should take advantage like that.”

Elizabeth smirked right back at him. “Chris and Taylor will be gone for at least two hours.”

Nelson thought about it, swung off the bed, picked her up gently in his arms, padded into the other room, closed the connecting door and said, “Lock it.”

She laughed. With one arm around his neck and the other arm free, she locked the connecting door. Effortlessly he lay down with her still in his arms. She chuckled and rolled to the side and tucked up close.

“Now maybe we can have some privacy too.”

“Yeah? And what are your plans if we do?” she whispered teasingly.

“First, I should punish you for not staying safe inside.” He shifted to the side so he could place kisses on her cheekbones and forehead. “Do you have any idea how terrified I was when I came back and found your room empty?”

Her arms snaked up around his neck. “I’m so sorry. I knew you would be terrified, but the guy did something so weird to me. It’s like I was paralyzed afterward for a few minutes. He was running down the alleyway, and I was flopping like a fish, conscious but completely unable to move. It was horrifying. Then he dumped me in a room and shut the door. But he never locked any of the doors.”

“I’m sorry you had to go through any of that. As for the unlocked doors, I don’t think they ever needed guards, just the fear of King,” he said, “because, if you think about it, King was always upstairs. Nobody would ever go past him.”

“But you see how betrayal always happens from within?” she said sadly. “I felt so sorry for Chelsea.”

“Don’t,” he said. “She might have had a rough childhood, but she didn’t have to end it all that way. Neither did she have to try to kill you.”

“I think, in her heart of hearts, it’s the only way she thought she could survive this. Or maybe it was her elaborate murder-suicide mission that got way out of hand. I don’t know.”

“I vote we don’t talk about her anymore,” Nelson said. “I vote we don’t talk about any of this anymore.” And he dropped a kiss on her lips, then on her nose, then on her chin. “I vote we talk about us.”

“What? A man who wants to have a heart-to-heart conversation?” she asked with a mocking laugh.

He rose up over her and came down, his lips kissing the breath out of her.

When he raised his head again, she said, “Okay. Now that sounds like my kind of heart-to-heart talk.”

A chuckle slid out as he kissed her gently over and over again. Her warm breath mingling with his, stroking the fires they’d both kept banked deep inside. His fingers slid over her T-shirt to cup her breasts, his lips moving up her throat, her chin, across her cheek and down to her collarbone. He nipped her once, twice, tickled her, made her laugh and wiggle as her hands reached up into his hair, pulling him closer so she could get more of those incredible kisses. He gave her one and then another and then he was gone again.

She protested, craving his hot passionate mouth. “Maybe I want more kisses.”

“And you can have more,” he muttered, but his attention was on her T-shirt that he’d pulled up over her chest, and the front clasp of her bra was suddenly dispensed with.

She groaned as his mouth came down over her nipple, and he suckled it deep into his mouth. “Oh, my God,” she said, arching into his mouth. “That feels so good.”

His hand stroked up her back, down her ribs, around her belly to cup and hold her breast. He laved first one nipple and then the other.

She twisted in his arms, so damn grateful to be alive, and even more grateful to be holding him like this. She whispered, “Did you ever think …”

He shook his head. “No,” he said, his voice thick. “But I had hoped.” He drew his lips down, kissing her ribs, each one along the way. When he got to her belly button, he kissed and licked it. She chuckled and squirmed on the bed, but he slipped two hands inside her jeans waistband, popped the button and separated the zipper. He sat up, pulled her jeans off very slowly, his eyes watching as every inch became visible.

She lay here on the bed feeling beautiful as he watched her. “You’re really good at this.”

He looked up at her with surprise in his eyes. “I don’t know why I would be because this feels like it’s new, feels like it’s something I’ve never really experienced before. It’s so damn different with you.” He reached up and stroked her from her nipples to her hips. She sat up with a chuckle and threw her T-shirt and bra off and lay back down. She motioned at him. “I think you should stand up and match me for clothing.”

“Absolutely.” He stepped off the bed and stripped down to his boxers.

She gasped, rose to her knees in front of him, her hands reaching for him as he stood proud in front of her, his erection poking out the top of his underwear. She slid his underwear down to free him, her hands gently cupping his testicles, then sliding up the long shaft.

He made a strangled sound. “None of that,” he said. “Not this time.”

She chuckled. “I hear you. I don’t want to wait either.”

With his boxers off, she lay back down again and opened her arms. He reached down, gently pulled off the tiny piece of lace that was her panties, then stopped and stared. In a fervent whisper he murmured, “Wow, you’re so stunningly beautiful.”

She raised a knee almost shyly.

He shook his head. “None of that.” He reached down, stroked her legs, the legs that never seemed to quit, up to her hips and tiny waist before gently stroking through the reddish blond curls at the heart of her. He groaned, leaned over and kissed her navel, and then right in the nest of curls.

She gasped, grabbed his hair and pulled him toward her mouth. Her kiss was frantic. She kissed him again and again and again.

Finally he caught her face in his hands and kissed her deeply—their mouths and tongues warring, enjoying, coaxing, searing each other’s passions to a higher and higher point. She tried to explore him, but he held her hands up above her head.

“I’m not kidding. Not this time.” He reached down, took her nipple in his mouth deeply.

She groaned, spread her legs underneath him, wrapped them around his hips and said, “Me either. Now. Come to me now.”

He took one look at her, raised himself up on one elbow, fitted himself to the right place, and holding her hips, he plunged deep.

She gasped, arched beneath him and cried out.

He gave her a moment to adjust to having him inside, and then, with his hands on her hips, he started to move slowly, then faster and faster and faster.

She twisted underneath him, urging him on, her legs wrapped around him as she rose to meet every thrust.

He caught her nape in his hands, tilted her head up and kissed her neck, down to her collarbone, as he moved faster and faster. And then he took her lips in a searing kiss as his body shuddered and shook as he tried to hold back. But just a touch of his tongue into her mouth, matching the plunge of his body, the total possession, the complete ownership—more than that, the complete surrender—was when she willingly gave herself to him and received in return all she’d ever wanted.

Her climax ripped through her, sending her over the edge. In the background she dimly heard his groan as his body throbbed and pulsed both atop and in her.

Finally he rolled onto the side, gathered her into his arms and tucked her up close.

She said on a half-groan, half-whisper, “You know what? I almost thought I would be killed earlier tonight. Then I just thought that now too.”

He gave a half bark of a laugh and said, “As long as I’m killing you with joy, that’s all that matters.”

“Definitely,” she whispered. “I so want to go home.”

“Is your brother moving in with you, do you think?”

“I don’t know,” she said with a happy sigh. “I don’t mind either way. He has to face his own bosses and get his life sorted out first. I guess the better question is, are you moving in with me?”

He reared up and looked down at her.

She smiled. “Unless you think this is a one-off.”

“It’s hardly a one-off,” he said, kissing her gently. “But we could take things slow.”

“Like we did just now?” she asked archly.

He chuckled. “Good point. We still have an hour before they get back.”

“In that case,” she said, wrapping her arms around him. “Let’s not waste it.”

He lowered his head. “Maybe that’s all you want me for.”


“I don’t ask every man I take to bed to move in with me,” she whispered against his lips. “Only the man I love.”

He stared at her.

She smiled again. “I know it’s early. It doesn’t change how I feel though.”

“I hope not,” he said, “because, when I listened to King speaking about you, I could hear the exact same sentiment in my own heart.” He whispered, “I love you too. I don’t know how it happened, and I don’t know when, and I would never have believed it could have been so fast.”

She placed a finger against his lips. “No more questions, no more doubts. Let’s just take it one day at a time and see where this goes.”

“I can get behind that.” He kissed her with passion.

She smiled, wrapped her arms around him and held him close. They’d have time to talk later. They’d have time to work out everything later. But right now, this was just for them. This was just for the two of them to enjoy. All the rest would happen in its own good time. Like any good relationship, it would only get better with time.




Epilogue
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Taylor Robinson walked into his small apartment on base, dropped his bag on the floor, strode to his couch and threw himself down, full length, and collapsed. He groaned to the empty space, “Thank God for my own space.”

A voice called from the hallway, “Did you mean to leave your door open?” His neighbor poked her head in his door. Frizzy red hair from her shoulders to the top of her crown and a bright flashing grin. Midge.

Taylor hopped up and walked over, rolling his shoulders and his neck. “It’s so good to be home.”

“You do travel a lot,” she said with a smile. She was in her uniform, heading out to work.

He glanced at his watch. “Are you on night shift?”

She shook her head. “Nah, just got called back for a meeting. I hadn’t even made it home yet, and now I’m ordered back.” She wrinkled up her face. “And you know how we all love that.”

“As in not,” he said with a laugh. “I’m back from a crazy-ass trip, and I’m glad to be home.”

“Rough?”

He smiled. He couldn’t help it. She was more of a pixie type but always had a bright smile. He didn’t know if she was sweet on him or if she just had that kind of personality, but he never would be mean to her because she was so friendly. “It was rough,” he said. “No clue why, but there’s something about coming home with two people who just hooked up, and they’re suddenly crazy in love with each other.” He shook his head. “Not what I expected, though I should have.”

She laughed. “Hey, you often have women over, so if it’s jealousy, just go and find another one.”

“I’m not that bad,” he protested. “I haven’t had a relationship in months.”

She gave him a mock look of shock. “Wow,” she said with a chuckle. With a finger wave she headed down the hallway.

He stepped out and watched her stride away. She was short, maybe five feet, and always had a smile for him. He looked the other way down the hall and across at her apartment, realizing that her door was open a hair too. He would have called out to her and said something about it, but she’d already disappeared down the stairs.

With a groan he stepped down the hall and across to her apartment and went to close the door when he caught the odd smell. He frowned. His heart raced. He still had his weapon. He pulled it out and nudged the door open. With the gun up and ready, he checked around the corner. The place had been destroyed, but that still didn’t explain the smell. He kept going through the rooms until he got to the bedroom. And there, lying on top of the bedding, was a nude male. One Taylor recognized.

The guy worked in the supply offices. Taylor had seen him several times … but not like this. Taylor raced back out to the hallway and down the stairs, moving as fast as he could to catch Midge. He didn’t know what the hell had gone on, but no way was she walking away from a dead guy in her apartment.

She had just opened her car door when she saw him. She stopped, turned, looked up at him and smiled. “What’s the matter? You missed me already?”

Her manner was so nonchalant and casual, he was flummoxed. He pulled up to a stop in front of her. Her brain registered the gun in his hand, and her hands shot up.

“What the hell?” he said. “Did you just leave your apartment?”

She shook her head. “No. I was coming home and got the call at the top of the stairs. I had to turn around and come back in again. I never made it to my apartment. So I was turning around when I saw your apartment door was open.”

“Did you go into your apartment?”

She frowned at him. “I just told you I didn’t.”

He took a deep breath. “Did you touch the doorknob?”

She stopped, looked at him and shook her head. “No, I didn’t even make it to my apartment. Remember? I was pissed. I didn’t want to head back out again.”

“Well, you can’t go to your meeting. Call your boss back and tell him that you can’t make it.”

“Why?” she asked. “I’ll just get in deeper shit for that.”

“Because you left your door to your apartment open. I went to go shut it for you.”

She looked up at him. “I didn’t get to my apartment. Didn’t you hear me?”

“Your apartment door was open,” he enunciated clearly. “Did you hear me?”

She stared at him, and he saw the comprehension finally click. She swallowed hard. “Was I broken into?”

He reached up, touching her shoulder. “Are you in a relationship with Gary?”

She stared at him. “I don’t have a boyfriend. Gary who?”

“Gary Sims. He works in supply.”

She shook her head. “I don’t have a clue who or what you’re talking about. I work in staff records. That’s not even close to his department.”

“I get that,” he said. “Do you know him?”

Frustrated and angry now, she stomped her foot. “No. What’s this about?”

He reached out again and grabbed her hand. “He’s dead in your bed—and the only thing he’s wearing is a bullet hole in his forehead.”

This concludes Book 21 of SEALs of Honor: Nelson.

Read about Taylor: SEALs of Honor, Book 22




SEALs of Honor: Taylor (Book #22)


Murder is a deadly way to start a relationship …

Finally back in Coronado and his own apartment but still tired from traveling, Taylor helps a neighbor by closing her apartment door as she dashes back to work. But, as he does so, a smell he’s all too familiar with permeates the air. And he’s plunged into a multiple homicide with no meaning or end …

Midge doesn’t understand what’s happened to her life, … but now her home, her workplace, her neighbors are all in danger and are all suspect. … Taylor is the only piece of normalcy in her world-gone-crazy right now.

But even he can’t keep an eye on her all the time …

Book 22 is available now!

To find out more visit Dale Mayer’s website.
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Thank you for reading Nelson: SEALs of Honor, Book 21! If you enjoyed the book, please take a moment and leave a short review here.

Dear reader,

I love to hear from readers, and you can contact me at my website: www.dalemayer.com or at my Facebook author page. To be informed of new releases and special offers, sign up for my newsletter or follow me on BookBub. And if you are interested in joining Dale Mayer’s Reader Group, here is the Facebook sign up page.

Cheers,

Dale Mayer
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      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.


The Vic Fieger fonts are freeware, to be downloaded and used by anyone who wants them for free. I didn't put them here so people couldn't use them! You don't have to ask for my permission, though it's always good to receive an e-mail from somebody to show me what they are using them for.
If you wish to write to let me know how a certain font will be used, and for what purpose, send your e-mail to: vic@vicfieger.com


Copyright 2010, 2012 Adobe Systems Incorporated (http://www.adobe.com/), with Reserved Font Name 'Source'. All Rights Reserved. Source is a trademark of Adobe Systems Incorporated in the United States and/or other countries.

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at: http://scripts.sil.org/OFL

-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives, however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting, or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify, redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components, in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled, redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole, must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply to any document created using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND, EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY, INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.




