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ERIC


Two masked thugs grabbed Willow. A gloved hand around her mouth muffled her screams. She kicked and flailed, but they had her pretty well under control. They slammed her to the ground and flex-cuffed her.

This wasn't their first rodeo. They had done this a time or two.

These weren’t punk kids. They were big and well-built. They manhandled the petite vixen like she was nothing and carried her out of the room.

I raced to my nightstand drawer and grabbed my pistol. Heart pumping, adrenaline coursing through my veins, I sprinted out of the bedroom, bolted down the hallway, and plunged down the steps. My feet slapped against the hardwoods as I darted across the living room, into the foyer, and pushed out the front door. I ran down the street just as the thugs shoved Willow into a white SUV and pulled away from the curb. The tires barked, and the exhaust rumbled. The vehicle with no plates sped away. Tires squealed at the corner as they took a left and disappeared into the night.

Just like that, she was gone.
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Afew days earlier, my trip to the liquor store hadn’t gone as planned.

“Give me the money. Now!” the guy in front of me demanded as he pulled a gun on the cashier. “All of it!”

The cashier’s eyes went wide, and he froze with panic as the twitchy barrel of the black 9mm pistol stared him down.

To his credit, it was an unsettling position to be in.

“The money!”

“Okay, okay,” the clerk said, finally responding. “Just don’t shoot. I’ve got a wife and a kid.”

“If you want to see them again, you’ll hurry up.”

The clerk opened the drawer and started pulling the cash out with shaky hands.

It was pure madness. This was the middle of the day in a nice neighborhood. It didn’t bode well for my first day as a new Florida resident.

I had stopped at the liquor store to pick up a bottle of wine for my wife to celebrate. I didn’t drink, but she liked the occasional glass of red. And we had reason to celebrate.

The idiot with the gun was high on something. Meth, crack, a designer analogue. Who knows? But it made him do stupid things for his next fix. This was just another in a long list of bad decisions.

That chemical smell wafted from him, mixed with body odor and the smell of a dumpster. His tattered, stained clothing looked like they hadn’t been washed this decade. It wasn’t cold, but a beanie covered matted, stringy, long hair.

I gripped the bottle of Merlot by the neck and thought about whacking him over the head with it. With the gun aimed at the clerk, I didn’t want to risk it. One slight involuntary twitch, and that guy’s kid would grow up without a father.

I had enough on my mind. I didn’t need that on my conscience.

The pregnant woman behind me trembled with fear.

“Hurry the fuck up!” the perp demanded.

I don’t know if the clerk was slow-rolling it on purpose or if he was just so nervous he couldn’t grasp the bills. His hands trembled.

The assailant finally decided he should cover his six. He spun around and aimed the shaky pistol at me. It wasn’t the first time someone had pointed a weapon at me. “What are you looking at?”

I just looked him dead in the eye and shook my head.

“Step back!”

I did.

His nervous eyes glanced at the parking lot to make sure the cops hadn’t arrived. Then he turned back to the cashier.

I swung the bottle hard and cracked it against his skull with a thunk.

To my surprise, the bottle didn’t break.

The creep dropped to the ground, out cold.

The pistol clattered away. I snatched it up and took aim at the meth head. “Call the police!”

The clerk did, and I lorded over the perp.

A few minutes later, patrol cars screeched into the parking lot, lights blazing. Deputies flooded out, weapons drawn. They advanced to the door, and the bell chimed as they pushed inside.

“Drop the weapon! Now!” a deputy shouted at me.

I get it. They get called to a robbery in progress and have no idea who’s who. But use some common sense.

I raised my hands innocently and set the pistol on the counter with slow, cautious movements.

“On the ground now!”

“Not him, you asshole!” the pregnant woman growled.

I complied and ate the tile. The deputy slapped cuffs around my wrists, then pulled my wallet from my pocket and found my ID. “Eric Stahl?”

“That’s me.”

The assailant started to come to, moaning and groaning.

“Secure him!” the pregnant lady shouted, pointing to the perp.

The other deputy did.

“That guy tried to rob the store,” the clerk said, pointing to the assailant.

The difference between me and the meth head was obvious. I had showered, shaved, and worn nice clothes.

Finally, the mental giant of a deputy sorted it out. He released my cuffs and helped me to my feet. “Sorry, we just need to be cautious in these types of situations.”

He handed my wallet back to me, and I stuffed it into my pocket.

It wasn’t long before two plainclothes detectives were on site—a man and a woman.

Deputies read the dirtbag his rights and escorted him to a squad car.

I answered the detective’s questions, and they took statements from the clerk and the pregnant woman.

The clerk didn’t charge me for the bottle of wine. I had a hell of a story to tell my wife.

Detective Kovach’s eyes narrowed at me. He was in his late 40s or early 50s, with dark hair that was well on its way to silver. “I know you.”

I tried to hide a cringe and shook my head, playing it off. “No, you don’t.”

“You’re that guy,” he said with a bad taste in his mouth.

I didn’t say anything and tried not to look disappointed.

“Are you just visiting?”

“No. I just moved here with my wife.”

His jaw tightened. Kovach didn’t like the idea of a guy like me living in Sapphire Shoals. “Well, I hope I’m not going to have any problems with you.”

“Nope. No problems here.”

It seemed I’d already gotten off on the wrong foot with Kovach. I had hoped I could put the past behind me, but apparently, Florida wasn’t far enough away. There was no place on the planet far enough away.

By that time, news crews were on the scene. Cameramen captured footage. I didn’t want or need any more media attention. My life was just starting to get back to normal, and I use the term loosely.

A cute brunette approached me in the store. I stood there, looking at the parking lot, contemplating how I was going to avoid the fray. “Thank you,” she said in a soft voice, looking up at me with adorable brown eyes. “That was really brave of you.”

I shrugged it off. “It was an involuntary reaction. I’m just glad no one got hurt.” I wasn’t trying to be modest. It was just the truth.

”I’m Hannah,” she said, extending her hand.

We shook, and I introduced myself.

”I know,” she said with a sheepish glance to the floor. “You’re that guy.”

”I guess.”

“I’ve seen you on TV.”

”I’m sorry.”

She laughed. “I don’t mean to be so forward, and I never do this, but would you want to grab a drink sometime?”

“You seem like a lovely woman, and that sounds like fun, but I’m a married man.”

“Oh, yeah,” she said, embarrassed. “Duh, I didn’t notice the ring.”

“That’s okay.”

After a pause, she bit her lip and said, “How about I give you my number just in case? You never know.”

“Happily married,” I clarified.
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“Ican’t,” I said.

“Are you out of your mind?” Josh exclaimed.

“Most likely. But I can’t.”

“This is the Swimsuit Edition in Saint Tropez. Do I need to refresh your memory? I’m talking hot, young topless models, pert bottoms covered in sand, superyachts, fine wine, loose morals, good times.”

I chuckled. “I’m trying to save my marriage, not put the last nail in the coffin.”

Josh sighed.

I understood his frustration. I had become a difficult client. But he’d stuck with me through it all, despite the immense pressure to drop me.

He was one of the best agents in the business. He didn’t need to deal with this drama. But Josh had a nose for money. He could sense trends. He took many risks, and most of the time, they paid off.

An old Navy buddy had referred me to him when I was getting flooded with offers. Josh had been an assistant to the uber-agent, Joel. Now with an office of his own, he was a mover and a shaker.

“No one has been willing to touch you since the incident,” Josh said. “This is the first step in getting your career back.”

“They just want me to shoot the spread because it’s scandalous.”

“Who gives a shit? It’s a job. You haven’t had one in a long time. In case you hadn’t noticed, printed media is on the decline. This is a desperate attempt to drum up interest. With your history, that’s a given. It’s a win-win and a lucky break. I think you should take it.”

I took a moment to process the offer as I sat in my car in front of the new house. Movers carried boxes inside from the back of an 18-wheeler.

“Tell them I appreciate the offer, but I’m going to have to pass.”

Josh was silent for a long moment, his displeasure evident. Nothing sucks worse for an agent than to bust their ass for a client who won’t take jobs. “Quick refresher. I take a percentage of your earnings. If you don’t earn, I don’t get paid.”

“I know. Just find me anything else. Something that doesn’t involve beautiful half-naked women.”

“This is the fashion industry. You need to turn in your man card.”

“Celebrity portraits, product photography, anything.”

“Newsflash. Nobody’s knocking down your door. And AI is killing product photography. Fashion is next.”

“I’m just going to take the next couple of months to write my book.”

I cringed as a mover dropped a box marked fragile.

“About that. You’re past due. The publisher is getting nervous. They’re making noise about the advance.”

“They’re not getting it back.”

“They want a book from you about the trial.”

“And they’ll get it.”

“While it’s still relevant.” He sighed again. “I’m going to set you up with a ghostwriter.”

“No! Absolutely not. It’s my story. It has to be my voice. I want people to know the truth. The whole truth.”

“Then get it done.”

“I will.”

“I want pages ASAP. Something. Anything. Just get started.”

I told him I would and ended the call.

The neighbor pulled into her driveway in a white Ferrari Spider, the top down, her blonde hair flowing.

I climbed out of my car and strolled up the walkway behind movers carrying another box.

The blonde was hard not to look at. Maybe 19 or 20. Gorgeous. She climbed out of the car, wearing a tight crop top that exposed a flat midriff. Black hot pants hugged the kind of epic figure that men went to war over. Not that I would notice that kind of thing. Sneakers completed the ensemble. It looked like she had just gotten back from the gym. Oversized sunglasses covered her eyes. A bubbly smile graced her full lips, and she waved at me.

I waved back and smiled, just being neighborly.

My smile faded when I caught the angry glare of my wife standing on the porch, directing the movers where to put the boxes. “Put those in the kitchen and be gentle. That's fine crystal."

I didn’t have the heart to tell her one box had already hit the ground.

I met her on the front porch, and that glare persisted. I shrugged innocently. "What? She waved at me.”

I stepped inside and made myself busy, opening boxes and unpacking. That was one way to stay out of trouble. Don't get me wrong, I love my wife. She's wonderful. Beautiful, smart, sexy. I've just been in the doghouse for a long time.

Some people go on trips or cruises, but this was the save-the-marriage house. We figured a new start in a new town might do the trick. Leave everything behind. We picked up and moved across the country, far from the chaos. The media attention had died down, and life was almost starting to feel normal again.

Almost.

Ranger rushed to greet me, and I knelt down and petted the Belgian Malinois. I got a face full of slobber. “I’m happy to see you, too, boy.”

Ranger was a ball of coiled energy covered in fur. Well trained, tactical, and loyal, the lovable canine would always have my back no matter what. Even if the rest of the world turned against me.

The new house was stunning. Modern angular designs, cantilevered structures, large window walls, open concept spaces, an oasis of a backyard with a pool, a bar, and an outdoor kitchen—a dream home. Perfect for entertaining. Towering palms swayed overhead. In the desirable neighborhood of Palm Palisades, it was everything Avery wanted. She picked the location, the house, and the new furnishings. I stayed out of the process. That way, if something went wrong, I didn't have anything to do with it.

The neighborhood was great and had good schools. It was a place we could settle into for a long time. There was plenty of space if we sorted things out and wanted to try again to expand our family. With the sale of the house in Los Angeles, we were able to get into this place. So much more bang for the buck here.

My savings had been wiped out by legal fees. All of Avery’s inheritance was in the house. With the advance from the book deal, we were able to manage living expenses, but that was running out. She was finally ready to go back to work and had picked up a nursing job here. We’d be able to coast for a while until I rebuilt my career and got back on my feet. But I needed work. I really wasn’t in a position to turn down Josh’s offer.

We spent the rest of the afternoon unpacking essentials. We’d thrown so much crap out and tried to just take the basics. We were committed to doing the minimalism thing, but something told me we’d just pack the place with junk again. This was the kind of house that deserved stylish furniture and a clutter-free existence. Hopefully, we’d live up to the challenge.

The search was on for a corkscrew. Avery finally found one, popped the top on a bottle of Merlot, and poured herself a glass. She wrapped her full lips around the rim and took a sip. Her blue eyes sparkled with a sense of accomplishment.

I didn’t want to spoil the moment with my story from the liquor store.

Avery smiled with a grin I hadn't seen in a long time. "We did it. We made it!”

There were times when I thought we would never get this move accomplished.

She wrapped her arms around me and gave me a kiss on the cheek, still clinging to the glass of wine.

"I think this is going to be good for us," I said.

She flashed a tight-lipped, hopeful smile. At least, I think it was hopeful.

"To new beginnings," she said, lifting her glass, taking another sip.

I didn’t have a glass to toast with. I hadn’t had a drink since the incident.

Avery gave me another peck on the lips, then I leaned in for more than a little peck.

She wasn't as enthusiastic.

"Should we break the new place in?”

"I'm really tired right now. I just want to take a hot bath and settle in.”

I flashed an understanding smile as she slipped away. It wasn't anything unusual. As I said, I was in the doghouse and had been for a long time. The meds weren’t doing her libido any favors either. She had mastered the art of avoiding intimacy.

Avery made her way upstairs to the master bedroom and drew a bath. I rummaged through boxes, looking for bed sheets and pillows, then made the bed.

A large terrace overlooked the pool in the backyard. From the bedroom, I had a view across to the neighbor’s house. I just happened to catch sight of my luscious blonde neighbor peeling out of her sports bra and hot pants.

My heartbeat elevated as her all-natural endowments bounced free.

Maybe moving here wasn’t such a good idea.
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Avery stayed up late reading one of those trashy romance novels. You know, the kind with fated mates and werewolves.

I woke up a few times during the night, wondering where the hell I was. The first night in a new place is always a little disorienting. All in all, I got a decent night’s sleep.

With no time to hang the blinds, the morning sun blasted into the room like a nuclear explosion.

Avery was up, getting dressed. She pulled on a pair of teal scrubs, then primped in the full-length mirror. "How do I look?"

"I think I've got a fever,” I teased.

She rolled her eyes.

"You look great. Your patients are going to love you."

“First day. I want to make a good impression," she said, still primping, checking out every angle.

All her angles looked good.

We’d cut the move pretty close. It's just the way the timing worked. There was no margin for error. I'm sure she would have liked to have had a few days to settle in before heading right off to the new gig.

Neither of us was really in a position to turn down a job. I kept my mouth shut about the bikini shoot. The discussion would have been a no-win situation. With all the new expenses, it would have been nice. She would have encouraged me to do it, while at the same time expecting me to turn it down.

"You want breakfast?” I asked.

"No time. I'll pick something up on the way.”

I looked at the clock. "You’ve got plenty of time."

"Well, I just want to be early. I don't know what traffic’s going to be like.”

“This isn’t LA.”

“I know.”

She grabbed her purse, moved beside the bed, and gave me a kiss on the cheek. "Wish me luck!”

"Knock ’em dead," I said.

Avery gave me a flat look. It wasn't exactly the thing to say.

She hurried out of the bedroom and marched down the hallway to the steps. Her feet clattered against the hardwoods, then she stepped out the back door. The house went quiet when she pulled the door shut.

It was just me and Ranger.

I climbed out of bed, ambled to the bathroom, and went through my morning routine.

In the kitchen, I cracked eggs, sizzled bacon in a pan, and grilled up breakfast. The scent of fresh coffee swirled.

I missed all the luxuries of our home in Los Angeles. The flatscreen in the kitchen, all the appliances ready and waiting. I figured I'd spend the day putting the house together and making it livable. Avery was pulling a 12-hour shift. She’d be on for the next few days.

I dished up a plate and took it outside to eat on the patio by the pool. It was like a resort. I could just pretend I was on a permanent vacation. I crunched on bacon, shoveled scrambled eggs into my mouth, and sipped hot coffee.

My lungs breathed in the fresh air. All things considered, I was a lucky man. I was on the right side of the ground, free, and had enough money to cover my lifestyle for the moment. So my marriage wasn't perfect. So I'd been through a harrowing experience in California. So I didn’t know anyone here. This was the beginning of a new day and a new life. That's what I told myself.

I wasn't going to screw this up.

My blonde neighbor stepped onto the back patio with a beach towel in hand, wearing a string bikini that barely covered anything. Taut fabric stretched tight against supple curves, seams begging for mercy.

My God, the girl was breathtaking. The cream bikini matched well with her sun-kissed skin.

I tried not to look. Focus on the bacon and eggs. Don’t think about the lack of intimacy in your marriage.

Blondie found a lounge chair and proceeded to soak up the sun, her skin glistening with oil.

Was I really going to have to look at this every day?

I did a good job of ignoring her. Bacon, coffee, and eggs would have to satisfy my desires. This was a test sent by the Universe. I could pass any test. No problemo.

My fork scraped the last of the eggs off the plate, and I savored the last bite of bacon and a sip of coffee. I returned inside, dumped my plate in the sink, then began to busy myself with getting the house in order. Rome wasn't built in a day, but I had to start somewhere.

It was going pretty well, and I felt like I was making good progress until there was a knock at the door.

Ranger bolted for the door, barking.

I made my way across the living room and into the foyer. Through the frosted glass door, I saw an unmistakable figure.

I hesitated, closed my eyes, and took a deep breath, debating.

I held onto Ranger’s collar and finally pulled open the door.

My blonde neighbor stood there in that string bikini, looking like a piece of candy that needed to be unwrapped. She was even better looking up close.

I tried not to look at that sumptuous valley of cleavage she put on full display. I really did.

She flashed an adorable smile, and her pearly teeth glistened. "Howdy, neighbor?”

The delightful southern drawl in her voice was appetizing.

"Hi," I said, trying not to look too enthused or too rude. “Don’t mind Ranger, he’s harmless.”

“He’s so cute!” She knelt down and loved on him, and he ate it up. Then she stood up and extended her hand. "I'm Willow. I live next door.”

Her soft, bubbly voice tickled my ear. I’d seen enough adult films to know how the script went from here.

A test indeed.

No problem. I could take anything the Universe could throw at me. I had willpower. I had discipline.

I took her hand. It was soft and warm, and her nails were expertly manicured. "I'm Eric.”

"I know. The whole neighborhood knows. They can't stop talking about it.”

"I'm not sure I really want to know what they are saying."

"Who cares what these stuffy bitches think, right?” She paused, and a mischievous smirk curled her plump lips. "You have your fans."

"Do I?"

She nodded, still with that delicious grin.

"Maryellen is friends with the realtor. I guess that's how word got out. I swear, I don't think there's been this much excitement around here since they put speed bumps in the neighborhood a few years ago. A lot of people didn't like them. I have to go SO slow so I don't bottom out in the Ferrari.”

"The challenges we face," I said dryly.

Willow paused for a moment, staring at me. Her big sunglasses hid her eyes, just the faint outline of her peepers visible. With an intrigued voice, she said, "I've never met a murderer before.”

That hung there for a moment.
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My face tightened. "I'm not a murderer.”

"That's right, you were acquitted." She raised her hands innocently. "Hey, I'm not here to judge. I just wanted to welcome you.”

"Well, thank you. I appreciate that, Willow."

"But just because you were acquitted, doesn't mean you didn't do it.”

I took a deep breath and tried not to react. "Do I look like a killer to you?”

"You look like trouble,” she said with hungry lips.

I laughed. "How old are you?”

"21. Perfectly legal.”

"Shouldn’t you be at college?”

She sighed and flipped her hair. "I'm taking a year off to find myself. I mean, how am I supposed to know what I really want? I think you have to live a little. Experiment. Experience life. Then get down to focused study.”

I couldn't disagree.

"Your wife working up at the hospital?"

I nodded.

"That's what Maryellen says. ER. Trauma nurse.”

"Maryellen seems to know her stuff.”

"She's a reliable source,” Willow assured. "So what did your wife think about the whole thing?”

"What whole thing?" I asked, playing dumb.

Willow gave me a flat look. "You know.”

I took another deep breath and tried once again not to react. "My wife was and is very supportive. She always believed in me.”

"You must have some mojo.”

I laughed. "I told you⁠—“

"You were acquitted. Right,” she said flatly.

She stared at me for another long moment. Willow pulled down the sunglasses, and her ice-blue eyes surveyed me. With a naughty grin, she said, “You definitely got mojo. You work out?”

"I should really get back to unpacking.”

"You need a hand?” she asked in a delicate voice.

"Thank you. No. I'll be fine.”

"Well, you know where to find me if you need anything. Once again, welcome to the neighborhood.”

"Thank you."

She smiled, wiggled her fingers, and spun around. Willow strutted down the walkway, her delightful cheeks swaying from side to side.

I wiped the sweat from my brow, closed the door, and shook my head. I breathed a sigh of relief, looked to the heavens, and gave thanks. I passed the test.

I’m sure it would be the first of many.

She was something else. Just looking for trouble.

I went back to the boxes. With a blade, I sliced through packing tape and unloaded my worldly possessions. I worked through to lunch and took a short break to eat a sandwich.

The doorbell rang again, and my stomach twisted with dread. Not Willow again. Please, not Willow again. Once was enough. My shields were drained after the last encounter.

Ranger charged for the door. His fierce barks echoed through the foyer.

I moved across the living room to the foyer and was much relieved when I saw that it was not Willow.

I held Ranger back and pulled open the door with a smile and said, "Hi, can I help you?"

If Willow was a bright spot of diabolical sunshine, this guy was the pit of hell. He glared at me like I had kicked his dog. I was a big guy, but this was a guy I didn’t want to get on the wrong side of. Somehow, I was there already.

He had broad shoulders, thick forearms, and meaty fists like sledgehammers. In his early 40s, he still looked like he could do some damage. With a thick neck that disappeared into his beefy shoulders, he was a mountain of a guy. He had a strong, scarred chin and a nose that looked like it had taken a few punches. He was no stranger to violence. His dark hair receded on top and was combed back. He pointed a fat, angry finger at me. “You stay the fuck away from my daughter!”

He looked like a rabid dog, almost foaming at the mouth.

Ranger growled.

"I don't know what you're talking about.”

"Don't play dumb with me. I saw her over here. You don't talk to her. You don't look at her. You don't go near her. You got that?”

"She rang my doorbell.”

"I don't give a good goddamn what she did. She rings your doorbell again, you don’t answer. You got me?”

I raised an innocent hand while holding onto Ranger. "I'm not looking for any trouble.”

“I’ll kill you. And that dog won’t be able to protect you.”

I believed the guy.

Ranger barked, baring his teeth.

I forced a smile. "That’s good to know. Thanks for the visit.”

His eyes narrowed further. "Maybe I wasn't clear."

"No. I think you are an effective communicator.”

He nodded, shifted his jaw, and grinned. "Okay, smart ass. You've been warned.”

He walked away, and I closed the door and latched the deadbolt.

This was not exactly how I wanted to start off in the neighborhood.

Flush with adrenaline, I walked back into the kitchen and took a seat at the table. For a minute, I thought he was going to throw down.

I finished my sandwich and tried to put it out of my mind. It was a simple, legitimate request. I didn't need any trouble, and it was easy enough just to shut down any thought of Willow or her bikini. I love my wife. I love my wife. I. Love. My. Wife.

After lunch, I hit it again, trying to get as much done as I could. It would be hard to focus with all the clutter hanging over my head. Or maybe I was just procrastinating. I was ready to put the past behind me. I didn't really want to go back and revisit it for a tell-all novel. Open all those old wounds. Relive all that trauma. But my past wasn’t quite ready to let go.

In LA, nobody seemed to give a shit. They gossiped and speculated, but at the end of the day, I was a pseudo celebrity. I had been on TV. In that town, that’s almost all that matters. It didn’t matter how you got famous, as long as you got famous.

Maybe moving here really was a bad idea. But it’s what Avery wanted.

By sundown, I'd had my fill of boxes. The house was mostly in order. Enough to be livable.

I made dinner, chowed down, then called a buddy in Colorado.

"How's Florida?" Zach asked.

"Sticky."

“It is humid.”

“That’s not what I’m talking about.”

"Sounds like trouble."

"What am I gonna do?” I told him about Willow and her father.

He laughed. "You’re gonna do what every other guy does in a sexless marriage. You’re gonna watch Internet porn and jerk off."

I groaned.

“Or you could get a divorce.”

“No. She stuck with me all through that shit. She could have left and probably should have.”

“You’d have looked guilty as hell. That shit influences juries. You’d be doing life.”

"I like to think that justice would have prevailed no matter what, but you're probably right. I owe her my life.”

Then he added, "I'm surprised she didn't leave your ass.”

"I am too. It was a lot to go through.”

Zach was silent for a moment. “I don’t know what to tell you, bro. Just suck it up. It’s all gravy from here, right? So what if you never get laid again?”

“Thanks for the encouragement. I’m not quite ready to take a vow of celibacy.”

“What did you think marriage was?”

“There are plenty of married couples with healthy sex lives.”

“Examples. I’ll wait.”

I thought long and hard. I had to dig deep. “Hunter and Jenna.”

“Doesn’t count. They just got married. This is number 3 for him.” Zach muttered, “He’s not too bright.”

“Thanks for the pep talk,” I snarked.

“Anytime.” He paused. Then in a tentative voice, he said, “Do you think she’s…”

“No. Not possible.”

“I’m just saying, if my chick stops banging me, I gotta wonder who she’s giving it to.”

“Avery’s not like that.”

“Okay. If you say so.”

“Between what happened and losing the baby, she just kinda shut down.”

“Totally understandable.”

He paused for a long moment. Then asked what was on everyone’s mind. “I ain’t asking you if you did it, but… did you?”
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“What kind of question is that?” I asked, indignant.

“Double jeopardy, dude. It’s not like you can get charged twice.”

“No. I didn’t. And if I did, I wouldn’t be dumb enough to talk about it over the phone.”

“So you did it.”

“No, I didn’t do it!”

“Relax, I’m just breaking your balls.”

“The only people I killed were halfway around the world, done in service to our country, and you were there!”

“Ease up, bro! I’m just messing with you.”

“Sorry, I’m kinda at my limit,” I quipped, annoyed.

“You need to get laid.”

“Fuck you.”

“Love you too, bro. Gotta go. Got this redhead coming over. You would not believe the things that woman can do.”

“Eat shit.”

He laughed. “I’ll send pics.”

I groaned.

Zach hung up.

I exhaled an exasperated breath. The wine on the counter looked good. The whiskey looked better. I’d been clean and sober for a while, and I wasn't going to break that streak now.

Avery got home just before eight. She looked worn out.

"How did it go?"

"It was bat-shit insane. You would think a town like this wouldn’t have that much traffic in the ER on a Monday. We had this 80-year-old guy who fell and had a hip fracture. Lives alone. No family. He was on the floor for two days before a neighbor came and checked on him. There was a 16-year-old kid with alcohol poisoning, plus low-grade MDMA in his system. He was unresponsive on the beach, and his friends left him. There was a diabetic with 640 blood sugar and a foot ulcer that has an abscess. He may lose the foot. I could go on, but you probably don't want to hear about it.”

Avery was the kind of person who took everything to heart. It was hard to separate. Day in and day out, that could take its toll.

"Are you sure this is the right thing for you to do now? You don't have to go back to work just yet.”

"I want to do this. I want to prove to myself that I can do this. Besides, we need the money.”

I couldn’t disagree.

"I'm going to take a shower,” she said. “What's for dinner?"

"What do you want? I'll order something in."

A frustrated exhale escaped her lips, and she glared at me. "Eric, I need you to step up. I'm working 12-hour shifts, I'm dealing with all this crazy shit, and I just need for things to be handled here. Is it too much to ask to have a hot meal ready?"

"Time got away from me. I’ve been working on putting the house together, in case you hadn't noticed."

She took a deep breath, looked around, then centered herself. "I'm sorry. I'm just a little on edge."

"This is exactly what I'm talking about. Why are you putting yourself through this? It's kind of the opposite of what you need right now. You need a low-stress gig.”

"What I need is some kind of normalcy in my life. I'm going to go crazy if I sit around the house all day with nothing to do.”

"In case you hadn't noticed, there are plenty of things to do around here."

“We’ll run out of money. That advance isn’t going to last long. How much do we even have left?”

I cringed.

“You've got work to do. You need your time. You need to finish the book. It's going to drive you crazy if we're on top of each other 24/7. I don't think that's what we need.”

I raised my hands in surrender. There was no point in arguing. "What do you want to eat?”

"Just order a pizza."

"Toppings?"

"I don't care. Whatever you want.”

She spun around and marched upstairs.

I picked up the phone and ordered a cheese pizza with mushrooms and onions. It was kind of hard to go wrong with that, but I figured I would screw it up somehow.

Avery was in a much better mood after a few glasses of wine and a couple of slices of pizza. She can get a little hangry at times. We all can. The pizza had taken an hour to arrive.

She finally asked, "How was your day?"

"My day was great.” I left out the part about Willow and her father.

"Have you met any of the new neighbors?"

"Nope.”

She lifted a curious brow. "Nobody stopped by to inquire?”

"No.”

"Maybe they don't know.”

"Maybe they're too afraid to make contact," I said.

She chuckled.

We demolished the pizza, and Avery poured herself another glass of wine. I tidied up in the kitchen.

Avery flipped through a few cabinets and drawers, checking on my handiwork. Another frustrated exhale escaped her lips. "Eric, this is all wrong.”

"What do you mean?"

"This is not where this goes.”

"That's the beauty of moving into a new house. Nothing has a defined place yet. It goes where it goes."

She tilted her head and huffed. "I'm gonna have to redo all of this.”

"Okay.”

She sighed, shook her head, then spun around and marched off. There was no winning in this scenario. Plates, dishes, bowls, cups, silverware, spices, what did it matter where it went? I'm sure everything in the pantry was in the wrong place, too.

Avery curled up on the couch with a blanket. She watched TV, sipped wine, and texted with one of her girlfriends. At least, that's who I think she was texting.

I had set up a small office upstairs. Just the basics—a desk, a laptop, a nice view of the backyard, a couch to relax on, and some bookshelves. I flipped open my laptop and decided I would at least start on the book. I had written a basic outline, which was just a timeline of the events. I figured I would start the book with a simple preface. I wanted everybody to know, I did not kill Evelyn Whittaker. I could say it until I was blue in the face, but most people didn’t believe me.

If I could do it all over again, I would never have taken that trip out to the desert with her.

With Ranger at my side, I banged on the keys for about an hour before my eyes started getting droopy. It was a start, and that was good enough for today.

There were a few boxes left to unpack, but I could spend most of tomorrow hammering out pages. I would shut off the phone, not answer the door, and certainly not look at my neighbor.

I turned out the light and moved down the hall to the bedroom. I still hadn't hung the blinds. That was a tomorrow project. It's not like we were going to need any privacy tonight, anyway.

Speaking of privacy, or lack thereof, I had a clear view into Willow's bedroom. The TV flickered, bathing the walls in a cool glow. A warm lamp on the nightstand cast soft light.

Willow wasn't in the room, and that was a good thing.

I moved into the bathroom, brushed my teeth, and went through my nightly routine.

When I stepped back into the bedroom, Willow was in her room. She peeled off her tank top and shimmied out of her skirt. The warm light from the lamp highlighted the curves of her body.

I may have stolen a glance or two. Perhaps three. No harm in looking.

My heartbeat elevated.

She looked up and caught me. That devious smirk curled on her lips. Willow posed for me, letting my eyes soak in her beauty.

She ran her delicate fingers down her midriff and plunged them between her legs.

Like a deer in the headlights, I stood there frozen.

She grinned. Willow liked this game.

The vixen spun around, sauntered to the bed, and fell onto it. She spread her legs and proceeded to give me a helluva show, writhing and moaning.

This was bad.

I had to stop watching.

I turned around, marched out of the room, and tried to think about baseball. The captain was at full attention, and I needed to walk this off.

Put me in, coach. Put me in.

After a few minutes, things settled down. I walked downstairs. Avery was asleep on the couch. I scooped her up, cradled her in my arms, and carried her up to the bedroom. I set her in bed and covered her up. She stirred, rolled over, and pulled the covers tight.

I flicked off the light, didn't dare look across to Willow’s room, and climbed into bed.

I tried to clear my head and meditate. Slow, soothing breaths. In and out.

It didn't help.

My testosterone levels were peak.

I finally managed to doze off and dreamt about things I shouldn't.

The alarm blared at 6:00 AM the next morning. Avery had another 12-hour shift. She was up and going through her morning routine while I still lay there. She had herself pulled together and was out the door by 6:30 AM. I should have gotten up and fixed her breakfast, but I just couldn't pull myself out of bed. And with the way things were going, I would probably make something she didn't like.

I had hoped we’d reframe everything in the new place, but so far, it was the same story, different location.

I finally dragged myself out of bed, fixed breakfast, then got started on the book. I figured I would knock that out first thing. Get words on the page. That was my new mantra. Everything else was just a distraction.

It was about 10:00 AM when a distraction rang the bell. I hadn't installed a video doorbell yet. From my office, I couldn't see who was at the door, but I had a sinking feeling who I'd find. I told myself to just pretend you don't hear it. Just keep working. She’ll go away.

But there was a part of me that wanted to open the door. And when I did, I regretted it instantly.
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"You shouldn't be here," I said.

Willow scoffed and rolled her eyes. "You're not afraid of my father, are you?"

"He's a pretty intimidating guy."

"Where's your wife?" she asked with a naughty eyebrow.

"At work.”

She smiled. "So you've got the house all to yourself.”

"What do you want?”

She frowned at me. "I'm just being neighborly.”

Willow stood there looking adorable, wearing another crop top that pushed the girls together. The short plaid pleated miniskirt barely covered anything.

"Willow, we can't be friends."

"Does that make us enemies?”

"No. I don't know where you're trying to go with this, but let's just put on the brakes."

She made a pouty face. "Where's your sense of adventure?”

I laughed. "I lost my sense of adventure a long time ago.”

That sly grin tugged her full lips again. "Well, maybe I can help you get it back."

"You need to go before your father sees you here.”

"I'm not afraid of my father.”

"Yeah, well, I don't need any trouble. If you'll excuse me, I need to get back to work.”

I started to close the door, but she put a hand on it. "Okay. I'll leave you alone. But do you think you could spare a couple of eggs?” she said in that soft, adorable, needy voice that was impossible to say no to. “I got in the mood for an omelette, and we don't have any. I don't want to run to the store. I'm having a craving, and when I want something, I just have to have it."

"How many eggs do you want?”

"Three. In case I drop one on the way home.”

"Stay here. I'm going to get you three eggs. Then you’re going to leave. I mean this in the nicest way, but I don't ever want to see you again.”

"Now, you don't really mean that, do you?”

"Yes, I do."

She shook her head, knowing better. "You liked watching me last night, didn't you?”

"I didn't notice you last night.”

"Liar.”

"Three eggs. Then you're gone.”

I closed the door, walked down the foyer, and stepped into the kitchen.

She opened the door and strutted into the foyer.

I should have locked it.

"You really don't want me standing on your porch, do you? Someone might see?”

By the time I got to the refrigerator and pulled out the eggs, Willow was in the living room. "I love what you've done with the place."

It was pure sarcasm. We hadn't done anything yet.

"I haven't been inside this house in a long time. Give me a tour."

"Willow, take the eggs and go."

Her face scrunched up at me. "Don't be so uptight. My father is out of town, and your wife is at work. We’re just having a friendly conversation. Give me a tour, and I'll leave.”

She spun around, and her skirt twirled, showing off her pert cheeks and her cotton panties.

I put the eggs back in the refrigerator. She didn't want them. She didn’t come over for that.

She started up the stairs, proceeding to give herself a tour.

"Willow!”

My heart thumped, and I started to sweat, and not in a good way. I didn't want her in the house. I didn't need this kind of drama.

I followed her upstairs and caught up with her in the bedroom.

"So this is where the magic happens," she snarked, surveying the bed.

"No. There is no magic happening here.”

"I know. You guys haven't even broken in the house yet. What's that about? Is it because she thinks you’re a murderer? Is she afraid to sleep with you?”

"No. Willow, you need to go."

She spun around, stepped close, and looked at me with those alluring eyes. "You don't really want me to go, do you?”

I swallowed hard, my heart thumping. "Yes. You need to leave.”

She took my hand, put it underneath her skirt, and guided it into her cotton panties. She moaned slightly as my finger reached its destination. She was soft and warm and… Fuck, what am I doing?

I pulled my hand away.

"I think I know exactly what you want,” she cooed in that breathy voice that could start forest fires. She grabbed my package, which was now at full attention. "No one has to know. It could be our little secret.”

Somehow, I mustered my resolve. In a soft, sincere voice, I said, "Willow, I know this is just a game for you. But this is my life. Would you please just leave?”

She made another sad, pouty face. "You don't really mean that." She reached her hands under her skirt and shimmied her panties over her hips and let them fall down her toned thighs, pooling around her ankles. She stepped out of them and kicked them aside. "When was the last time you got laid?”

"That's none of your business.”

"That long, huh?” She flopped on the bed, spread her legs, and gave me another show.

"Willow, I'm not playing around. You need to get out.”

"What are you going to do, call the cops?”

"Maybe."

She laughed. "9-1-1, yes, there's this hot-ass bitch in my bed who wants to fuck, and she won't leave!"

"If you're not going to leave, I will.”

I turned and headed for the door.

She sat up. "Fine. Party pooper. I'm going.”

Her nose started to bleed. "Oh, shit. Do you have a tissue?”

Crimson streaked from her nose, and she tried to stop the flow with her hands.

My eyes rounded, and I panicked. "Do not bleed on the bedsheets!”
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Ihurried into the bathroom, grabbed a tissue, then returned to her. Willow put pressure on her nose. "Sorry. Partying a little too hard lately. It's really good coke, though. Want some?”

"No. I don't want any coke.”

“Do you have any fun? Ever?”

“No. This is a no fun zone.”

“I see that. I’m trying to liberate you.”

“You’re trying to get me in trouble because you’re bored.”

“Can’t a girl have a little adventure?”

“Not here.”

“What’s the matter with you? Most guys your age would kill to be with a girl like me.” She smirked. “Maybe you already have. Do I remind you of her? We kind of look alike, now that I think about it.”

“Willow, go.”

She huffed. “Fine.”

Willow finally got off the bed, and I followed her out of the bedroom and escorted her back downstairs.

"Man, you’ve got willpower. Nobody ever turns me down. I'm impressed.”

“I’m sure some lucky man will take you up on your offer.”

“But I don’t want any of those losers. I want you. You’re a challenge.”

“You don’t want me.”

“Are you kidding me? The infamous Eric Stahl?”

“Aren’t you afraid?”

She scoffed. “You’re not going to kill me. Not in your own home. That would be stupid.”

“You like to live on the edge, don’t you?”

“That’s where it’s most exciting.”

It was an unanticipated side effect of my situation. You would think that getting accused of murdering a young woman would cross you off the eligible list.

It had the opposite effect.

I had gotten thousands of letters from women making themselves available. The bad boy effect on steroids. The fact that I was already married was a pre-qualifier. I was marriage material. It turned a certain type of woman on. They sent photos in skimpy lingerie and sometimes nothing at all. They professed their love and gave explicit details about what they wanted me to do to them. The whole thing was surreal.

“Do you still want the eggs?” I asked.

“No. My appetite has changed.”

Willow headed toward the front door.

“Maybe you should go out the back door.”

“What if somebody saw me come in? They should see me leave.”

I agreed.

Willow smiled. “I’ll see you tonight.”

“No, you won’t.”

“I’ll put on another show. You’ll watch.”

“No, I won’t.”

“You know how wet and tight I am. You won’t be able to stop thinking about me.”

“I’ve already forgotten about you.”

She smiled, looking into my eyes. “Liar.”

We stared at each other for a moment.

“I hate to be the one to tell you this, but your marriage isn’t going to last,” she said casually. “Trust me, I know what divorce looks like. One day, you’re going to kick yourself for passing this up.”

She spun around, and her cheeky skirt twirled. At the door, she handed me the bloody tissue. “I think it stopped. Can you throw that away?”

I took it from her.

Willow pulled open the door and stepped onto the porch. She wiggled her fingers goodbye. “See you later, alligator.”

I closed the door and breathed a sigh of relief. Catastrophe averted.

I moved into the kitchen, tossed the tissue in the trash, and tried to clear my head.

A cold shower called my name.

Afterward, the boxes beckoned. I procrastinated for a bit, unpacking, then got back to the novel. I told myself I wouldn't open the door or answer the phone. I needed to focus.

I stayed in the office for the rest of the day. Consumed by what I was writing, my fingers flew across the keys. I skipped lunch, had a late afternoon snack, then ordered something for dinner. I wanted to have a hot meal ready and waiting for Avery when she got home. I was really trying to be the good husband. Stray thoughts aside, I think I was doing a pretty good job.

I ordered the lasagna from Avonetti’s. It was her favorite. It was a nationwide chain, but somehow, their food was excellent. I scheduled the delivery to arrive at 7:30 PM, that way it would still be piping hot.

Right on time, the delivery guy rang the bell. I gave him a nice tip, took the food to the kitchen, and dished up plates. I set the table, lit candles, put on soothing music, and dimmed the lights.

8 o'clock came and went.

Avery didn't show up.

I called, but it went straight to voicemail.

She called back 20 minutes later, breathless. "I'm so sorry. Listen, we're short-staffed. I'm going to pull a double. I won't be home until the morning.”

I frowned, but tried not to sound disappointed. "I got dinner for you.”

"Thank you. Put it in the fridge. I'll get it tomorrow.”

"Are you sure you're up to this?”

"I'm tired, but I'm fine. Don't worry about me. How's everything at the house?”

"It's great.”

"Did you meet any of the neighbors?”

"Nope. Just been keeping to myself."

"Gotta run. I’ll see you in the morning. Love you.”

"Love you too," I said before ending the call.

I looked at the food and exhaled. Oh well. There was always tomorrow night.

I chowed down and filled my belly, put Avery's meal back in the box, and stuffed it in the fridge. I cleaned off the dishes and put them in the dishwasher, then headed back up to the office to write a few more words.

It was about 10:30 PM when I finally called it quits. I stepped into the bedroom and forced myself not to look across at Willow. A light in the room caught my eye, but I kept it in the periphery of my vision.

Movement made the light flicker.

I didn't pay any attention and stepped into the bathroom.

A bloodcurdling scream echoed through the night. It drifted from her open window and into mine.

Now I had to look.

I rushed out of the bathroom and hurried to the window.
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Two masked thugs grabbed Willow. A gloved hand around her mouth muffled her screams. She kicked and flailed, but they had her pretty well under control. They slammed her to the ground and flex-cuffed her.

They manhandled the petite vixen like she was nothing and carried her out of the room.

I raced to my nightstand drawer and grabbed my pistol. Heart pumping, adrenaline coursing through my veins, I sprinted out of the bedroom, bolted down the hallway, and plunged down the steps. My feet slapped against the hardwoods as I darted across the living room, into the foyer, and pushed out the front door. I ran down the street just as the thugs shoved Willow into a white SUV and pulled away from the curb. The tires barked, and the exhaust rumbled. The vehicle with no plates sped away down the street. Tires squealed at the corner as they took a left and disappeared into the night.

Just like that, she was gone.

The howl of the engine echoed through the neighborhood as the vehicle escaped.

I looked around, but there was no one else outside. Nobody came out. Nobody else had seen.

I went back inside, found my phone, and dialed 9-1-1.

It rang, and an operator answered. "9–1-1, what is your emergency?”

In a panicked breath, I said, "I’d like to report a kidnapping.”

"Who was kidnapped?"

"My neighbor.”

"When did this happen?”

"Just now.”

"And you witnessed this?"

"Yes.”

"What is your current location?”

"I’m at 712 Tarpon Trail. The kidnapping took place at 710 Tarpon Trail.”

"What is your name, sir?"

"Eric Stahl.”

"I'm sending patrol units to the address. Please stay on the line.”

I hurried back inside and sprinted up to my bedroom. I put the gun back in the drawer. With my history, and as twitchy as cops could be, I didn’t want to be holding a weapon.

So much for avoiding drama.

"Can you describe the assailants?" the operator asked.

I did.

"And you say they escaped in a white SUV?"

"Yes, ma'am.”

"Did you get a license plate?

"There wasn't one.”

"Can you describe the make and model?”

"I’m not sure.”

"Were there any identifiable features on the vehicle? Bumper stickers, damage, etc?”

"Not that I recall.”

I made my way back downstairs and stepped outside to wait for the officers.

Within a few minutes, patrol cars arrived. Flashing red and blue lights painted the upscale neighborhood as the squad cars pulled in front of my house. Four cops flooded out with their hands on their pistol grips.

I ended the call with the dispatcher and stood on my front lawn with my hands in the air.

A deputy approached with caution. "You call this in?”

I nodded.

The deputies kept their heads on swivels as they approached.

By this time, a few neighbors had stepped outside. Others peered through blinds, taking in the drama.

"I need to see some ID," a deputy said, shining his flashlight in my eyes.

"I don't have my wallet on me. It's inside. Look, they just got away. They can't be far.”

"Who got kidnapped?”

"My neighbor. Willow. I don't know her last name. She lives right there," I said, pointing to the now-empty house.

"Whisper Vela?” the deputy replied.

"I guess.”

"Dom Vela’s kid?” He shared a look with another deputy.

"Yeah, I guess. I just moved in.”

"What did you say your name was?” he asked, his eyes narrowing with recognition.
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"So let me get this straight," Detective Kovach said, staring at me with suspicious eyes. "You were upstairs, brushing your teeth, when you heard a scream?”

"That's correct," I said.

We all sat around the kitchen table.

Kovach had a strong jaw, a dimpled chin, and narrow brown eyes that had seen way too many scumbags and way too many horrible things. He wore a gray jacket, a white dress shirt, a tie, and slacks.

His partner, Detective Sloan Harlow, was in her early 30s. Her wavy brunette hair danced around her shoulders. She had elegant bone structure and a fit figure. She wore a navy pantsuit and a cream blouse. It wasn't a designer suit, but one of those cheap knockoffs that look pretty close. Stylish, but you don't shop at Versace on a cop's salary.

She didn't say much to begin with. Harlow just watched with those tawny eyes that took in every detail. I'm sure she had seen plenty of scumbags, too, but she wasn't as jaded yet as Kovach.

I didn't like the way they were looking at me.

These were the same detectives from the liquor store.

"That's when you rushed to the window and saw the assailants abducting Willow?” Kovach said.

"Yes.”

"What did you do then?”

"I called 9-1-1.”

"From the house?”

"From my cell phone. I don't have a landline here at the house yet. Probably won't get one. We just moved in.”

"We?"

"My wife and I.”

"Where is she?”

"At the hospital. She's a trauma nurse."

Detective Kovach frowned and shook his head. "Trouble seems to find you, doesn't it?”

"Trouble didn't find me. It found my neighbor.”

"Can you describe the assailants?"

"As I said, they were well-built guys. Probably around 6 feet tall. I can't be sure. One was a little taller. One a little thicker.”

"Just two of them?”

"And someone to drive the getaway car."

"How did they get into the house?”

"I don't know. They probably walked in through the front door. This isn’t the kind of neighborhood where people lock up.”

"I want to see what you saw," Kovach said. "You mind if we take a look through your bedroom window?”

I didn't really like the idea of these guys walking through my house, but I also didn't want to look guilty. "Be my guest.”

He gestured for me to lead the way.

I stood up and escorted the detectives across the living room to the stairs. They followed me up to the master bedroom. I pointed to the window and showed them across the room. Kovach followed. Harlow stood in the doorway, surveying the area.

Kovach looked through my window into Willow’s bedroom. "Looks like you’ve got a good view.”

"I was able to see the assailants pretty clearly."

“The window was open like this?”

“Yes.”

Forensic investigators examined Willow’s room.

Kovach gave me a look. "Willow is an attractive woman, isn't she?"

It was a small town. I figured the local cops knew a lot of people in the neighborhood. Lots of donors to the sheriff's re-election campaign. It kept the neighborhood safe. Until tonight.

"As I said, I just moved in. I don't know her very well.”

"But you've obviously gotten a good look at her.” He leaned close and muttered, guy to guy, “Between you and me, I think she's a real smoke-show. Of course, I'm a married man, so I don't notice those kind of things."

"I don't either,” I replied, glaring at him.

"So, you never talked to her?”

He was just egging me on.

I hesitated a moment, deciding how to answer. "She came by briefly yesterday to welcome my wife and me to the neighborhood.”

Kovach lifted an intrigued eyebrow. "Really? Is that the only time you spoke to her?”

“What does that matter?”

Kovach shrugged. “I’m just trying to get the full picture.”

“I gave you the full picture. Two men abducted her from that room,” I said, pointing. “I ran outside and tried to stop them, but I was too late.”

“I thought you said you called 9-1-1.”

I tried not to cringe. It sounded like an inconsistency. “I did. When I got back inside.”

“How long did that take?”

“To run outside and run back?”

He nodded.

“Maybe a minute.”

“So, she was abducted a minute or two before you made the call?”

“Yeah, I guess.”

“You guess, or you know?”

“My best estimation is a minute, maybe two. We can time it if you want?”

“Timeline matters,” Kovach said.

“These yours?” Detective Harlow asked, dangling Willow’s panties from gloved hands. She’d pulled them from the floor underneath the bed.

My heart leapt into my throat, but I remained stoic. "Not my size.”

"Your wife's?”

"They're not mine.” I was getting to the point where I figured I should shut the hell up. I didn't want to lie, and I didn't want to say anything that could be contradicted later.

Harlow looked at the floor, shining a flashlight. "Whose blood is this?”
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The overhead fluorescents in the tiny interrogation room buzzed and flickered. The pale glow was soul sucking. The room was small, and after two hours in there, I was ready to get the hell out. I wanted out of these handcuffs.

Harlow and Kovach finally entered the room. They took a seat across the table from me.

"Let's go over this from the beginning again," Kovach said.

"I think we've gone over it enough,” I replied.

Kovach leaned in and gave me a hard look. "I want to hear it again. You're on thin ice. With your background, you can understand our interest.”

"I really don't give a shit what your interest is. I told you what happened. I had nothing to do with it. I called 9-1-1 for chrissakes. Why would I call 9-1-1 if I was involved in Willow's disappearance?”

Kovach shrugged. "Maybe that's your alibi. Maybe you're hoping to throw us off the trail. Maybe she wasn't abducted at all.”

"I saw it with my own eyes.” My jaw clenched tight. “I want an attorney.”

"I'm sorry, I didn't hear you.”

He heard me loud and clear. The interview was over. Once I asked for an attorney, they had to stop questioning me.

"I said⁠—“

Kovach raised his hand to stop me. "Before you exercise your right to counsel, there are some things you should be aware of.”

My face tensed, and I exhaled through my nostrils.

"You have one opportunity to set the record straight. Let me tell you what's going to happen. The lab’s going to analyze the DNA in those panties and the blood drops. When that comes back from the lab, I think you know who they're going to belong to. And it's not your wife. You can explain it now, or you can explain it later. But let me tell you, your credibility is diminishing by the second.”

"I don't care whose DNA you find in those panties, or whose blood that is on the floor. It doesn't prove anything. It's circumstantial. So either charge me with something, or let me go.”

Kovach shared a look with Harlow, then he leaned in and looked me in the eye. "You may have gotten off on a technicality before. But that's not going to happen here. We follow procedure. We don't contaminate evidence.” Anger reddened his face. "I think you lured that poor girl into your house, had your way with her, then killed her. I don't know what you did with the body, but I'm gonna find her. And I’m gonna see you burn for this. Take it to the bank.”

I laughed and shook my head. "You're so far off base.”

"Even if I can't prove it, I'm not the only person you need to worry about. Do you know who Dom Vela is?”

I stared him down and said nothing.

"You’re gonna find out soon enough,” he said with a hint of glee.

There was another long, awkward moment.

My eyes flicked between the two of them. "Am I free to go?”

Kovach leaned back and didn't look too happy. "For the moment.”

The chair screeched against the tile as Kovach pushed away from the table. He came around, released the cuffs, then escorted me to the door.

I stepped into the hallway and started away.

“Don’t leave town,” Kovach shouted.

I walked to the lobby, ordered a rideshare, then waited.

A horde of media had gathered outside, ready to ambush. This was not what I needed.

I sat in the lobby until the rideshare pulled into the parking lot, then I stepped outside. The cameras closed in, spotlights squinted my eyes. Reporters shouted questions.

“What have you done with Willow Vela?”

“Is she dead?”

“Where’s the body?”

These guys had jumped the gun. She wasn’t dead. Not as far as I knew. I kept my mouth shut. I needed an attorney ASAP.

I parted the crowd and climbed into the back of the rideshare. The driver sped away as the horde gathered around the vehicle.

This was going to be all over the news.

I kept thinking about how I was going to explain this to Avery. She’d never understand. Nobody would believe me.

The driver shuttled me across town and dropped me off in front of the house. I hurried inside before the swarm of media arrived.

It didn't take them long to camp out in front of the house. Judging by past experience, some of them would be willing to camp out for days, if not weeks, to get a sound bite. A glimpse of a suspected killer.

It was almost 3:00 AM. I called my wife, but it went to voicemail. "Hey, we need to talk. Call me as soon as you get this.”

With my luck, she'd see it on the news before I had a chance to tell her what happened.
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In a slow, deliberate cadence, Avery said, “What the fuck was she doing in our bedroom?"

After a 24-hour shift, a pot of coffee, and worn-out adrenals, Avery's tolerance for drama had long been exceeded.

The morning sun beamed through the windows.

"It's not what it seems,” I said.

"That's good, because it seems like you’re an asshole.”

"She came over to borrow some eggs, and she wanted to look around the house. She was upstairs before I could stop her."

"And I guess her panties just fell off?”

“She took them off.”

She raised an incredulous eyebrow. “Why would she do that?”

“I don’t know. Desperate plea for attention.”

“She’s what? 19?”

“21.”

Her eyes narrowed. “We’re here two days, and you bang the neighbor!?”

“I didn’t bang anyone.”

“I stood by you,” she growled through gritted teeth, pounding on my chest as her face reddened with rage. “Through everything.”

“I didn’t do anything.”

“I’m not doing it again. I can’t.” She broke down in sobs.

“It’s going to be okay. Whoever took her is going to make a ransom demand soon.”

“Get out!”

“Avery, can we just talk about this like adults?”

“Get. Out.”

“Avery…”

“I mean it.” Tears spilled. “I am not doing this again with you.”

“She was abducted!”

“Get out!” she screamed, shrill enough to pierce eardrums.

I raised my hands in surrender and started packing a bag. The cops had confiscated my gun for testing. I don’t know what they thought they were going to test it against. I hadn’t shot anyone with it.

I gathered my things and headed for the front door. Ranger followed.

“What are you doing?” Avery called after me.

“You told me to get out. I’m leaving.”

“You’re not taking Ranger.”

I scoffed. “He’s my dog.”

“He’s our dog.”

“We’re not sharing custody.”

“I agree. He stays with me. I’m not staying in this house by myself.”

Anger tightened my jaw. I exhaled through my nostrils and tried to settle myself. “Ranger, who do you want to live with?”

He whimpered and looked up at me with sad eyes.

“It’s not up to him,” she said.

“Uh, yeah, it is.”

Ranger looked between the two of us, heartbroken. He knew something was wrong.

I didn’t want him to freak out. I knelt down and petted Ranger, my eyes brimming. “Stay here with Avery. You take care of her. I’ll see you soon, buddy.”

He barked and licked my face.

I hugged him and said goodbye.

When I left the house, the cameras closed in. Reporters shouted more questions. I plowed through the mob, climbed into my Vantage GTS, and cranked up the engine. I pulled away from the curb in the sporty Gentian Blue SUV. The swarm hustled to their vehicles to follow.

The tires squealed as I took the turn at the end of the street. I wanted to put as much distance between us as possible. I forgot about those damn oversized speed bumps Willow had mentioned, which practically launched the vehicle into the air.

I bounced around the chalk leather seats.

With a few twists and turns, I was out of the neighborhood and barreling down the road. I took another quick turn, getting out of sight. I kept a watch in the rearview. For the time being, I had ditched the media.

I didn't know where the hell I was going. I pulled into the first extended-stay place I could find. Something with a mini fridge and a hot plate or induction stove.

The room wasn't much, but it would do. At least until I could figure out my next move. My first call was to my lawyer in LA, Julian Van Dorn. The funds were not available to mount that kind of defense again, but he gave me a referral to a local defense attorney.

I knew this wasn’t going to be cheap, and I knew I didn’t have the money. At that time, I didn’t fully realize how bad the situation was.

My next call was to David Strathmore. After explaining my situation to his assistant, she put me through. I told him Julian Van Dorn had referred me.

“I know who you are,” David said. "I'm familiar with your previous case, and I'm somewhat familiar with the situation you got yourself into now. It seems you’re on track to be on top of the news cycle again. What's the matter? Did you miss the spotlight?”

"No. Not at all.”

"Tell me what's going on.”

"Is this a privileged conversation?”

"Yes. You're coming to me for guidance, even though you're not technically a client yet. I’m acting in a professional capacity.”

I gave him the details.

David was silent for a long moment. "You know, typically when a client tells me a story, I tend to believe about half of it.”

"I’m telling you the truth.”

"Have you ever been inside Willow's bedroom?"

"No.”

"So there is no reason why there would be any DNA of yours in her bedroom?”

"Not that I can think of."

"And what have you told the cops?”

"Exactly what I told you."

A disappointed exhale escaped his lungs. "Listen, your best play is always to shut the hell up. You think you're trying to help, but there's no way to talk yourself out of a conviction.”

"I was just trying to report a crime."

"Here's what is going to happen. The DNA will come back on that blood sample and her panties. According to you, it will match Willow. That puts her in your house. In your defense, you haven't made any inconsistent statements yet, have you?”

"Not that I'm aware of.”

"No one saw you enter her house because you didn't enter the house. Whether or not she was in your bedroom, and whether or not you slept with her, is irrelevant. It's not illegal. She's an adult. You're an adult. The only thing that proves is that you are unfaithful."

"I'm telling you, I did not sleep with her.”

"Look, I'm not here to judge. But if that's your position, and her body turns up somewhere with your DNA in it or on it, you’re gonna have some explaining to do.”

"That's not going to happen,” I said. But in theory, my finger could have left trace skin cells. PCR testing was sensitive enough to pick that up.

"I'll be honest, I don't think they have enough to make a case. They're going to try to harass you and get you to say something you shouldn't. They might even get a judge to sign off on an arrest warrant. That wouldn't surprise me. Dom Vela has connections. But as far as making a conviction, I think that's a long shot.” He paused. "I'm willing to take your case. But I have to tell you, there's a $100,000 retainer upfront for capital cases. Given your situation, and the publicity this case is likely to bring, I'm willing to drop that to $50,000.”

Dread washed over me. $50,000 was not doable. Not even close.

“That’s a little out of my budget right now.”

"What is your budget?"

"I'd have to check my accounts and get back to you.”

"I can give you the names of some other reputable defense attorneys if you wish.”

“You get what you pay for.”

“True. Listen, I think you’re gonna be fine. Somebody is obviously trying to hurt Dom. Maybe they make ransom demands, maybe they kill Willow. Maybe they’re just trying to get Dom to play ball. Maybe she's been trafficked and is on the other side of the world by now. Who knows? Keep your head down, stay out of trouble, call me if this thing progresses. We'll see what we can work out.”

“Who is Dom Vela?”

David hesitated a moment. "Not a guy you want pissed off at you. He's got Mafia connections. He's the kind of guy who has judges in his pocket, and I'm sure a few officers are on the take. That's why he can live in that house and flaunt that money, and he never goes to jail, and he never will." David paused. "You’ve got bigger things to worry about than a prison sentence. If you get locked up, you’d better have eyes in the back of your head. Somebody on the inside will shank you faster than you can blink. Just telling you like it is. My advice to you, make an exit plan. If I were Dom Vela, and I thought you kidnapped my daughter, I’d find you and beat her location out of you. Then I’d take a pair of pliers to your fingernails and a ball peen hammer to your kneecaps.”

"Remind me never to get on your bad side.”

"I'm just saying. I know people who’ve been on the wrong side of Dom Vela. It didn't work out for them. I wish you the best of luck. I really do. Seems like you've gotten a raw deal.”

I thanked him for the information and ended the call, not feeling any better about my situation.

My next step was to check the bank account and see how much I had to work with. My eyes practically bulged out of their sockets when I saw the numbers.
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Avery had moved everything out of the joint account. The balance was now zero. My personal account wasn’t much better.

I called Zach and filled him in on the situation.

"You’ve got to be shitting me,” he said.

"Unbelievable, right?”

"Look, I know people who can help you disappear. I'm talking, new identity, everything. Get your ass to Mexico, then flee to some non-extradition country. Live on a beach somewhere. Beats a jail cell."

"I didn't do anything. If I run, I’ll look guilty.”

"Tyson is a deputy in Coconut County. He's got connections. Maybe he can help you out.”

"I just need to find out who kidnapped Willow and where she is.”

Zach laughed. "What, are you going to try to get her back?”

"If it clears my name.”

"You’ve been out of the military for a long time. You're rusty. Skills degrade. Don't go thinking you're Johnny Badass still.” He paused. "Do you have the girl’s phone number?"

"No. The kidnappers would have turned that off anyway. There is no way to track her, if that's what you're thinking.”

“Call Tyson,” Zach said. “He's got resources. He knows how to deal with this kind of thing. More than likely, Willow’s father is going to get the feds involved.”

I told Zach who Willow’s father was.

"Well, that significantly changes the dynamic.”

“Just a little.”

“I think you need to get the hell out of there. Give it some time for the kidnappers to make demands and for this to play out. You can always come up here.”

"I don't think there's going to be any ransom demand. I think this was somebody who wanted to send a message to Dom. A rival cartel or syndicate.”

"I'm on the next plane if you need me.”

"Thank you. No, I got this. I'll let you know if I get in over my head.”

Zach laughed. "You are already in over your head, kid."

"You don’t need to get involved in this. This is my mess. I'll clean it up.”

"And how exactly are you going to do that?”

"I'm working on it.”

Zach sighed. "As I said, I'm here when you need me.”

"I know. I appreciate that, brother."

I ended the call, flopped on the bed, and exhaled. I took a moment to close my eyes and unwind. I was so amped up with adrenaline. My entire world had collapsed in the blink of an eye. It was eerily similar to last time, and that had done a number on my head. I was still dealing with the trauma of it all.

I clicked on the TV. The story was on every channel. I couldn't get away from it.

Dom Vela made a statement from his front porch. Camera flashes flickered, microphones were shoved in his face, and lenses zoomed in.

Dom was a rough-and-tumble guy, but he had tears in his eyes. I'm sure it tugged on the heartstrings to see a hardened guy like that go rubbery. He would have a lot of sympathetic viewers out there. He came across like a big teddy bear. “Whoever took my daughter, I’m begging you as a father, please bring her back unharmed. I will give you all that I have, no questions asked. I just want her safe return.”

It was an interesting angle for a guy like Dom. No threat of violence or reprisal. Just an honest appeal for decency.

“Have the kidnappers made a ransom demand?” a reporter shouted.

“No.”

“Do you think your daughter is still alive?”

Dom’s eyes filled. “I hope so.”

“Do you believe Eric Stahl had some involvement?”

Dom’s face tightened. “Given that man’s history, he ought to be locked up.”

“Do you believe he was guilty of the murder of Evelyn Whittaker?”

“I believe any rational person who watched the trial would come to that conclusion. There must be something in the water in California, ‘cause those people on the jury didn’t see the same thing I did.”

I wanted to throw the remote at the TV.

He’d probably only seen the highlight clips from the news. They could make anyone look guilty.

“Are you offering any kind of reward?”

“If anyone can find and deliver my daughter to me, unharmed, I will give them $1 million dollars.”

The pool of reporters erupted with oohs and ahs.

Dom might as well have put a price on my head. Every nutjob out there would be gunning for me, hoping to beat the truth out of me. But they were all going to be sorely disappointed by the truth.

"Eric is a decorated war hero," a reporter said.

"So what you're telling me is he was trained to kill."

"Have you been in contact with your wife?"

"Soon to be ex-wife. And no, I have not.” Dom had had enough of the questions. He stepped out of frame and walked back inside.

I kept watching as they cut back to the reporter on the scene. "The Emerald County Sheriff's Department says Eric Stahl is a person of interest at this time, but no charges have been filed. We’ll keep you updated on the story as it develops. I am Taylor Sinclair, and this is The Scoop."

I turned the volume down, closed my eyes, and tried to visualize the event. I replayed it in my mind over and over again, looking for details, clues, anything that might lead me to the kidnappers. Anything that might lead me to Willow. She was my ticket to redemption.
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“Get the hell off my property!” an angry voice shouted through the door.

I’d had the brilliant idea to return to the neighborhood, looking for witnesses or doorbell footage of the assailants. So far, my efforts hadn’t been well received.

“Did you see or hear anything last night?” I asked.

“What part of get off my property did you not understand?”

“You’ve got a doorbell camera. Maybe it captured something.”

“I’ve already spoken to the police. My camera didn’t record anything. Now leave!”

He racked a shotgun, and there was no mistaking the sound.

With his house directly across from Dom’s, he had the perfect view. Depending on the sensitivity of his camera, it could have captured the assailant’s SUV.

I backed away from the door, turned for the street, and walked to my vehicle parked at the curb.

Dom stepped onto his porch. His angry eyes narrowed, and his face twisted with a scowl. The mobster marched down the walkway toward me, his hands balled into fists.

I raised my hands innocently. "I'm just looking for witnesses."

Dom stormed forward like a freight train.

I braced for impact. The last thing I needed was to get in a scrap with this guy. He'd claim I assaulted him and would probably have witnesses to back it up. Nobody in this neighborhood would testify against him. They weren’t that stupid. Plus, he had their sympathy. I was the outsider. The aggressor. The predator.

Dom cocked his fist back and threw a hard right. The sledgehammer connected with my jaw, wrenching my neck aside. Pain jolted down my spine, and the tinny metallic taste of blood filled my mouth.

Dom had a hell of a punch. He’d put his body into it. The big guy closed in with his fist cocked back, ready for another blow. “Tell me where she is, or I swear to God I'm going to fucking kill you!"

"I don't know."

Two kids on bikes watched. They couldn't have been more than 11 or 12.

Dom caught sight of them and smiled. He backed off. "Just having a friendly discussion. Run along."

These kids had no intention of going anywhere. This was a free show.

Dom hissed at me through gritted teeth. "You got a lot of nerve coming back here."

I pulled myself together and stood up. "We're on the same team. I'm just trying to find out what happened to her."

Dom glared at me. "You and I will never be on the same team. I want to know where she is.”

"I'm telling you, two guys threw her into a white SUV and took off.”

"Bullshit.”

"I'm telling you the truth.”

"Is that why they found her panties and her blood in your bedroom, you sick fuck? I told you to stay away from my daughter. You have no idea who you're fucking with, pal. The only reason you're not already dead is because I'm hoping you will come to your senses and tell me where she is."

"I haven't done anything to your daughter. I don't know where she is."

"I’m gonna give you until this evening. If she's not back, alive and unharmed, I'm going to kill you and everyone you care about. Including that sweet little wife of yours. But rest assured, I'm going to do the most despicable things to her first.”

The kids still watched.

Don smiled at them and waved. "Nothing to see here."

They didn't budge. They were at the age where they didn't care who Dom was. He may have been a lot of things, but he wasn't going to hurt a child, and they knew that.

"Do the right thing," Dom said before walking off.

I breathed a little easier, but my heart still raced.

My wife's car was in the driveway, but now was not the time to knock on the door and try to clear the air. She needed more time to cool off, and I needed to somehow prove my innocence.

I climbed back into my car, cranked up the engine, and pulled away from the curb. We lived on a dead end. I drove to the cul-de-sac, made a U-turn, and headed down the street.

Dom stood on his porch with his phone glued to his ear, watching me go. His angry eyes burned holes in me. There was no doubt in my mind he intended to make good on his threat.

I needed to warn Avery that she was a target. I called and let the phone ring a few times.

Avery didn’t pick up.

I left a voicemail, but I doubted she would listen to anything I had to say.

I made it out of the neighborhood and turned onto Starfish Lane. I drove the speed limit. More trouble with the law was the last thing I needed.

Before long, I caught sight of a black SUV in my rear view, weaving through traffic. It was on my bumper in no time.
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Ihad no doubt Dom had called some of his flunkies to tail me.

I wasn't interested in making an introduction.

My foot mashed the pedal to the floor, and the engine howled. The GTS pulled away, and they followed suit.

I weaved through traffic, trying to put some distance between them and me.

At the next cross street, I took a hard left, tires squealing. I cut the gap between oncoming traffic with a razor-thin margin.

Dom’s thugs got held up at the median for a bit.

I stood on it, the tachometer bouncing off redline. The landscape blurred by. I had just enough of a gap. With a few quick turns, I could lose them.

At the next intersection, I took a hard right, burning through the stop sign.

Red and blue lights flashed in my rearview just as I rounded the corner.

I cringed, slammed the steering wheel in frustration, and a few obscenities may have been uttered. I pulled over, fumbled for my wallet, and reached for my insurance in the glove box.

Adrenaline surged, and my heart punched my chest.

After a moment, a deputy climbed out of his patrol car and marched toward my window with an angry scowl on his face. "You could have killed somebody!"

I did my best impression of a smile and said, "Sorry. These guys were chasing me.”

"I don't give a shit who's chasing you.”

"You're totally right. I should have been more cautious.”

I handed him my driver’s license and insurance. About that time, the black SUV rolled through the intersection behind me. With dark-tinted windows, I didn't get a look inside.

"That's the vehicle," I said, pointing to the SUV as it drove off. "They’ve been chasing me for the last few blocks.”

"Why the hell would they be chasing you?”

"I don't know. I didn’t get the opportunity to ask.”

The deputy glared at me. He hadn't recognized me yet. “You had anything to drink today?"

"No, sir."

"You got any drugs in the car?”

“No, sir.”

"California. You’re a long way from home. Is this address current?"

"No, sir. I just moved to town.”

"Stay in your seat. I'll be right back.”

He marched back to the squad car, climbed in, and ran my license. He remained in the squad car for a few minutes.

I kept my head on a swivel, looking for the SUV, but didn't see it return.

The deputy marched back to my car. “Well, looks like we got a celebrity.”

I cringed. "Just an ordinary person."

"Ain’t nothing ordinary about you. You're special. And this is your lucky day." His tone was anything but friendly. "I'm writing you up for failure to stop, reckless driving, failure to yield right of way, speeding—you were going at least 50 in a 30. The tint on these windows is too dark. I can probably get you for a few other things, but I'm feeling generous today.”

I tried not to sneer at him.

"You've got 30 days to get a new license and register the car."

"Yes, sir. I’ll get that done, sir.”

"Are you sure you haven't had anything to drink? You’re slurring your words, and I smell a hint of alcohol.”

My jaw clenched tight. I hadn't had a drink in forever. I wasn’t slurring my words. It was all BS to establish probable cause.

"I'm gonna need you to go ahead and step out of the vehicle.”

I exhaled a frustrated breath, but complied.

He ordered me to the back of the GTS. “I’m going to initiate a field sobriety test. If you pass, you’ll be on your merry way."

I stared at him for a long moment. "I haven't had a drop."

“Fantastic. Then you’ll have no problem demonstrating your ability to safely operate a motor vehicle."

There was no point in doing any of these tests. Deputy Grimes had no intention of letting me go. It was all performance art at this point.

"Is your body cam rolling?”

"Yes, it is.”

"Is your dashcam recording?”

"Yes, it is.”

He could have been lying.

"Respectfully, I'm going to decline any tests, and I do not consent to any searches of my vehicle."

His mouth tightened, and his eyes narrowed.

"Take me down to the station, and I’ll blow into the machine.”

I didn't exactly trust that either.

“If that’s the way you want to play it.”

“I’d rather you just write me a ticket, and we can both go on our way.” I flashed a hopeful smile.

“Turn around and put your hands behind your back.”

My smile faded, but I complied.

He slapped the cold steel against my wrists and wasn’t gentle about it. Grimes took my arm and stuffed me into the back of the squad car, then radioed dispatch.

I didn’t even bother arguing with him. My destiny was sealed the minute I blasted through the stop sign. For the second time in 24 hours, I would be making a visit to the sheriff’s office.

I figured I’d be out in a couple of hours. This was pure harassment. They’d drag their feet in processing me. But they didn’t have anything. They’d have to let me go.

It was at that point that I remembered David’s admonition about jail.
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Iwas processed, printed, then taken to the Intoxilyzer 8000.

“Is that thing properly calibrated?” I asked, not trusting anyone or anything.

“Yes. Now will you submit to a lawful breath test?”

“I want to see it work first.”

“It works just fine,” the tech said. “Are you refusing?”

At this point, I didn’t have much choice. It was that or lose my license and spend the night in the can. I blew into the damn thing until I was red in the face and saw stars.

0.000

I smiled. “Am I free to go now?”

The arresting officer conferred with the tech and didn’t look pleased.

“You must be on something other than alcohol,” Grimes said. “We need to do a blood draw to be sure.”

I groaned. “Where’s your probable cause?”

“Well, I did smell the faint odor of marijuana in your car. And your eyes do look a little glassy.”

I gritted my teeth. It was total bullshit. “Good to know justice is alive and well in Florida.”

“Oh, you’re going to find justice, alright.”

He put me into a holding cell with a bunch of degenerates. It smelled like piss and body odor. Whiskey breath drifted from a few drunks. A couple of homeless types in tattered clothing slept on benches and the floor. A few big guys with black eyes looked like they'd been in a bar fight. A few other guys looked like they were in for something more serious. They had the dark, soulless eyes of violent men.

Another guy yapped on the phone, trying to talk his girlfriend into bailing him out. He wasn't making much headway.

The paint peeled from the walls and was etched with graffiti that inmates had carved over the years.

I tried to keep my head down and mind my own business. This was the kind of place where you don't stare at people. Not unless you want trouble. I'd had enough of it to last a lifetime.

There was no point in trying to use the phone. I didn't have anybody to call. Hell, I hadn’t even been charged yet.

This was the middle of the day. It would only get worse at night.

Five hours I sat there before I was transferred to the hospital for a blood draw.

That took 40 minutes to get processed and stuck, then another 45 for the results.

"No alcohol, no narcotics, no banned substances," the nurse said when she returned.

Deputy Dickhead was not surprised. "Well, looks like you're free to go. Sorry for the inconvenience."

"What about my car?" I asked.

He smiled. "You'll have to get that from the impound lot.”

"Where’s the impound lot?"

"We contract with several different providers. You'll have to call dispatch to get that information. Just give them your license plate number, and they'll be able to look it up." He looked at his watch. "The tow office is probably closed now. You'll have to wait till the morning.”

"What about my stuff?"

"You're going to ride with me back to the station, then you can get your belongings from the property department.”

He grabbed my arm and escorted me out of the hospital.

"Aren't you going to uncuff me?"

"Sorry. Protocol. You'll be released once I get you back to the station. I don't make the rules," he said with glee.

The deputy stuffed me into the back of the patrol car, and we returned to the sheriff’s office. At the release window, they verified my name and date of birth. I was given a bag with my wallet, phone, and keys. Anger tensed my face. “What is this?”

"That looks like a phone," the deputy said.

"Yeah, the screen wasn't cracked when I came in here.”

Dickhead shrugged.

I bit my tongue and glared at him, then signed off on the form.

"Enjoy the rest of your evening. Be safe," he said before darting away.

I exhaled a breath and tried to let it go.

With the press of a button, the phone powered on, despite the broken screen. As long as it worked, that was okay. It was better than nothing. I’d deal with it later.

I called for a rideshare, then stepped out of the main doors and waited. I tried to look on the bright side. At least I had ditched the SUV that was following me.

A silver sedan pulled into the parking lot a few minutes later, and I hopped in the back.

"I bet you love picking up people from this place,” I said.

He just looked at me and shrugged. "What did you do?”

"I didn't do anything."

"Fucking cops,” he said in a sympathetic tone.

His eyes squinted with recognition through the rearview. "You’re that guy?”

"Maybe.”

He smiled. "I know you. You're that guy.”

He'd obviously seen the trial or the news today. I wasn't sure which. It didn't really matter.

He kept glancing at me, and finally said, "So?”

"So, what?" I knew what he was asking. It's what everybody asked.

"Did you do it?”

"Do what?”

He smiled and nodded his head. "You know.”

Sometimes I wanted to mess with people and say yes. Just to get a reaction out of them. But I didn't dare say something like that. Something like that could come back to haunt a person. My story hadn’t changed from the beginning, and it wouldn't. Not now. Not ever.

The driver dropped me off at the motel and asked me for an autograph. I signed a page in his notebook. He smiled with gratitude. At least I had one new friend in this town. I took his card in case I ever needed an off-the-books ride.

With my head on a swivel, I stepped out of the car and surveyed the parking lot. No sign of the media. No sign of the black SUV.

I swiped the key card and stepped into my room. After a day in that hellhole, I was ready for a shower.

The hot water felt good, and I let it run for a long time. After toweling off, I threw on a T-shirt and boxers and fell into bed. I turned on the news to see if there had been any updates on the case.
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Willow had a lot of friends. She was a popular girl. I spent the rest of the evening stalking her social media pages. Not because I was obsessed, mind you. I was looking for anything that might give me insight.

I had to consider all possibilities. Maybe this was unrelated to Dom. Maybe this was someone Willow knew. Perhaps someone who coveted her or what she had. It was a stretch, but I was keeping my mind open. With the cops looking at me as the prime suspect, this thing was likely to go unsolved.

Willow's profile was full of pics with friends—out at clubs, drinking. On boats, wearing skimpy bikinis. Pictures of luxury items like purses, shoes, and dresses filled her feed. Of course, there were plenty of pictures with the Ferrari.

Willow was practically a celebrity online. She had 400,000 followers. She lived the aspirational type of life that every young girl wanted. She seemed to have it all.

Willow posed for the camera in skimpy dresses and teeny bikinis. Typical stuff for the Internet. Nothing too provocative. From what I could tell, she didn't have an OnlyFans site. She wasn't an E girl, making money exposing herself for a subscription fee. Judging by what I saw, she was just an average online influencer, spending daddy's money. In real life, she was much more of an exhibitionist.

I made note of her friends who were tagged in photos. I looked at their social media feeds as well. The amount of information people give away online is truly shocking. They post their work schedules, their vacation schedules, and the expensive items they just bought. Any follower could easily get an idea of what their schedule was like, where they lived, and when they were most vulnerable.

With 400,000 followers online, this could have been anybody. An obsessed fan, a jealous rival, a scorned lover.

I was going to have to put on my detective hat.

From the broken display on my phone, I tapped out a few messages and sent them to Willow’s friends. I explained that I witnessed her abduction and was hoping to find clues that might lead me to her kidnappers.

I didn’t expect to hear back, but it was worth a shot.

By the time I finished, it was getting late. I flicked off the light and turned the TV down. A little noise would help me sleep and cover up the ruckus the neighbors were making.

In the morning, I pulled myself together and made a game plan. To my surprise, the place actually had a continental breakfast that consisted of cereal, bagels, pastries, and reconstituted scrambled eggs.

Beggars can’t be choosers.

I shoveled down a plate of eggs, soggy bacon, and toast, then caught a rideshare to the impound lot. It was a sprawling yard on the wrong side of town. Part junkyard, part holding pen for impounded vehicles. A chain-link fence, topped with razor wire, surrounded the yard.

Two Dobermans guarded the place. They lounged around and slept by the office. Docile during the day, I'm sure they were ferocious at night if you tried to scale the fence.

The small shack of an office was locked up tight at night with burglar bars. During the day, the window was open to serve customers, covered by an awning that folded down.

A heavyset guy behind the counter had bushy brown hair and an untamed beard. He wore a red plaid shirt over a T-shirt with plenty of mustard stains from hot-dog drippings.

The rideshare dropped me off, and I ambled up to the counter as the car pulled away. I showed the clerk my driver's license and gave him my plate number.

He tapped on a computer that looked like it was still running DOS. After a few moments, he found the vehicle. "Yeah, it's here. That’s gonna be $350.”

My eyes bulged out of their sockets. "What!?

"Towing fee, processing fee, storage fee, security fee, convenience fee.”

"Convenience fee? What the hell is a convenience fee? This was anything but convenient.”

He gave me a flat look. This guy dealt with people bitching and complaining about the price all day long, day in and day out. It was how they made their money. "You want the car, don't you? Every day it sits in here, it's racking up another storage and security fee.”

"So, you’re guaranteeing the security of my car while it's on the property?”

He pointed to a sign that read: Not responsible for damage to vehicles.

"And what's the security fee for?"

"I just work here, pal.”

What was I going to do? Let the car sit here and rack up fees? I dug into my wallet, pulled out my credit card, and tossed it on the counter.

He rang it up, and the bill appeared on the card reader. He pointed to it.

I inserted my card into the slot. It processed for a moment, then flashed red.

Declined.
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Istared at the screen in disbelief. There was plenty of available credit on this card.

The clerk gave me a disapproving look.

"Let's try it again,” I said.

He cleared the screen, and I inserted the card once again. He'd been through this drill a thousand times with other people.

Declined again.

"That's not possible," I muttered.

"Well, I guess today is a day full of impossibilities," he snarked.

I didn’t have enough cash to cover it.

I called the number on the back of the card. After pressing a bunch of buttons and getting through various menus, I finally got to talk to an actual human being. Of course, they were on the other side of the world from where I was, and let's just say there was a slight communication barrier.

"I'm trying to make a purchase, but my card keeps getting declined.”

"I'll need to verify your identity. Can you give me the last four numbers of your Social Security?”

I stepped away from the clerk and whispered the digits to her.

"Thank you for that, Mr. Stahl.” In that snooty, nasally voice, she said, "It seems that card has been reported stolen.”

"Stolen?”

"Yes, your wife reported the card stolen not long ago. You won't be able to make any charges on that card. We've sent one overnight in the mail. You should have it tomorrow.

"I need to make a transaction now.”

"I'm sorry, but you'll have to wait until tomorrow and activate the new card.”

"You verified my identity. Can you just approve one transaction?”

"I'm sorry, I don't have the authority to do that. It would be against protocol."

"I'd like to speak to your supervisor.”

"Certainly. Would you mind a brief hold?”

“Sure.”

The music came on, and I sat there for 15 minutes. I got another associate who was even less helpful. After going through the entire scenario and explaining the situation, she gave me the same answer.

Avery must have just canceled the card because the transaction from the rideshare went through.

I tried to explain the situation that my wife and I were separated at the moment, and I needed the card mailed to a different address.

"I'm sorry, but we can only mail that card to your billing address.”

"This is absolutely ridiculous."

"I understand your frustration, Mr. Stahl. But we have these policies in place for your protection.”

"I don't need protection. I need access to my available credit.”

This wasn't getting anywhere, despite various attempts. Somehow, we got disconnected. I think she hung up on me.

I didn't bother calling back. It was just a waste of time.

I stepped back to the window and told the clerk I would be back to pick up the car another time.

He gave me a look like he would never see me again. I’m sure he’d heard that statement a million times. The car would eventually be sold at auction once the unpaid storage fees reached a certain threshold.

I tried calling another rideshare, but I got the notice that the payment method was no longer valid.

I was on the wrong side of town with no way to get back to my hotel other than shuffling my feet.

At least I wasn't in LA. Here, I could walk from one side of town to the other. It might take all day, but I could walk.

I set out on foot and looked up at the sky. Gray clouds had gathered. If you didn't like the weather in Florida, all you had to do was wait around for a little while. It would change. It looked like I'd be in for a downpour before long. The smell of rain was in the air.

My phone buzzed with a call from my agent. Thank God the phone still worked, but the battery was halfway drained. I had forgotten to charge it last night. I swiped the screen and held the phone to my ear. "Am I glad to talk to you."

"I see you got yourself into a bit of trouble again," Josh said.

"You heard about that?”

"Did you think it wasn't going to make the national news? You're now a two-time loser.”

"Thanks for the pep talk."

"That's what I'm here for. But there's a bright side. Any publicity is good publicity. You're back in the media cycle again. I got a call from the publisher. They’re champing at the bit to get a look at your manuscript. Are you making any progress?"

"A few pages. But I don't have access to my computer at the moment for obvious reasons."

"She kicked you out, didn't she?”

"Can you blame her?”

"I'm not asking if you did it, but…"

I sighed. "I didn't do anything.”

"Good. Then you’ve got nothing to worry about.”

"I've got plenty to worry about.” I told him the ins and outs of my situation. “I'm a little cash poor at the moment. Do you think you can float me?”

Josh was silent for a moment. “Of course. Anything you need. How much?”

"Enough to cover food, hotel, gas, and whatever other expenses I encounter in the course of my investigation.”

"Investigation?”

"Nobody else is looking to prove my innocence. I need to find out who kidnapped her."

He thought about it for a moment. "You know, this is actually great. I will put together a pitch and take it to the studios. I think we've got something here. This has wrongly accused thriller written all over it.”

"Great," I said, not terribly enthusiastic. "See if you can sell it and get me an advance."

Josh could sell pretty much anything, but this might have been a stretch.

"Also, I need you to get my car out of the impound. $350 bucks. I’ll pay you back for all of this.”

"Oh, of course you will. Plus interest.”

I turned around and headed back to the impound lot. I gave the phone to the clerk, and Josh gave him a credit card number.

Once the clerk got paid, he sent a runner to get the car.

I thanked Josh again and told him I'd be in touch.

The kid ran off, hustling through the maze of cars. He pulled the GTS around a few minutes later. He hopped out and left it running.

I walked around the car, giving it a look over. It was dirty. It must have sprinkled while I was in jail.

Both taillights were busted out.

Anger reddened my face. "What happened?”

The clerk shrugged.

"Those taillights weren’t broken when this was brought in here."

He just pointed to the sign. Not responsible for damage to vehicles.

I had no doubt Deputy Grimes probably smashed the taillights out himself.

Moving to Florida was definitely a bad idea.

I drove back to the hotel, extended my stay, and got Josh to put it on his credit card. With that sorted, I was able to focus my attention on the problem at hand.

None of Willow’s friends had responded.

Not shocking.

One of her friends, Kayla, worked at Bombshells. It was one of those places where you could get hot wings, watch the game, and the waitresses would pretend to flirt with you.

Kayla posted a cute pic on social media. She took the selfie from a high angle to accentuate her deep valley of all-natural cleavage. The caption read: Come see me today at Bombshells, ya’ll! $2 pitchers before 4:00 PM.

Seemed like as good an opportunity as any to make a connection.
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With a baseball cap on backwards and dark sunglasses, I was sort of incognito. The hostess sat me in Kayla’s section.

I perused the menu.

It wasn't long before the bombshell sauntered up to my table with a bubbly smile. "Hey there. My name is Kayla, and I'll be your server today. Can I get you started with something to drink or some appetizers? The queso is really good here.”

Kayla was easy to look at. Chocolate hair that kissed her shoulders in waves, golden skin, full lips, and caramel eyes. The tiny uniform left little to the imagination.

"That sounds good to me. I'll take a cheeseburger and fries."

“Anything to drink?”

“Diet Coke is fine.”

“Are you sure? We’re running a special on beer. How about a pitcher of margaritas?”

I laughed. “No, thanks.”

"Coming right up," she said, taking the menu from my hand.

"You’re Willow's friend, aren't you?”

Her eyes narrowed, and she gave me a curious look, trying to place my face. "Yeah, have we met before?"

She hadn't recognized me, and that was a good thing. By her expression, she thought there was something familiar about my face.

"You heard what happened, didn't you?”

She frowned. "It's just terrible. I'm heartbroken over it. They’re saying that creepy neighbor of hers killed her. He's the same guy who killed that fashion model. How do they let guys like that out on the street?”

I shrugged. "Was she in any kind of trouble?"

Kayla chuckled. "Willow was always getting into some kind of trouble.”

That wasn't hard to believe.

"Was there anybody out there who wanted to hurt her?”

Kayla shrugged. "I mean, she left a trail of heartbroken guys, but… All's fair in love and war, right?"

"I suppose. What about her father?”

Her face tightened. "Why are you asking so many questions?”

"I'm just trying to find out what happened to her.”

"I think she's gator bait in the swamp right now, if you want my honest opinion." She frowned. "I hate to say that. She's my friend."

"Were you two close?”

Kayla nodded. "Like really close. Since we were kids. But I hadn’t talked to her in the last month.”

"Why is that?”

Kayla shrugged. "I don't know. She just got kind of, you know, distant. I figured she was into some boy. That always happened. She would disappear, wouldn't return my phone calls, wouldn't hang out. Always up some guy’s ass. Then when he’d dump her, she’d come crying to me, expecting me to be her emotional tampon."

"Who would be crazy enough to dump a girl like Willow?”

"Dipshits. But in all fairness, Willow could be kind of high maintenance. I mean, who can live up to those kinds of expectations?”

"What kind of expectations?”

"Well, her dad bought her a Ferrari. What 20-year-old guy can do that? Not that Willow dated 20-year-old guys. She liked older men. I mean, the last guy she dated was like 40 and married. But you didn't hear that from me.”

"You live in the Palm Palisades?”

She nodded. “Well, my parents do. I grew up there.”

"What are you doing working in a place like this?"

Her face scrunched up. "My father wanted me to get a job, otherwise he was going to cut me off. Something about learning the value of money. I made sure to get a job that would piss him off." She smirked.

"I'm sure this does just that."

"Yes, it does. The tips are good, too, so there's that. At least he hasn't taken away my credit card. He’s lucky I’m not waiting tables at Saddle Up." Her eyes narrowed at me again. "How did you say you knew Willow?"
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Ishrugged and said, "How does anybody know Willow?”

Kayla understood.

She took the menu, spun around, and put in the order.

Taylor Sinclair appeared on the flatscreen. “Still no developments in the Willow Vela case. Police are asking anyone with information to call the Emerald County Sheriff's Department.”

An image of Willow flashed on the screen. It was her profile pic from social media. She looked bubbly and happy. They replayed the clip of the press conference in which Dom made a tearful plea to be reunited with his daughter.

It was hard not to feel for the guy.

My phone buzzed with a call from my mechanic in LA. I swiped the screen. “Hey, Mike. What’s up?”

“I saw you on the national news. I just wanted to make sure everything was okay.”

“Thank you. Yeah, it’s a challenging time at the moment, but it will work itself out.”

“That’s good to hear.” He paused, then got down to the real reason he called. “I don’t want to be indelicate, but there is a balance here for $349.77 for the last service we did on your wife’s car.”

“Oh, yeah. I’m sorry about that, Mike. Things got hectic.” He wanted to collect before I went to jail.

“My wife forgot to bill her when she picked up the car,” he said.

“Yeah, no problem. Listen, my card got stolen, and I’m out of pocket until I get a new one. If you call Avery, she’ll get you taken care of.”

“Appreciate it.” Then he added, “You give any more thought to upgrading the Vantage?”

“That’s not in the cards right now.”

“Well, just keep it in mind. We’re seeing a lot of those in here with failed rod bearings. It’s a catastrophic failure when it goes. But for about $6K, we can get that car bulletproof.”

“The car’s four years old.”

“And out of warranty. Those things can let loose with no warning on these cars. Like I said, I’m seeing a lot lately. A new engine is a $35-40K spot. Gotta love German cars.”

Mike made a mint fixing the temperamental things.

“Something to think about,” I said.

“Well, I’m here when you need me.”

“Actually, I’m in Florida now. You wouldn’t happen to know anyone in Sapphire Shoals that works on Eurocars?”

“Not off the top of my head, but I can ask around.”

“Thanks, Mike, and send me a text when you sort it out with Avery.”

It was her car, and her problem now, especially since she absconded with the funds.

Kayla returned a few minutes later with my queso and chips. It was something to snack on, and I had worked up a bit of an appetite. "Your burger should be out in a few minutes.”

"I'm not hitting on you, I swear. But can I give you my number, just in case you hear anything about Willow?”

She gave me a suspicious look. "What happened? Did she dump you, and you think you can be her knight in shining armor?”

"I do investigative work. You know how incompetent cops are,” I muttered. “They’ll probably never find her.”

"Did her dad hire you?”

"I'm not really able to discuss my clients.”

Kayla regarded me with uncertainty for a moment, then gave in. She handed me her phone. "Well, you look harmless. It's too bad I'm not your type," she said with a flirty smile.

I punched my digits into her contact list, then handed the device back to her.

She took the phone and smiled.

“This is probably not appropriate to ask, but did Willow have any plastic surgery recently?”

“Not that I know of. Why do you ask?”

“Just curious. Have you noticed anything different about her?”

Recognition flashed in her eyes. “Maybe that’s why she’s been avoiding everybody. I bet she got work done.”

“She’s been avoiding everybody?”

“Yeah, she just kinda ditched everybody. But, like I said, Willow does that from time to time. Then she gets bored and comes back to her old friends." She frowned. "I really hope she's okay.”

"Me too.”

Kayla spun around and darted to another table. She was an attractive woman and popular with this crowd. She had tighter curves than the Monaco Grand Prix.

After she took the table’s order, she returned to the waitresses’ station. My order came up, and she grabbed it from the grill.

Her manager stopped her. He looked at me with a cautious gaze and exchanged a few words with her.

Kayla looked in my direction, and terror filled her eyes. Her manager had obviously recognized me and broken the news. After the two had a brief exchange, he marched to the table with an angry scowl on his face. "You need to leave!”

"I'm a paying customer. And I haven't received my food yet.”

"I have the right to refuse service to anyone. And you're not a paying customer. It's on the house, as long as you leave right now."

"I don't mind paying for my meal.” I had stopped at the bank on the way over and was flush with cash since Josh had sent money into my account.

"I’m going to tell you one time, get the hell out of my restaurant and don't come back. If I catch you loitering around the parking lot or harassing any of my girls, I will call the cops. Or maybe I'll just do what somebody should have done a long time ago and wipe you off the planet.”

"Are you threatening me?"

"Take it however you want.”

"I guess I'll take it to go.”
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Needless to say, I didn't take the hamburger. He probably spat on it anyway.

I pulled out of the parking lot and drove back toward the motel. I passed Saddle Up. It was a Western-themed strip club. At night, the marquee lit up with a dancing neon cowgirl. Inside, I imagined daring young vixens in cut-off jean shorts, crop tops, and cowboy boots.

The parking lot was full. I'm sure everyone was there strictly for the lunch buffet.

I stopped at the hardware store and bought clear red tape for the cracked taillights. It looked terrible, but it would bring the vehicle into compliance. I didn’t need to get pulled over again. I didn’t need to give those guys a reason. They were good at making up reasons.

I did a half-ass tape job, then drove back to the motel.

I hadn’t talked to Tyson in ages, and then only a few times since my days in the Navy.

He picked up after a few rings. “Hello?”

“Tyson, it’s Eric Stahl. Long time.”

“Indeed. I’d ask how you are, but I already know. Seems you’re in a bit of a spot.”

"That's one way of putting it. News travels fast.”

"It sure does. What can I do for you?”

“Still working as a deputy in Coconut County?”

"Chasing bad guys.”

“No more CIA? No black ops?”

“Circumstances have changed.”

"Zach said you still have intel resources."

"What do you need?”

I told him the full story and gave him a description of the getaway vehicle.

"You’re chasing the wrong thing," Tyson said. "The white SUV is a dead end. It's probably stolen. If the cops find it, and the kidnappers are smart, they’ll have torched it. No trace DNA. From what you describe, these guys sound like pros.”

"So what do I do? I'm not a cop. I've watched a lot of cop shows, but I've never investigated a kidnapping."

Tyson laughed. "Leave it to the authorities.”

"They're not exactly on my side. They’re fixated on me, and they're not looking for anybody else. If this girl turns up dead somewhere, they’re gonna come looking for me. They’ve got enough circumstantial evidence to make my life miserable.”

He asked about ransom demands and proof of life.

“I’m out of the loop. I don’t know what’s going on, but as far as I know, there hasn’t been a peep from the kidnappers.”

He exhaled, then said, “Look, I need you to be straight with me. Did you have any involvement?”

“No. I swear.”

“If I help you, and it comes back to bite me...”

“I understand.”

“Do you have Willow’s cellphone number?”

“No.”

“What about her old man’s?”

“No.”

“I’ll figure it out. In the meantime, do yourself a favor and stay out of trouble.”

“I’m trying, brother. I’m trying.”

I thanked him and ended the call, then ventured out to get lunch. Between Dom’s thugs and the cops, I kept a watchful eye.

Robby Rockets was just down the block. The old school diner would scratch the itch for a burger. I may have had to indulge in a chocolate milkshake. I mean, at this point, I might as well live the good life. Odds are I’d be dead or in jail in 48 hours.

I tried calling Avery again, but she wouldn’t answer.

With the brim of my ball cap low and sunglasses on, I tried to make myself inconspicuous. Nobody seemed to notice me, and if they did, they kept it to themselves.

I filled my belly, then returned to the hotel.

This whole exercise seemed futile. I had no leads and nothing to go on. Willow could have been anywhere.

Maybe she was dead.

I got back on social media and searched through Willow’s feed again, reading posts, looking at pictures, trying to see if there was anything that might be helpful.

Later that evening, around 9:30 or 10 PM, I got a call from someone I did not expect. I didn’t recognize the number, but the voice was familiar.

“Eric?”

“Yeah.”

“This is Kayla from Bombshells. I hope I’m not bothering you.”

“No. No bother.”

“Look, I’m really sorry about what happened earlier. When Mark told me who you were, it freaked me out. He just took it upon himself to kick you out.”

“Thanks for the apology.”

“I just started to feel bad about the whole thing. You were found not guilty, right? Who am I to think I know more than the jury? I don’t have the full story. Nobody does. Only you know what happened in the desert with that model. Then I got to thinking. If you kidnapped or killed Willow, would you really be going around town looking for her? I mean, maybe that’s your alibi. I don’t know. All I know is my friend is missing, and you’re the last person to have seen her. And it doesn’t seem to me like the cops are moving in the right direction.”

“Doesn’t it make more sense that someone is trying to hurt Dom? It’s been 24 hours, and no ransom demand.” I let that sit there for a minute. “After everything I’ve been through, why would I do something foolish?”

“Maybe you can’t help yourself. Isn’t killing like an addiction for some people?”

“Do you think I killed Willow?”

“I don’t know what to think.”

“Then why did you really call?”

She paused for a long moment. “I never met a killer before.”

“I don’t want to disappoint you, but you still haven’t.”

“How do I know what’s true and what isn’t?”

I chuckled. “You figure that out, you let me know.”

She paused. “I just got off my shift. Meet me for a drink at the Rusty Rudder.”

“I don’t drink.”

“You don’t have to drink. We’ll talk about Willow. Maybe we can figure out who took her.”

“You’re not afraid?”

“Honestly, I didn’t get crazy killer vibes from you. You seem like a normal person. You’re married, right? I mean, your wife wouldn’t have stayed with you if she thought you killed that model. She knows you better than anyone, I would imagine.”

“How well can you really know anybody?”

“Are you trying to talk me out of this? I thought you wanted information.”
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Kayla sat at the bar, an empty chair just waiting for me. She had changed out of her Bombshells uniform into something equally provocative—a slinky black cocktail dress with daring cuts, a high hemline, and a plunging neckline. The sneakers were gone, replaced by black strappy heels that accentuated her toned calves.

I walked into the bar with trepidation. It was a chill place with booths and tables, wood-paneled walls, pool tables, and dartboards. The kind of pub where you could actually have a conversation in a secluded corner. Plenty of draft beer, wine, and spirits.

I took in the space, looking for threats.

Just people having a good time.

I was pretty sure I wasn’t followed.

Kayla spotted me, smiled, and waved.

I joined her at the bar and took a seat. “You clean up well.”

“Thank you. Sorry, I still smell like fried food.” She groaned.

“It’s not like this is a date.”

“But I kinda want to tell my friends I went on a date with an accused murderer. The fact that you’re married makes it all the more scandalous.” Her eyes sparkled with intrigue.

“Is that what this is about?”

“What if I’m investigating you? Trying to ascertain if you really abducted and murdered my friend.”

I gave her a look.

“Besides, Sapphire Shoals is incredibly boring. I don’t mean to make light of the situation, but this is probably the most exciting thing that’s happened in a long time.” She cringed. “That sounds terrible, doesn’t it?”

My eyes narrowed at her. “Are you even old enough to be in here?”

She leaned in and whispered, “Honey, with this dress, it doesn’t matter. Besides, I’m 22. But thanks for asking.”

The dress did offer a tantalizing view.

“What are you drinking?” she asked before she wrapped her juicy lips around the rim of a Cosmopolitan.

“I don’t drink.”

“Really? Why not? Are you, like, an alcoholic?”

“No. I just like to keep a clear head.”

“What’s the matter? Do you become a psychopathic killer after a few drinks?”

“No.”

“Well, you’re not going to make me drink alone, are you?” She shouted to the bartender. “Ritchie, get this man a drink.”

“Are you trying to be a bad influence?”

She smirked. “Is it working?”

Ritchie was a barrel-chested guy in his early 30s with short dark hair and a trimmed beard. He approached and asked, “What will it be?”

After a hesitation, I said, “Jack Daniels. Neat.”

Kayla looked impressed. “Ooh, the hard stuff.”

“Go big or go home, right?”

Ritchie poured the amber liquid into a glass and slid it across the counter.

“Put it on my tab,” Kayla said. She lifted her glass. "To Willow.”

We clinked glasses, and I took a small sip of whiskey. It tasted good. It had been a long time. One drink wouldn't hurt. I needed to unwind anyway.

"So, I have some theories," Kayla said.

"I'm all ears."

"Well, you know Dom is involved in the Mafia, right?"

"That's what I hear.”

"It's obviously some rival gang. Why are they not looking into that? Everybody's acting like Dom is this upstanding member of the community. He's not. I mean, he tried to keep Willow sheltered from all that, but I do remember shady characters around the house from time to time when we were growing up. Dom has always been cool to me, and I think he was a good father to Willow, but he's got anger management issues.”

"Tell me about it," I said in agreement.

"His wife left him. I'm surprised she stuck around this long. But I think she was waiting until Willow was grown.”

"So, she just took off?”

"Dom is not the kind of guy you can just walk away from. I think she snuck off in the middle of the night and didn't tell him where she was going. Willow said she met someone online. I think he lives in Arizona. She was just up and gone one day. Frankly, I don't blame her.”

"How did Willow feel about being abandoned?”

"I think Willow was dealing with it in her own way.”

"What way is that?” I didn't need an answer. I already knew.

"You know, Willow could act out from time to time. We all have our moments. Nobody's perfect.” Then she added, "I don't think Willow was ever particularly close to her mother. They were at odds a lot." Then she muttered aside, "She was kind of a bitch."

"When was the last time you talked to Dom?”

She shrugged. "It's been a couple of months.” Then, with a sheepish shrug, she said, “I called him today, after you left the restaurant. He didn't pick up. I left him a message and said if there was anything he needed to get in touch.”

"Did you tell him you saw me?”

"I may have mentioned I saw the creepy neighbor.”

My eyes narrowed at her.

"Don't worry, I didn't tell him I was meeting you here.”

"That guy wants to kill me."

"Can you blame him? He thinks you hurt his daughter." Then she leaned in and asked, "You didn't sleep with her, did you?"

"No.”

Her eyes narrowed with skepticism, trying to sort the truth.

I raised my hands innocently. "I swear.”

"Willow can be hard to resist.”

"I'm aware.”

"Between you and me, she was just a tease. I don't think she’s slept with a lot of guys.”

"She liked attention.”

"That she did." Kayla frowned. "Listen to us. We’re talking about her like she's dead.”

"She might very well be."

"You're not speaking with inside information, are you?"

I stifled an eye-roll and gave her a look.

"Sorry. I'm still sorting you out."

"Fair enough."

"Tell me what happened in the desert,” she said before taking another sip.

"What are you, an investigative reporter?"

She laughed. "No. I'm just curious. I want to know who I'm sitting next to.”

"I can sit somewhere else if you like?”

Kayla smiled. "No, that won’t be necessary."

I thought about what happened in Joshua Tree and how much I wanted to divulge. My face tightened as I considered it.

"If you don't want to talk about it, I understand. It must be a painful memory.” Then she added, "How did you get into photography, anyway?"

"I was a combat photographer in the Navy with DEVGRU.”

"What's that?”

"Navy Special Warfare.”

"So you saw action?”

I nodded.

"So you’ve killed people before?”

"Only bad people at the direction of my government.”

"How do you know they were bad?”

"Because that's what my government told me. There was the added fact that they were trying to kill me, so there's that."

"How do you go from combat photography to photographing half-naked models for the covers of magazines?”

"My combat photography won awards. Somebody saw it and hired me to shoot an editorial campaign. From there, I got a lot of offers. It seemed like fun, and people didn't shoot at me. It was a no-brainer. I left the Navy.”

"They say you lured that model out to the desert, had your way with her, then killed her and buried the body.”

"People are free to say whatever they want. Doesn't make it so.”

"They still haven't found her remains.”

"Seems like you know an awful lot about it.”

"I know what I saw on TV. And I believe about half of that." Then she added, "Maybe not even half.”

"We went out to the desert to do a photo shoot.”

“What, for funzies?”

"Doing personal creative projects is important to keep the spark alive."

"Were you having an affair with her?” she taunted.

I took a deep breath and thought about how to answer that. "My wife and I were going through a rough patch at the time. I think we were both emotionally unavailable for each other. I'd grown fond of Evelyn. We had that connection. That spark. But our relationship was strictly professional. Was I emotionally involved with her? Yes. Could something have developed between us? Maybe.”

Kayla made a sad face. "It must have sucked getting accused of murdering someone you cared about."

"The Universe appears to have a sense of irony.”

"So what happened?”
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"That's a question I've asked myself a thousand times," I said.

Kayla listened with eager attention.

“I’ve replayed the incident over and over again in my mind.” The horrific images came flooding back in flashes. “We were out in the middle of nowhere.”

“Just you and her?”

I nodded.

“No makeup artists? No stylists,” she said in a skeptical tone.

I gave her a look.

“I’ve modeled bikinis before. There’s always way too many people standing around.”

“Exactly. We wanted to shoot something real and honest, without artifice.”

“You wanted to shoot nudes in the desert with a model you had the hots for,” she said dryly.

I gave her another flat look. She wasn’t wrong. “We were out there shooting. I went back to the car to get another lens. These guys on foot came out of nowhere. They had guns and wore masks. I told them to take whatever they wanted and go. I had $30,000 worth of camera gear and kept a loaded pistol under the seat. A lot of good it did me there. Completely illegal in California, by the way.” I shook my head in frustration. “One of them forced me onto the ground and kept his pistol aimed at me while the other…” My throat tightened, and I couldn’t say it.

My eyes filled, and Kayla saw my distress. “It’s okay. I get it.”

“After they took turns, they rummaged through the car, found my pistol, and shot me with it.”

Kayla cringed.

“They took Evelyn.” Sadness tightened my face. “I managed to crawl back into the car and drive back to civilization. With all the blood loss, I blacked out and crashed on the highway. A patrol unit found me, and I was medevaced to the hospital for emergency surgery.”

Kayla cringed again. “You’re lucky to be alive.”

“I didn’t feel so lucky at the time. The assailants hadn't stolen anything. No money, no camera gear, nothing." A sad chuckle escaped my mouth. "The cops found Evelyn's blood in my car. The prosecution said my military training and knowledge of anatomy allowed me to shoot myself with my own gun in a way to minimize the damage. They contended that was my alibi, and the whole story about the assailants was a fabrication." I just shook my head. It was all so ridiculous.

"Talk about a raw deal.”

"By the time forensic investigators got out to the site, there was no evidence to corroborate my story. No tracks. Nothing.”

A sympathetic frown tugged Kayla's face. "I'm sorry that happened to you. I bet this whole thing with Willow is really doing a number on your head.”

I nodded. "That's an understatement.”

Kayla looked a little tormented. "I shouldn't have made you talk about that. I'm sure it's painful.”

"I got paid a lot of money to write a book about it. I’ve got to revisit it at some point."

She sipped her Cosmopolitan and stared into her glass for a moment. Kayla looked conflicted.

"Is something wrong?" I asked.

"I should go,” she said, unnerved. “I can't do this anymore."

She climbed off the barstool and hurried toward the door.

"Kayla, wait!”

She stepped outside. I didn't want to chase after her. I didn't need anybody thinking I was harassing the young lady.

Ritchie approached. "Is she coming back?”

I shrugged. "I don't think so.”

"Somebody's gotta pay for those drinks.”

I asked him the total, and he told me. I dug into my pocket and slapped a fat wad on the counter. "Keep the change."

Ritchie nodded, took the bills, and made change. He stuffed the rest in the tip jar.

I figured since I had paid for it, I might as well finish the whiskey.

When I did, I climbed off the barstool and stepped outside. The moon glowed overhead, and the stars twinkled above. It was a nice night. But the night didn't have anything nice in store for me.

Five young guys closed in around me. All beefy football types. Strong jaws, big shoulders, short haircuts. T-shirts and jeans.

Kayla pleaded with one of them. "Leave him alone, Dean.”

"What, are you on his side now? One drink, and you're suddenly a convert? You’re fucking weak, Kayla. This guy is a freak," he said, marching toward me with hate in his eyes.

I had never met the guy.

This whole thing was a setup.

I guess Kayla had a change of heart, but it was too late now.
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Pumped full of beer and testosterone, these guys had an overload of confidence. And with good reason. They were big guys. No strangers to the gym. All friends of Willow. Maybe she even dated a few. Almost noble in a way. They were going to give me a beatdown. Misguided. But in a world where few had your back, I could appreciate the gesture.

To my advantage, these guys were untrained. I just needed to drop one or two of them upfront in such a way as to discourage the others. Bones would need to break. There would be blood.

I just needed to make sure I didn’t catch an assault charge, or worse.

My hands tightened into fists. My eyes surveyed my opponents and their approach.

I took a defensive posture.

They all closed in, waiting for someone to make the first move.

“Think long and hard about this,” I said. “I might not be able to get you all, but I will hurt a few.”

“Shut the fuck up!” Dean barked as he advanced. He swung a hard right with fury in his eyes.

His fist careened toward my face.

I blocked with my left and threw a straight right. My knuckles shattered the bridge of his nose.

Blood spewed.

His head snapped back, and he staggered, clutching at his nose, screaming.

His buddy attacked from the left. He threw another hard right.

I blocked and forced his arm inside as I dodged left. I put a heavy fist into his rib cage, knocking the air from his lungs.

He groaned and doubled over.

A swift kick to the balls curled him up, and an elbow to the back of the spine put him on the ground.

By that time, another asshole rushed me from the right. I spun around with a roundhouse and kicked him in the face. My heel twisted his head aside and dropped him cold.

That was three down.

Another one grabbed me from behind and put me in a chokehold. I jammed an elbow into his ribs.

The last of the crew rushed toward me and put a fist into my belly.

I kicked his shin, and he hopped back.

The chokehold faded my vision. My eyes bulged out of their sockets.

I grabbed onto the guy’s forearm, leaned forward, and flipped him over. He crashed down onto his back, and I on top of him. I put another elbow into his rib cage, and his grip slacked.

I broke free and staggered to my feet, just as the last guy came back at me. He came in with a hard right, connected with my jaw, and twisted my face aside.

Chokehold was on his feet and charged. He tackled me, wrapping me up, taking me to the ground. His buddy started kicking me, and Chokehold wailed punches on my face.

I don't remember much after that.
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The craggy peaks of my heartbeat blipped on the monitor beside the bed. I peeled open my eyes to blurry vision and a hell of a headache. It hurt to breathe. I'm sure I had a few cracked ribs. I didn't want to look in the mirror.

The flatscreen mounted on the wall was tuned to a 24-hour news channel. The volume was muted. A stock ticker ran along the bottom of the screen. I'd been in overnight.

"Well, good morning," a cheery nurse said with a smile when she walked into the room. "How are you feeling?"

"How does it look like I'm feeling?"

"You look better than you did last night. What happened?”

"Long story,” I said.

"The cops came by to see you, but you weren’t talking to anybody.”

"Deputies or detectives?"

She thought about it for a moment. "Detectives Novak and Harper, I think."

"Kovach and Harlow."

"Yeah, that's it.” She paused. "You in some kind of trouble?”

I looked at my wrists. They weren’t handcuffed to the bed frame. "Not at the moment.”

She laughed.

Tina was a cute brunette with a slender figure and teal scrubs. Her long hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and she had soft, compassionate brown eyes.

"When can I get out of here?”

"That's not up to me. The doctor should be by soon to speak with you."

IV fluids dripped into my arm. I’d been dressed in one of those pale green hospital gowns that made everybody look like they were on the verge of death.

"What is there to eat around here?"

I was thankful to still have all of my teeth.

My lip was split, and my cheek ached.

"I'll get you a menu," Tina said before darting out of the room.

While I was waiting for her to return, I had another visitor that I did not expect.

Kayla knocked on the door and hesitantly stepped into the room. She cringed when she saw me and made a sympathetic face.

I wasn’t exactly happy with her, and that showed on my face.

"I'm sorry. I know you probably hate me. I tried to get them to stop. They wouldn't listen.”

"You set me up."

"That's before I got to know you." She stepped farther into the room. "Are you in a lot of pain?”

"I don't feel my best."

After an awkward pause, she said, "It was pretty impressive. You almost had them.”

"Almost doesn't count."

"You’re lucky Ritchie broke it up.”

"Tell him I appreciate that."

"I will. He doesn't like people fighting in his bar."

"I would imagine not.”

There was another long, awkward pause. "Can I get you anything?”

"Real food. Not the hospital garbage they’re going to try to feed me.”

Kayla smiled. "I can do that.”

It was about that time when Avery joined the party. She looked at Kayla, then me, then back at Kayla. “Who the fuck is she?”

Kayla shrank. “I’m just leaving.”

“No, no. Don’t bother. I knew this was a mistake.”

Avery spun around and stormed out.

“Avery!” I called after her.

“Is that your wife?” Kayla asked.

“Probably not for much longer at this rate.”

Kayla’s cringe deepened.

I looked for my phone but didn’t see it. The triage nurses had probably bagged my personal belongings on intake. I asked Kayla to look in the storage cabinet. She did and found a plastic drawstring bag with my clothes, shoes, and personal effects. She handed the bag to me.

I rummaged through it and found my phone.

"I'll get you some food and come back, if that's okay?" she said.

I nodded. "Thank you."

Kayla hesitated. "You want me to talk to your wife? Tell her what happened."

"I don't think she’d believed anything at this point."

Kayla frowned. “Might be worth a try.”

I wasn’t optimistic. “Thank you, but don’t bother.”

She said she'd be back and left.

I dialed Avery, but it went to voicemail again. I left a message and explained the situation. "Call me. We need to talk. Nothing is what it seems.”

I called a few more times to no avail.

Kayla returned with breakfast burritos before Tina returned with the menu. I was much appreciative, though the thought had occurred to me that Kayla could have poisoned these. My trust in other people was at an all-time low. Still, I was hungry, and I think her intent to do me harm had diminished.

Tina entered the room mid-bite. "Now, you're not supposed to have outside food.”

"I'll bet if you pretend you didn't see me eating this, all the evidence will be gone by the time you come back."

She laughed. "What evidence?”

Tina and I were going to get along just fine.

"You're quite the celebrity around here," she said.

"Is that so?”

"All kinds of gossip.”

"Nothing good, I hope."

She laughed. "It certainly is interesting gossip."

"I have a reputation to protect," I said with a wink.

She sighed, "Well, you seem like a nice guy to me. It's not my job to judge. It's my job to get you better and get you out of here as soon as possible.” Then she teased. "Just don't kill me in the process.”

"You're not my type," I teased back.

Tina smiled. "Good to know.”

She checked vitals, then darted out of the room.

"Driving all the ladies crazy, aren't you?" Kayla said after Tina left.

“You’ve got to be kidding. Have you seen me?”

"Well, the black eye and bandages give you a certain bad boy quality. Mixed with your reputation, it's kind of like catnip for adventurous single women.”

I laughed. "Tell that to my wife."

"She’ll come around," Kayla assured.

"I wouldn't count on it. Not this time.”

She frowned. "That's too bad.” She looked at her watch. "Listen, I've gotta get to work. I'll call you later, if that's okay?”

"That would be great. Maybe you can help orchestrate a breakout if they don't let me go."

She smiled. "Jailbreak. I like that.”

"Thanks for the food.”

"My pleasure. Feel better.”

"I will," I assured.

“Sorry again. You don’t hate me, do you?”

“Not as much.”

Kayla frowned. “I guess that’s a start.”

She left, and I grabbed the remote for the TV and started flipping through the channels. There were no updates about Willow. Nothing about the beatdown I had received at the bar last night. For the time being, the news cycle had moved on.

It was the afternoon when Dr. Matheson showed up. He was mid-50s with short, curly brown hair, an affable face, and an enthusiasm for the job not often seen in men of his age. Most were ready to get out. The same thing, day in and day out, had taken its toll. But not Matheson. With a smile, he said, "How are you feeling?”

"Like I got into a fight with a train.”

Every breath felt like fire.

"All things considered, I think you're doing well. Mild contusion, no bleeding," he said, reading from the chart. "Eight stitches in your brow. Two fractured ribs. They brought you in with a pneumothorax. Other than some mild bruising, that's about it. You remember who did this to you?”

"Crystal clear.”

"I’d make a police report at your first opportunity. I hate to see this kind of thing happen around here. It's typically such a quiet town. But every now and then, bad things happen. I guess they happen everywhere. What can you do?”

"I don't think the police are going to be too interested in tracking these guys down. They were just kids anyway. Misguided youth."

"These kids could have killed you.” He paused and looked me over.

Matheson ran through a number of tests to gauge my responses, checking my reflexes, looking into my eyes with a flashlight. "Are you experiencing any dizziness, nausea, or vomiting?"

"No.”

"How about when you stand up?”

"I haven't gotten out of bed yet today.”

"Why don’t you try getting up and walking around?”

Matheson lowered the rail on the bed.

I sat up, swung my legs over the edge, and prepared to stand.

"Take it easy. No need to rush.”

I stood slowly. Matheson was prepared to catch me if I stumbled. I grabbed the rolling IV stand and took a few steps around the room. "I feel pretty good. I don't want to run a marathon or anything. But I’m steady.”

"I want to keep you in for another night, just for observation. I think everything's going to be fine, but you took a pretty intense beating. Sometimes these things can have delayed effects. If you're still feeling good in the morning, I’ll cut you loose.”

I wasn’t too happy about spending another night in the hospital, but I wasn't going to put up a fight.

"I'll have the nurses come in and get you up from time to time. You can walk the hallway with supervision. It's important to stay moving.”

I nodded.

"I'm glad you're feeling better,” he said before leaving. “I'll see you tomorrow.”

He darted out of the room to see other patients.

I spent the rest of the day recuperating. It didn't take long for extreme boredom to set in. I got tired of flipping through the channels.

The hospital food was bland and tasteless.

Kayla called around 10:30 PM when she got off her shift and asked if I wanted her to bring me a burger. "No need, but I appreciate the offer. I’m going to crash out here pretty soon.”

“Okay. Get some rest. Let me know if you need anything. I feel so bad. This is all my fault.”

"Let it go. Can't change the past."

"I hope you get some rest. Feel better, and I'll check on you in the morning.”

I thanked her again and ended the call.

It was probably 11:30 PM when I dozed off. It was impossible to get any real sleep in the hospital. Somebody was always coming in, checking vitals, causing a ruckus.

I peeled open my eyes around 2:30 AM to see a shadowy figure hovering over the bed in the dim room. The light from the hallway spilled in through the doorway and backlit the figure. She injected something into the port in my IV.

"What are you doing!?”

"Just a little something to help you sleep.”

The voice was unfamiliar. The surgical mask over her face kept me from getting a look at her. A surgical cap covered her hair.

She spun around and darted out of the room just as the cool sensation hit my arm. I didn't need anything to sleep. Something told me whatever she injected would put me down for the count. It would be the long sleep.
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Ipeeled the tape from my hand and pulled out the IV. Blood spurted, and I applied pressure. I clicked the emergency call button. The effects of the push already starting to take effect.

I fumbled with the guardrail, dropped it, and swung my legs over the edge of the bed. I stood up and staggered toward the doorway, my vision fading, my responses sluggish.

Next thing I knew, I was on the floor, out cold.

When I came to, several nurses and Dr. Jordan hovered over me.

"You need to call for help before you try to get up in the middle of the night," the doctor said.

They had started me on oxygen. My O2 saturation had dropped to nothing.

The nurse had inserted another IV needle and was about to reconnect the bag.

"No!”

She looked at me like I was crazy.

"Someone came into the room and injected something into the IV. It blacked me out.”

They all exchanged curious glances.

"Who?" Jordan asked.

"I don't know. It was dark. I couldn’t see her face. She wore a mask. Check the hallway camera.”

"You're saying someone came in here and injected something into your IV that caused you to pass out?” Dr. Jordan asked with a wrinkled brow, full of skepticism.

"Yes, that's exactly what I'm saying!”

It wasn't a difficult concept, but they were being thick about it.

"Let's get a blood draw and run a toxicology report," Jordan said. "Maybe there was some kind of mix-up." He checked my chart. "You're not scheduled for any medication currently.”

"This wasn't a scheduled medication. Somebody tried to kill me.”

They all looked at me with wide eyes.

"Why would somebody try to kill you?”

I laughed. "You want me to list the reasons?”

The doctor frowned. "Let's get him another CT because of the fall." He looked at me. "Can you stand?"

"I can try."

With a little help, I was back on my feet again. They escorted me back to the bed, and I climbed in. I still felt a little unsettled and had a slight chemical taste in my mouth. The headache wasn’t great either.

A few minutes later, they took me for another CT scan. I wasn't keen on the repeated nuking of my brain.

By the time I got back to the room, the tox screen had come back.

Dr. Jordan said, "You’ve got propofol in your system. Looks like someone did a push. I've talked to every staff member on this floor. Nobody is copping to it. Security pulled the camera footage. You’re not imagining things. Somebody came into the room.”

I knew I wasn’t imagining things.

“We don't know who that somebody is. They were unidentifiable on camera. They had no badges. They exited through a stairwell. Security tracked the feed as they left the building. They walked off on foot. Probably got picked up once they were out of view.” Dr. Jordan sighed. "I have to say this is a first for me. I've never had someone try to assassinate a patient in my care."

"I'm not comfortable staying here for the rest of the night.”

"I understand. I'll put a staff member on watch. Nobody will get in or out of this room without authorization, I can assure you of that. I’ve contacted the sheriff’s office. They’re sending out two detectives.”

At this point, I didn’t trust anybody.

"I can't make you stay. But if you leave, you would be doing so against medical advice.”

"My preference is to stay alive.”

"And we’ll do everything we can to keep you that way.”

It could have been anybody. Somebody who thought I was guilty and deserved death. Dom could have paid someone. It was hard to tell.

It was no shocker when Harlow and Kovach showed up. I can't say I was thrilled to see them, but at least I wasn't on the wrong side of their investigation in this instance.

"So, what's the situation?" Kovach asked.

"Somebody tried to kill me. That's the situation," I said. "Any guesses who it might be?"

I don't think they were amused by my sarcastic tone.

"Can you describe the assailant?” Harlow asked.

"We have video footage," Dr. Jordan said.

"I'm aware. I just want to hear his description firsthand."

I described the assailant to the best of my recollection.

Dr. Jordan caught them up to speed on all the details.

"Where would someone get propofol?" Harlow asked.

"It's a common medication in a hospital setting,” Dr. Jordan said. “It’s a fast-acting sedative. The amount injected into that IV was enough to cause death. He’s lucky he pulled the line out when he did. Everything is strictly regulated through the pharmacy. I've checked, and there were no unauthorized dispenses.”

"I'll need to see all the logs.”

"Certainly.”

Harlow asked me, "Do you remember any other details? Did she speak? Was she wearing perfume?"

"Now that you mention it, she did have a pleasant scent.”

"Can you name the fragrance?"

"No. Maybe if I smelled it again. What are you going to do? Track everybody who purchased that scent?”

Harlow shrugged.

Kovach said, “We will do anything and everything necessary to serve justice in this county. Even for you.”

They weren’t going to do shit.

I smiled and quipped, “Good to know. I feel better already.”

“I’d like to see the footage,” Harlow said to Jordan.

“Of course. Hospital security will show you everything we’ve got.”

“I’d like to interview the entire staff.”

“Of the hospital?”

“Of this floor, to start.”

“I’ve got a few questions,” I said.

Kovach and Harlow looked at me like the request was absurd.
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“Where’s Dom’s wife?” I asked. “Have you talked to her? Has she been informed?”

“I’m not discussing details of the case with you,” Kovach said with a sneer.

“I just asked a simple question,” I said. “Has anybody talked to her? Does she know her daughter is missing?”

“What do you care?”

I shrugged. “Just seems like an important detail.”

“You want to know that she’s suffering, you sick fuck!” Kovach blurted.

“Language,” I chastised.

Harlow put a hand on Kovach’s arm.

Kovach gritted his teeth and tensed his lips. Hate burned in his eyes. “I know you’re involved. And when I can prove it, I’m gonna nail your ass.”

“You got a ransom demand yet?” I asked.

“Is it any wonder we haven’t heard from the kidnappers while you’re in the hospital?”

I shook my head. It was almost comical how far off base this guy was.

Dr. Jordan watched the exchange with a stunned expression.

“Why don’t you just tell me where the body is buried?” Kovach said, red in the face.

“You know, I feel confident you’re gonna work hard at finding out who tried to kill me.”

“If I weren’t a cop...”

Harlow put another hand on his arm. “Rest assured, Mr. Stahl, we will use all available resources to bring your attacker to justice.”

“I appreciate that.”

She pulled Kovach out of the room, and I shared an awkward glance with Jordan.

“If you’ll excuse me,” he said before stepping out.

No way I was going to stay here for the rest of the night. I pulled the IV out of my arm, dragged myself out of bed, got dressed, and walked out at the first opportunity.

It might not have been such a great idea. By the time I got down to the lobby, I was feeling a little woozy. With my credit card canceled, the rideshare option was off the table. I called a cab to take me back to the hotel. Fortunately, I still had a little cash in my pocket. Willow’s friends weren’t interested in mugging me. The beatdown was the primary objective.

It was still dark when I got back to the hotel. I stepped inside, latched the door, and peeled out of my clothes with care. My delicate ribs squealed at the slightest provocation. After making sure the shades were closed tight, I climbed into bed and tried to get some sleep.

It was almost noon when I woke up. The midday sun pierced a crack in the curtains. Motes of dust swirled in the beam.

I felt hungover and heavy. Achy, like the flu. I didn’t want to move.

With my phone on do not disturb, I’d missed several calls. A few from Kayla, and one from Detective Harlow. I listened to her voicemail. “Mr. Stahl, Deputy Harlow with Emerald County. There’s been an interesting development in your case. Call me at your earliest convenience.”

I listened to the message from Kayla. “Hey, where are you? I went to the hospital, but they said you left. I hope you’re okay. They wouldn’t tell me anything. Call me.”

She followed it up with another message. “I’m really worried about you. Just let me know you’re still alive.”

It sounded like genuine concern, but if I died, there was a valid argument that it was a result of the beating. She’d go down for conspiracy. She had a vested interest in seeing me alive and well.

I crawled out of bed and took a shower. The hot water felt good and brought me back to life, somewhat.

It was too late for the continental breakfast. I pulled myself together, got dressed, and set out to find something to eat.

For the low price of $15, the all-you-can-eat buffet at Saddle Up was not a bad deal. Keeping a mind on expenses, I had to check it out.

Sultry pop music pumped through massive speakers as I stepped into the dim club. I paid the girl at the register, then walked into the sleazy joint. Spotlights slashed the hazy air. The smell of cheap perfume mixed with whiskey and broken dreams. Delicious cowgirls in various states of undress pranced around.

It was everything I had imagined. Cut-off jean shorts, cowboy boots, toned legs, lush valleys of cleavage. The walls were decorated with murals of the Old West. Silhouettes of plateaus against sunsets. Prickly cactuses. Cowboys on horseback. There was even a mechanical bull. For a fee, you could pay the girl of your choice to hang on for dear life, clothing optional.

It was wild. I’d never seen anything like it.

I had to admit, the place had a certain charm.

Talented dancers teased their wares for drooling men. A stunning blonde on the main stage dazzled all with erotic undulations. Dollar bills fluttered in her G-string with every hip shake.

The buffet smelled good.

I got in line, grabbed a plate, then took my pick. There were burgers, grilled chicken, sloppy Joes, fajitas, and all the fixings. I went with steak fajitas and loaded the soft tacos up with sour cream, cheese, guacamole, pico, and refried beans. Once my plate was full, I meandered through the club, looking for a seat with a good view. To be honest, there wasn't a bad view in the house.

A waitress in a skimpy leather miniskirt and fishnet stockings arrived to take my drink order. It didn't matter whether you ordered a Shirley Temple or whiskey on the rocks—the drink was the same price. The day was young, and I was already feeling hungover. I didn't need to pile on the misery. I ordered a diet soda. But since I was paying for the whiskey anyway, I figured, why the hell not?

The waitress strutted away, and I bit into my fajita. It wasn't bad. It wasn't quite authentic Tex-Mex, but it was pretty damn close. Close enough.

The waitress returned with my whiskey and Coke. It was as pricey as the buffet, so maybe my value shopping wasn't quite on point. That's okay. After everything I'd been through, I figured I deserved a little treat. A little eye candy that wasn't going to get me killed.

The dancers left me alone while I ate. I figured the minute I finished, I would get bombarded with sales pitches. This place was designed to separate men from their wallets, and the ladies excelled at just that.

The blonde on stage peeled away frilly articles of clothing. She was hard to ignore. I told myself I was here strictly for the buffet. I wouldn't be ordering any optional extras. No dessert.

I was about halfway through the meal when I noticed the cardstock table tent, advertising the very buffet I was enjoying. The delightful brunette in the advertisement wore a cowboy hat. She looked over her bare shoulder with a smile, wearing assless chaps. She looked absolutely edible and extremely familiar. I picked up the card and studied it.

It was Willow.

There was no doubt about it. The hair color was different. But that epic backside was on full display, including the small tattoo on her right cheek of a broken heart. She was, no doubt, a heartbreaker.

Confusion swirled my brain. I didn't think Dom would let his daughter strip. Maybe he didn't know. Maybe it was the ultimate act of rebellion.

Then again, maybe it was just a modeling gig Willow had done, and Saddle Up was using it as a marketing tool. Maybe she had never actually worked here.

It wasn't long after I finished my last bite when a lovely brunette with emerald eyes approached. She put on that fake, cutesy smile and said in a southern drawl, "Howdy, sugar! You looking for some company?”

"Maybe in a minute. I need to let my lunch settle.”

"I’m Faith. You just holler when you’re ready to have your world rocked.”

My world had been rocked enough lately.

She started away, but I grabbed her wrist and stopped her. I pointed at the table tent. "Do you know that girl?”
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“Yeah, that’s Desire,” Faith said.

“Does she still work here?”

“Yeah, I think so,” she said with a scrunched face. “I haven’t seen her in a few weeks. Maybe a month. If you want a dance from her, you might be waiting around for a while.”

“What’s her real name?”

Faith’s suspicious eyes narrowed at me. “We’re not supposed to tell customers.”

“I know her. At least, I think I know her.”

“Who do you think it is, and I’ll tell you if you’re right.”

“That’s Willow.”

Faith laughed. “No. That’s definitely not Willow. Her name is Mandy.”

“No, that’s Willow. I’m sure of it. Look at the tattoo.”

Faith looked at the card. “That’s Mandy’s ass. I’d recognize that ass anywhere.” She studied the image. “Now that you mention it, she kind of does look like Willow. I mean, change the hair. Willow’s nose is a little wider, and she’s a little taller.”

“So, you know Willow.”

“Not really well or anything. But I can tell you she’d never work here.”

“Why is that?”

She looked at me like it was a silly question. “Because Dom owns this place. You think he’s going to let his daughter strip?”

My jaw dropped. “No, I would imagine not.”

“Shame what happened.” Her mouth scrunched, and she muttered, “I think she’s dead, if you ask me.”

“Have you heard anything?”

“No. And Dom isn’t saying much.”

"You know Mandy's last name?"

Faith’s eyes narrowed at me. "Why?"

"I need to talk to her."

"About what?”

"It's complicated."

"You really think you're just gonna call her up and say ‘Hey, I saw your ass in the club, let's hook up?’"

I laughed. "No. Nothing like that, I just need to ask her a few questions.”

"I can't tell you her last name. Then you’ll figure out where she lives. The next thing you know, you'll show up at her doorstep. That's not cool."

"It's important. It's regarding Willow."

"What does she have to do with Willow?”

"I'm not sure. That's what I want to find out.”

Faith regarded me with a healthy dose of skepticism.

"Do you have her phone number?”

"No.”

"You know where she lives?”

"You're persistent, aren't you?”

"As I said, it's important."

"I don't know where she lives, and if I did, I wouldn't tell you. I don't want any of these other bitches giving out my personal details. Why would I do that to Mandy?”

I dug into my pocket and slipped her a $20.

She looked at the money and lifted an unimpressed eyebrow.

I dug out another $20.

She stared at the bills for a few moments, then snatched them from my palm and stuffed them into her G-string. "Miller. Her last name is Miller. I don't know where she lives, but you ought to be able to figure it out." Then she added, "If she turns up dead, I'm going to point the finger at you.”

I raised my hands innocently. I don't know if she recognized me or not. In my current state, I didn’t really look like myself. Black and blue and swollen, I looked a mess. "I've never killed anybody in America.”

Faith lifted a curious eyebrow. "Where have you killed someone?”

"It's a long story.”

"Military?”

I nodded.

Faith looked intrigued. She took a seat next to me and asked, "What was that like?"

"Well, if you can avoid going to war, I would recommend it."

She frowned. "I mean, does it bother you?”

"Well, if I didn't do it, I'd be dead.”

"Fair enough.” She paused, softening. “What happened to your face?”

“I got jumped.”

“Seriously?”

I nodded.

“What for? What did you do?”

I chuckled. “I didn’t do anything.”

“Does it hurt? It looks like it hurts?”

“It doesn’t feel good.”

She paused and stared at me for a moment. "So, you want a dance or what?”

"I'm afraid I’ve already reached my budget for the day."

Faith smiled. "That's okay. You gave me $40 bucks, and I really didn't do much for it. I feel like I owe you something.”

There was no stopping Faith, though admittedly, I didn't try that hard. She was up and out of the chair, disrobing before I could protest.

Faith was a talented girl.

She slipped and slid around my lap in the most enticing of ways. I had no choice but to enjoy it. I was a captive prisoner for the moment. What could I do?

When the dance was done, she fell into my lap, kicked her legs over the arm of the chair, and chatted a bit more.

"Let me see your phone," she said.

"Why?"

She gave me a flat look. "Don't be dense."

I dug into my pocket and did as the lady requested. I handed her the phone, and she faced the screen toward me, and the facial recognition accessed the device. She tapped my contact list, then input her number. If I didn't know better, I'd think she was flirting with me.

"Call me sometime."

"I’m married."

She gave me another dry look. "If you’re in here, you're not that married."

I laughed. "You give your number out to all the guys?"

She smacked me playfully. "I don't give my number out to anyone. You should feel lucky."

"I do.”

She smiled.

“Why start now?”

“I don’t know. I guess I’m a sucker for beat-up strays.”

I laughed. “You should see the other guys.”

“I hope you got them good.”

“I think they’ll remember it.”

“You do have a memorable quality.” She sighed. “I guess I should get back to work.”

With that said, she was up and getting dressed. We said our goodbyes, and she urged me to use her number. Faith sauntered off to look for another walking ATM.

I grabbed the table tent, folded it up, and stuffed it into my pocket. I paid the tab, left a nice tip, and slugged down the rest of my whiskey. It was time to get the hell out of there. It was the last place I needed to be, and I had no intention of returning.

The blistering Florida sun squinted my eyes as I stepped outside.

The bouncer gave me an odd look, and I wondered if he recognized me.

I walked across the parking lot, climbed into my SUV, and fired up the engine. I dropped it into gear, pulled out of the lot, and headed back to the hotel, making sure to keep an eye on my rearview mirror. I took a few twists and turns and doubled back around several times to make sure I wasn't followed.

In truth, it probably wouldn’t be hard for Dom to find me. I’m sure he had connections all over town. I needed eyes in the back of my head.

At the hotel, I parked the SUV around back so it wouldn't be seen from the street.

In the room, I called Detective Harlow.

She picked up after a few rings. “This is Harlow.”

"It's Eric Stahl. I’ve got something you should take a look at.”
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“Have you made contact with Mrs. Vela yet?” I asked.

The sound of the espresso machine whirred, and chill music pumped through speakers. Fingers tapped on keyboards, and the murmur of conversation drifted. The delightful aroma of coffee and pastries swirled. Java Lounge was an eclectic beanery full of art students, digital nomads, and pretentious trust fund babies pontificating absurdist theories.

I sat across from Harlow in a booth in the back.

The tightness in her lips gave me the answer.

“Don’t you find that a little odd?”

She couldn’t deny it.

“I don’t know about you, but if my kid went missing and deputies reached out, I’d call them back. I’m assuming you’ve called, left messages, etc.”

“It’s possible she’s out of the country, on a cruise, or lost her phone. There are a number of legitimate reasons why we haven’t been able to make contact with Dom’s wife.” It was a canned response, and even she wasn’t buying it.

“Somebody’s got to know where she is. Have you subpoenaed phone records?”

“Where’s my probable cause?” Harlow went quiet for a long moment. “I shouldn’t be discussing this with you.”

“But you are because you know I’m on to something.”

Our eyes locked on each other.

After a beat, she said, “About a month ago, we got calls from some of her friends. They hadn’t heard from her and grew worried. According to them, she and Dom had been having issues. But I don’t see what this has to do with Willow’s disappearance.”

“Sounds like probable cause to me.”

“People go no contact all the time. Nothing criminal about it.”

“Indulge me,” I said.

“What are you getting at?”

“Mrs. Vela’s friends were worried about her,” I said. “Thought something might have happened. Dom’s a violent guy.”

“We followed that lead. We interviewed Dom. He said his wife met somebody else. She packed her bags and left. Her friends confirmed she had met someone online, but they didn’t know anything about him.”

“Does Dom strike you as the kind of guy that would just let his wife run off with another man and not retaliate?”

Her face tightened. She knew I had a point. “I confirmed everything with Willow when I spoke to her. She said her mom left and drove to meet a guy in Arizona. She gave me his phone number. I called, left a message, but never heard back.”

“And none of that struck you as odd?”

“It was a little odd, yes. But Willow assured me she had spoken with her mother, and she had made it out to Arizona okay.”

“You didn’t speak to Willow,” I said.

"Yes, I did. I went to the house and talked to her myself.”

"It wasn't Willow," I said, slapping down the table tent. I tapped Mandy’s image. “That’s who you talked to.”

Harlow studied the image, then dismissed it. “This is a different girl.”

“I know that. Look closely. With blonde, shorter hair and a little makeup, she’s the spitting image.”

I pulled up Willow’s social media feed and scrolled through the images. “They look almost identical.”

Harlow’s intrigued eyes flicked between the two. There was no denying it now.

“Look,” I said, pointing to another image of Willow in a string bikini. “No tattoo.”

“So?” she said, still fighting the obvious.

“How many times had you met Willow before you went to the house and talked to her?”

A defeated frown tightened her lips. “I had never met Willow before.”

“You talked to Mandy Miller. Dom hired her to be Willow.”

“Why?”

I looked at her in disbelief. Harlow wasn’t stupid, but she was being dense at the moment. If it came from me, she didn’t want to believe it.

“Oh my God, are you serious? Dom killed his wife. Isn’t it obvious?”

Her brow knitted with doubt. “That’s a leap, isn’t it?”

“No, it’s not.”

“If Dom killed his wife and hired Mandy Miller to impersonate his daughter to run cover, then where is Willow?”

I needed to walk her through this. “How do you think Dom reacted when he found out his wife was having an affair?”

“Poorly. Deputies had been to the house before on a domestic disturbance call. There was no evidence of abuse, and she didn’t want to press charges.”

“You’re proving my point for me.”

A grim frown tugged her face.

“They get in a fight,” I said. “Things escalate. Dom kills her. Maybe it was an accident. Maybe he didn’t mean to do it. Either way, she’s dead. Willow is home, witnesses the whole thing, flips out.”

“You’re saying he killed his own daughter?” Skepticism crept back into her voice.

“Maybe she threatened to go to the police. Maybe she’d had enough of his abuse and threatened to kill him. Grabbed a kitchen knife or a gun. One thing led to another, and Dom’s got two bodies to deal with.”

Harlow processed it. “You’ve got an active imagination.”

“Tell me that kind of shit doesn’t happen all the time.”

She sighed. “And how does this tie into your case?”

“Do I need to spell everything out for you?”

She raised an eyebrow at that.

“Sorry. I’m a little on edge. I got the shit kicked out of me last night.”

Harlow waited for me to continue.

“Dom couldn’t keep Mandy around forever. Someone would notice. Talk to Willow’s friends. They will all tell you that Willow avoided them for the past month. None of them saw her.”

“And you know this how?”

I leaned in and hissed, “By doing detective work.”

Harlow sneered at me.

“I’m the perfect patsy. The whole neighborhood knew we were moving in. Dom hires Mandy to seduce me, get me watching. When I do, his goons abduct her. I fight tooth and nail to tell everyone what I saw. Bonus for him that suspicion falls on me. It’s really kind of brilliant.”

That hung there for a moment as she considered it.

“It’s almost perfect,” I said. “Except there’s one slight problem.”

“What’s that?”
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“You don’t have the DNA on that blood drop back yet, do you?”

“No,” Harlow replied. “Lab is backlogged. We send out for that kind of thing. Could take weeks.”

“It’s not going to match Willow,” I said. “I’m sure you took comparison samples from Willow’s hairbrush or bedsheets, right?”

“Yes. Forensics handles that.”

“It’s not going to match me, and it’s not going to match my wife. But it will be a match for Mandy Miller.”

“That proves Mandy Miller was in your bedroom. It doesn’t prove Dom killed his wife and his daughter.”

I gave her an incredulous look.

“I’m just telling it like it is.”

“Find Mandy Miller and get her to talk.”

Harlow still looked at me with doubtful eyes.

“You know what I’m saying makes sense.”

She finally admitted, “It has a degree of merit.”

“You don’t really think I’d be stupid enough to kill Willow Vela two days after I moved next door.”

“It would take a special kind of stupid, or a complete lack of impulse control.”

“Is there anything about my personality that demonstrates impulsivity?”

Her tawny eyes narrowed, sizing me up. “You seem calculated. High attention to detail. Driven. All characteristics of effective killers.”

“I was trained to be a killer, courtesy of the US government. But I haven’t killed anyone in a long time.” I stared her dead in the eye.

“I’ll look into this. In the meantime, stay away from Mandy Miller, Dom Vela, and Willow’s friends. I don’t need you tainting this investigation.”

I gave her a mock salute.

Harlow slid out of the booth, unamused.

It was at that moment that I caught sight of my wife as she stepped into the coffee shop, holding another man’s hand.

The two smiled and gazed at each other like a couple in love.

What!?

Seriously, what!???

You gotta be kidding me.

I climbed out of the booth and marched toward them like a bull about to skewer a matador.

The guy was tall and skinny with close-cut, wavy dark hair.

The minute Avery saw me, she let go of his hand. Her face turned to porcelain, and her eyes widened. With awkwardness, she said, “Eric! What are you doing here?”

“Funny, I was just about to ask you the same thing.”

“I was just getting coffee with a colleague.”

“A colleague?” I said in monotone.

“This is Dr. Wes Ellington.”

Wes shifted uncomfortably and didn’t offer a hand. He said to Avery, “I’ll just let you two talk.”

“You do that,” I said, glaring at him.

With the black eye, bruises, and split lip, I’m sure I looked pretty scary. The rage in my eyes, combined with my reputation, made any sane person want to avoid me.

Detective Harlow hovered around, recognizing the volatility of the situation.

"Two days, and you've already got a boyfriend?"

"He's not a boyfriend. I told you. He's a colleague.”

"You always hold your colleague's hand?”

"He has social anxiety.”

I laughed. "He looks anxious because he got caught.”

"At least he never killed anyone.”

I glared at her.

My eyes narrowed as I recalled something. "Dr. Ellington. You've mentioned him before, back in Los Angeles. A coworker."

A guilty look tensed her face, and she swallowed hard.

"How long have you been seeing Dr. Ellington?"

Avery said nothing.

Then it hit me. "Don't tell me we followed him here. Moved across the country just so you could be close to your boyfriend.”

Avery stiffened.

"Why not just get a divorce?”

"Now is not the place to talk about this.”

I looked around and forced a smile. "Seems as good a place as any."

Avery paused and tried to compose herself. "I can see you are upset. I don't want to discuss this while you're upset.”

"When am I not going to be upset about this?”

She looked at Detective Harlow, who listened in on the conversation. "Are you here on official business?"

"We were discussing a case," Harlow replied.

Avery looked confused. "Is my husband no longer a person of interest?”

"Husband," I said with a scoff.

Harlow looked at me for an instant, then back to Avery. "New evidence has come to light.”

Avery looked surprised. "What new evidence?”

"I'm sorry, but I can't discuss ongoing investigations." Harlow looked at me. "I'll be in touch. Stay out of trouble.”

I tried not to laugh.

I watched her walk across the coffee shop and step outside.

Avery looked at me with a sad, guilty face.

"I never fooled around with Evelyn," I said in a calm voice. "I never fooled around with anyone."

I took a few steps, then called back over my shoulder. “I want my dog!”

I continued outside and passed Dr. Ellington. I feinted like I was going to hit him.

He flinched and jumped back. The guy practically shit himself.

I smiled and walked back to my car.

I didn't know if she would file or if I would have to do it. But the big D was inbound.

I walked back to the car, hopped in, and drove back to the motel. I did some Internet sleuthing, found Mandy Miller's social media pages, and was able to drum up her address on one of the information sites. I wanted to talk to her face-to-face, confirm my suspicions. If I was right, Willow was in the swamp along with her mother. Gator bait.

If Mandy wasn't careful, she’d meet the same fate. She was a loose end. I got the distinct impression Dom didn't like loose ends.

I set out to find her apartment. But that would prove troublesome.


31




Mandy lived in the Flagship. It was an upscale midrise popular with affluent young twenty-somethings. Six stories of overpriced cracker boxes with hardwood floors, small balconies, gated parking under the building, and a 24-hour valet. There was a rooftop pool with massive speakers, barbecue grills, and a covered bar. I gleaned all that information from the website before I headed over.

I parked in the visitor lot, hopped out, and walked to the main doors. I didn't want to buzz her apartment from the call box—she would never let me in. I dialed random numbers until someone picked up.

"Hey, can you buzz me in? I'm worried about my friend. Her mom hasn't been able to get in touch with her in a few days and asked me to come over.”

After a few seconds of hesitation, the lock on the door buzzed.

I pulled it open, stepped into the lobby, and hurried past the lounge area to the elevators. I pressed the call button and waited a few moments for it to arrive. The door slid open, and I stepped aboard and vaulted up to the fifth floor. I walked down the hall and stood in front of Unit #514 for a few moments, formulating a game plan. I didn't want to put my finger over the peephole. Nobody in their right mind would pull open the door in a scenario like that.

Finally, I just knocked and figured I'd wing it if Mandy responded.

She didn't.

I put my ear to the door. No sound emanated from the apartment. No TV. No music. Nothing.

I knocked again and waited.

Still no response.

I tried again.

No footsteps on the floor.

A sense of dread tightened my stomach. There was a high probability she was already dead.

I banged on the neighbor’s door across the hall. Music seeped through, and footsteps padded down the foyer. The peephole flickered as someone peered through. A soft voice asked, “Who is it?”

“I’m looking for Mandy. Have you seen her around? I’m worried about her.”

The deadbolt unlocked, and a cute young brunette answered the door. She was early 20s. “I haven’t seen her in like a month. I figured she’d gone on vacation or gotten evicted or something.”

“Evicted?”

Her face scrunched. “Well, Mandy could be a little loud sometimes. Music, parties. That kind of thing. She got a lot of complaints from the tenants below.”

I was hoping she didn't recognize me. The bruising was a built-in disguise at the moment. "Listen, can I give you my number? If you see her, would you give me a call?”

Her eyes narrowed. “What happened to your face?”

“I got mugged.”

She cringed.

"I'm Eric," I said. "What's your name?”

"Beth.”

I flashed a disarming smile. "It's nice to meet you, Beth.”

She pulled out her phone, and I gave her my number. She at least pretended to punch it in. I didn't expect to hear much from her.

I knocked on a few more doors, but nobody answered.

I left and headed down to the lobby, then back to my car in the visitor’s lot.

On my way back to the hotel, I called Tyson.

“My intel contact was able to track Willow’s phone up to the night of the abduction,” he said. “It's been dark ever since. Her old man's cell phone is business as usual, but there's nothing incriminating. I'm sure he's using a burner for illicit business. But he's not stupid enough to use a burner from his house.”

"The situation has changed slightly.”

I caught him up to speed. "I need to find Mandy. She's the key to this whole thing.”

"I'll see what I can do.”

"I really appreciate it,” I said before ending the call.

He was sticking his neck out to help me, and that fact wasn't lost on me. We hadn't seen each other in a long time, and he didn't owe me squat. A lot of people had disowned me after things went down with Evelyn. Understandably so.

Tyson called me back 20 minutes later. “Mandy’s phone hasn’t pinged the tower in a month. It went off the grid a few days after Mrs. Vela allegedly left. Sorry. I’ve got nothing. Mandy hasn’t logged into social media or left any kind of digital footprint.”

“You think she’s already dead?”

“Could be. If she’s still alive, I’m sure Dom told her to lie low. The last thing he wants is Mandy strutting around town right now.” Tyson paused. “What’s your plan?”

“Find her. Confront her. See if I can get the truth out of her.”

“Good luck with that. Be careful. If your theory is right, you could run into trouble.”

“I’ve run into enough already. I’ll be surprised if she’s still alive.”

“Maybe she reminds Dom too much of his daughter to kill her. Maybe she’s hiding from him. Maybe he’s hiding her. But he can only keep her hidden for so long.”

“I owe you one.”

“I didn’t do anything. I hope you can clear your name. If you need anything else, you know where to find me.”

“Actually, there is something else. It’s a big ask, and I don’t know if it’s even possible.”

“What is it?”

I told him.

“I understand your concern. I’ll look into it.”

I thanked him, ended the call, then tried to figure out how the hell I was going to find Mandy Miller—if she was still alive.
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"Oh my God, you answered," Kayla said. "I've been worried sick about you.”

"Sorry. It's been kind of hectic.”

I caught her up to speed on everything.

"Somebody seriously tried to kill you in the hospital?"

"Yep.”

"Where are you now?”

"I don't know if I should tell you.”

An exasperated sigh escaped her mouth. "You still don't trust me?”

Come to think of it, that nurse who injected propofol into my IV could have been Kayla. The figure had the same build and wavy dark hair. I didn't get a good look at her face. The voice was different. I didn't think Kayla had it in her. But with the way things had been going lately, I didn't exactly trust my judgment.

From my silence, Kayla said, "What do I have to do to make it up to you? I really feel terrible about what happened, and I wish I had never agreed to lure you to the Rusty Rudder. But that's when I thought you were this creepy killer.”

"Do you know a girl named Mandy Miller?”

"Yeah, she graduated a year ahead of us. Last I heard, she was working at Saddle Up.”

"She hasn't been there in a month.” I told her my theory.

"That's quite the theory." She thought about it for a moment. "I never really thought about it before, but they do look kinda similar. Mandy got a nose job senior year. She had a honker before.”

I laughed. "I'm going to send you a picture of her.”

I texted her a snap of the table tent.

A few moments later, it buzzed Kayla's phone.

"Picture her with short blonde hair," I said.

"Holy shit! I see it." Then she added, "Willow's nose is a little wider, and I think Mandy's is a little shorter.”

"That's what Faith said.”

"Who’s Faith?” Kayla asked with a hint of jealousy in her voice.

"One of Mandy's colleagues.”

"You went to Saddle Up?"

"Strictly for investigative purposes.”

She didn't buy it. "Those girls are skanks. Sorry.”

"Do you know where Mandy would go if she needed to hide out?”

"I've no idea." Kayla paused for a second. "But you know who would know? Danica. Those two were close in high school. Still are as far as I know. Do you want me to call her?”

"Yes. Please."

"Hang on, I'll call her on three-way. Don't say anything." Kayla clicked over, dialed Danica, then merged the calls.

Danica answered after a few rings. "Hey bitch, what's up?"

"You know,” Kayla said. “Same old same old.”

"Crazy what happened to Willow, right?”

"Yeah, pretty crazy."

“Do you think she's dead?" Danica asked in a salacious tone.

"I don't know. Have you talked to Mandy lately?”

"No. Why?"

"I thought you guys were close,” Kayla said.

"Well, you know, shit happens.”

"What happened? Did she sleep with your boyfriend?”

Danica huffed. "Why are you all of a sudden interested in Mandy?”

"I need to talk to her."

"What for?”

"Personal matter."

"Why are you being so vague?”

"Why are you being so defensive?”

"I'm not being defensive,” Danica snapped. “You’re interrogating me about Mandy.”

"I think she's in danger.”

The line was silent for a moment.

Danica asked, "Why do you think that?”

"You know Willow's mother went missing.”

"I heard she ran off with some guy.”

"You buy into that bullshit?”

"Dom’s a creep. I would have left him a long time ago.”

"Are you still dancing at Saddle Up?"

Danica hesitated. "Gotta pay rent somehow.”

"So, you’re still working for the creep.”

Annoyed, Danica said, "Kayla, what do you want?"

"I want to talk to Mandy. I think she got mixed up in something bad."

"I'm not telling you where she is."

"So you know?”

Danica went silent again.

"I know," Kayla said.

"You know what?”

"I know about the whole scam. You think Dom’s just going to let Mandy walk away? If you know, you're in danger too.”
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"I'm scared," Danica said, finally coming clean. "I don't know what to do."

"Why don't you tell me everything?" Kayla said.

"Dom will kill me if he finds out I know anything.”

"Trust me, I'm not going to tell Dom.”

"Why do you even care?”

“Because Dom tried to kill my friend over this, and I don’t want him to die.”

Danica was silent again. “You can't tell anyone I told you this.”

"Danica, the only way this ends is if Dom goes to jail.”

"How exactly is that going to happen?”

"Start by telling me everything you know.”

"What are you going to do? The guy’s in the fucking Mafia, Kayla.”

"You know where Mandy is. Just tell me.”

"I’m not comfortable talking about that on the phone. I'm not comfortable talking about that at all. Mandy would kill me. She swore me to secrecy. If Dom finds out where she is, he'll kill her."

"So let us help Mandy.”

"I still don't see what you're going to do about it.”

"If you don't want to talk over the phone, meet me somewhere. You can meet my friend.”

Danica went silent again. Then she uttered a meek, "Okay. Meet me at the Book Bungalow."

"Half an hour?”

"Okay.”

When Danica hung up, Kayla and I chatted a bit.

"Why don't you come by and pick me up, then we’ll go to the bookstore," Kayla said.

"Okay. Give me an address.”

She did, and I told her I would see her in a few.

Kayla lived in the Poseidon. It was a luxury high-rise not far from Palm Palisades. It had a 24-hour valet, a concierge, and a small marina. I pulled under the carport.

Kayla waited in the lobby. She rushed outside and hopped in the car with a smile.

"Nice place," I said.

"Thank you."

Nobody working at Bombshells could afford rent in a place like this. I figured her daddy was paying for it. But I didn't bother to ask.

We drove to the bookstore. I kept my head on a swivel, making sure we weren't followed. After everything that had happened, my paranoia was on high alert.

I found a place to park near the entrance. Kayla and I hopped out and strolled inside. The bookstore had an attached coffee shop, and we found a spare couch to flop onto. People turned pages, and the smell of coffee drifted through the air.

From where I sat, I had a good view of the main entrance. But with rows and rows of bookshelves, it would be easy to enter from the rear and creep down the aisles without being seen. I didn't think an ambush in the bookstore was likely, but I wished I had my gun.

"You want anything?" Kayla asked.

"Coffee. A little cream, a little sugar."

She smiled. "Coming right up.”

She climbed off the couch, strutted to the counter, and placed an order. It wasn't terribly busy, and she didn't have to wait long.

Still a little untrusting, I watched the transaction. Unless she was really good at sleight-of-hand, she didn’t lift the lid and drop anything into my drink.

After a few minutes, Kayla walked back to the couch. I paid attention to her stride, trying to recall any similarities to the assailant in the hospital who tried to kill me.

This kind of thinking could drive a person mad. I hadn't been on high-alert status like this since my tour of duty. Afterward, it took a long time to come down and be somewhat normal. Now I was right back there in that high-adrenaline, high-cortisol loop. Poor sleep and jittery with nerves. I was about to add to it with a bunch of caffeine.

Kayla and I waited for Danica to show up.

The time arrived, and there was no sign of her.

Fifteen minutes went by.

Then twenty.

“Maybe she had a change of heart,” I said. “Call her.”

Kayla did. It went straight to voicemail. “Hey, we’re here. Where are you?”

We gave it another 20 minutes. It was clear Danica was a no-show.

“Do you know where she lives?”

Kayla nodded. “Yeah, I went to a party at her apartment a while back. I guess she still lives there.”
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Kayla and I went to the Flagship. Danica lived in the same building as Mandy, but on the sixth floor. After buzzing several random apartments at the call box, somebody let us in. We hustled inside and took the elevator up to the sixth floor. Danica lived in unit #622. I knocked on the door and waited for a response.

Nothing.

Kayla knocked. "Danica, it's me. Are you in there?"

Still nothing.

Noise from the TV drifted down the foyer. Kayla gave a glance around the hallway, then twisted the handle. The door was unlocked. She pushed it open, and the hinges squeaked.

"Danica?" Kayla shouted down the foyer.

Still no response.

I had a bad feeling about this.

I followed Kayla into the foyer, and we made our way past the kitchen into the living room. The television flickered.

"Danica?” Kayla called out again.

The bedroom door was slightly ajar.

When Kayla pushed it open, my heart sank. Danica lay on the bed with her eyes fixed on the ceiling. The color had drained from her skin. A few lines of a white powdery substance on the nightstand indicated the cause of her demise.

I rushed to the body, felt for a pulse, but it was gone. "Call 9-1-1!"

Kayla's eyes rounded. "Are you sure that’s such a good idea? It's not like she's coming back."

"Just do it."

She did.

I found Danica's phone and tried to access the device. I was met with a security screen. I held it in front of her face, and the screen cleared. Then I checked the recent calls and texts.

There was a text chain with Mandy.

The number probably belonged to a burner phone, but the content made it obvious. I made note of the number and figured I would send it to Tyson to see what he could find out about it and possibly track the location.

About 15 minutes later, EMTs and paramedics arrived on the scene. At this point, there was no bringing Danica back, and they didn't even try.

Soon, the apartment swarmed with first responders—forensic investigators, the medical examiner, uniformed deputies, and detectives Harlow and Kovach. Needless to say, neither was thrilled about finding us there.

"Want to tell me exactly what you're doing in this girl’s apartment?" Kovach asked with a scowl.

Kayla piped up. "I was worried about my friend. We were supposed to meet her. She didn't show up. We stopped by the apartment to do a welfare check. The door was unlocked. We found her like that.”

Kovach frowned, and his eyes darted between us. "So, you two are friends now?"

Kayla smiled with pride. "Yes, we are."

Kovach gave me a disapproving glare. "You have any idea where she got the drugs?”

"Like she said, we found her like that," I said.

"People have a habit of dying around you."

"I’ve noticed. I'm not really thrilled about that."

"Where were you supposed to meet her?”

"What does that matter?" Kayla asked.

"A bar? A club?”

"It's a little early for that, don't you think?" I said.

"Apparently, it's not too early to do a few bumps," Kovach said, referring to the powdery substance.

A forensic investigator field-tested the powder. “We've got a presumptive positive for cocaine and fentanyl.”

Kovach shared a look with Harlow, then he asked me. "You sure you don't have any idea where she got the drugs?"

"I never met the girl before in my life.”

Kovach looked at Kayla.

She shrugged. "I don't know."

"Both of you are going to come down to the station and answer some questions."

"Are you arresting us?”

Kovach glared at her.

"Are we being detained? Where's your probable cause? You know who my father is, right?"

Kovach's face tightened. "I'm aware of who your father is, Kayla.”

"Neither one of you is under arrest at this time," Harlow said. "The more information you can share with us, the better."

It was a good cop/bad cop routine. I was starting to think maybe Harlow actually was a good cop.

Harlow pulled me aside. "What are you really doing here?"

I hesitated. "She's friends with Mandy.”

"I told you to stay away from this case."

I bit my tongue. I wanted to tell her that I was the only reason this case was moving forward in any meaningful way. “She was going to corroborate the whole thing. All of it. Everything I suspected."

Harlow's eyes narrowed at me. "And now she's dead."

"The last person in the world who wanted her dead was me. You need to get that idea out of your head right now."

"So you think someone gave her drugs laced with fentanyl to shut her up.”

"I think that's pretty obvious. But hey, you're the detective.”

She didn’t like that.

“Am I free to go?”

Harlow stared at me for a long time. "You're free to go. If you're smart, you’ll let us do our jobs."

"So do it. You’re gonna talk to all the neighbors, right? See if they saw anyone come or go from the apartment." I was pushing it.

Harlow glared at me. "This isn't my first rodeo.”

I followed Kayla out of the apartment and patted Kovach on the shoulder as I passed. "Good to see you again."

That drew an angry scowl.

I couldn't help myself.

We stepped into the hallway and walked toward the elevator as Taylor Sinclair and her camera crew arrived on scene to capture a shot of the body being wheeled out on a gurney. She spotted me, nudged her cameraman, and he racked focus. Her sound guy shoved a fluffy microphone overhead. "Eric Stahl, can you tell me what you're doing here?"

I blocked the camera lens with my palm and declined to comment. Having my face flashed across the news wasn't exactly the best PR move at the moment.

Kayla and I hurried away and took the elevator down to the main lobby. Sinclair would rather get footage of the crime scene. It was a higher priority.

On the ride down to the lobby, I said to Kayla, "I guess your dad is somebody around town.”

She smirked. "He's a high-power defense attorney. Comes in handy. Kovach knows not to fuck with me.”

"I take it you've had a few run-ins with him before?"

"He used to be a beat cop, and he loved to break up parties in the Palisades. He loved to write little rich girls tickets. Asshole."

I chuckled.

The elevator door slid open, and we stepped into the lobby and hustled out to the parking lot. We climbed into my SUV, and Kayla said, "What now?"

My next call was to Tyson for another favor.


35




"That burner phone is up in Port Pelico at a roadside motel," Tyson said when he called back. He gave me the address. "It doesn’t move around a lot. Trips to fast food restaurants, mostly. A quick mart. A liquor store. That kind of thing." He paused. "I'm still working on that other thing you asked me about."

"So the phone is at the motel now?” I said.

"Yes.”

I had given him the scoop on Danica’s death.

"You need to watch your back. I’d let local law enforcement handle this.”

"I don't trust anybody to handle this but me.”

"Fair enough. Let me know what you find.”

"I will.”

I ended the call. I had put it on speaker so Kayla could hear.

"What are we waiting for? Let's go!”

I gave her a look. "There is no we on this one. It's too dangerous. Look what happened to Danica.”

"What, is somebody gonna force me to snort cocaine laced with fentanyl?”

"I think that might be exactly what happened. Maybe somebody gave it to her at the club, knowing it was only a matter of time.”

"Willow and her mom are probably dead. She was my friend. I'm not sitting this one out." She paused, then added. "You owe me anyway."

I looked at her like she was crazy. "What do I owe you for?”

"The only reason you found Mandy is because I called Danica.”

She had a point.

"Do you understand the shitstorm that will become my life if something happens to you? As you can see, people around me have a bad habit of meeting an untimely demise.”

“Newsflash. Your life is already a shitstorm. If you haven’t noticed, I seem to be the only one in this town who has your back. Besides, nothing is going to happen to me. You’ll protect me,” she said with a flirty smile.

“Look at me. I can barely protect myself.”

“Think positive.”

Kayla wasn’t going to take no for an answer.

We headed out of town. Kayla said it was about an hour drive to Port Pelico. She was in charge of the radio, and we made a small road trip out of it. We stopped and picked up snacks just out of town, and I filled the tank.

We got back on the highway, and it wasn't long before I noticed a black SUV in my rearview. It hung several car lengths back and did its best to look inconspicuous, but it paced me. If I sped up, it sped up. If I slowed down, it slowed down. Probably Dom’s muscle. Maybe the people responsible for Danica's demise. I doubted her overdose was an accident.

Enough playing around with these guys. I decided to open it up and see if they could hang. My foot found the floorboard, and the engine roared. Pretty soon, we were at the triple digits.

Then 120.

I’d be going to jail if we got caught.

I weaved in and out of traffic, putting a good bit of distance between us. The big SUV wasn’t as fast or as nimble as the Vantage GTS.

I took an exit, banked a hard right on the cross street, then turned into a neighborhood and made a few twists. I'd opened up enough of a gap that there was no way the SUV could have seen me once I got off the highway.

We waited on the residential street for at least 20 minutes.

There was no sign of the black SUV.

When it felt safe, I put the car in gear and drove back toward the highway. I kept my head on a swivel, looking out for the black SUV or any other vehicle that might be tailing us. The last thing I wanted to do was lead Dom's henchmen to Mandy.

She was the only one who could corroborate my theory.
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"What do we do now?" Kayla asked as we sat in the parking lot of the motel, staring at the door to room #8.

The sun had set, and the moon hung low in the sky, fat and full. The stars twinkled above.

"We are going to knock on the door," I said.

"What if she won't talk to us?"

I gave another cautious glance around. Still no sign of the black SUV.

"Something tells me that girl is running out of options.”

We hopped out of the car and hustled across the parking lot. We hovered just outside the door to Mandy’s room. The TV seeped through the door.

I whispered in Kayla's ear, then she knocked on the door and said, "Housekeeping."

"No, thank you," Mandy replied.

Kayla and I exchanged a smile. She was in the room. There was no denying it now.

"Mandy, open up. It's me, Kayla."

Mandy didn't respond.

"Danica is dead.”

Mandy said nothing, then footsteps padded to the door. She peered through the peephole, then cracked open the door, the chain still latched. Her eyes widened when she saw me. Mandy slammed the door shut and flipped the deadbolt.

"Mandy, we know everything," Kayla said. "We just want to help.”

"Go away!”

"Sorry, that's not going to happen.”

"Mandy, we just need to talk," I said. "I know you're scared, and you’re running out of options."

She said nothing.

"You think Dom is just going to let you go back to your life? He killed his wife and his daughter. You’re nothing to him."

After another moment, Mandy unlatched the door and pulled it open. Her terrified eyes flicked between the two of us. She glanced at the parking lot, making sure there were no threats. "Were you followed?”

"I don't think so."

She pulled open the door all the way and said, "Get in.”

We did, and she closed it quickly behind us, latched the deadbolt, and affixed the chain. She peered through the peephole again just to be sure.

The room had the typical layout of two queen beds, a dresser with a flatscreen TV, and a bathroom toward the rear of the room. It wasn't much to speak of. Just a simple motel room with beachy accents and teal trim.

The bedsheets were rumpled, and clothes were strewn about. Mandy wasn't exactly the neatest person in the world.

She regarded me with caution and bit her bottom lip. "You're not mad at me, are you?”

I gave her a flat look. "Oh no. Not at all. You just turned my world upside down. They think I killed Willow."

She cringed. "I didn't know it was gonna be a big deal. I swear. Dom just asked me to impersonate his daughter and tell the cops what he told me to say."

"And you didn't think that was a big deal?” I asked, incredulous.

"He said he would pay me $250,000. That's a lot of money."

"Where's the money now?"

She frowned. "He hasn't paid me. He says I have to meet him to get it. But he sent his assholes to kill me. They tried to run me off the road. Before that, some asshole tried to mug me. I sprayed him with pepper spray and took off. You think that's a coincidence? No. That's Dom doing what he does. I should have known better.”

"You need to go to the cops and tell them everything," I said.

She scoffed.

"You're the key to this whole thing. You can put him away for a double murder.”

"Are you out of your mind? Do you think Dom doesn't have cops on the payroll? Do you think he doesn't have judges in his pocket? Dom will get away with it, just like he gets away with everything.”

"Why did you agree to do it?”

"I needed the money, and it sounded like a good idea at the time." She frowned. "How did Danica die?”

Kayla told her.

Mandy frowned, and her eyes welled. "I told her she should have gotten out of town with me. Fuck!" she exclaimed. "That's it. I'm getting the hell out of here and never coming back.”

Mandy started gathering her clothes and stuffing them into a rolling suitcase.

"Mandy, you’ve gotta come clean," I urged.

Her face twisted. "And go to jail? No, thank you.”

"You’re just going to go on the run? For how long?”

"For as long as it takes. What’s Dom going to do? Track me across the country?”

"Probably.”

"How did you find me? Did Danica tell you?”

"No. But it wasn't hard to track your burner.”

Mandy frowned.

A car pulled into the lot. Doors opened and closed.

I rushed to the window and peered through a slit in the curtains. It was the black SUV. Two goons piled out and marched toward the hotel room.
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“Shit,” I grumbled. “We’ve got to go. Is there another way out of here?”

“I thought you said you weren’t followed,” Mandy griped, panic in her eyes.

We shuffled into the bathroom as a heavy fist pounded on the door.

A small window above the toilet offered a way out. It was tiny, but big enough. Hopefully.

I unlatched it and lifted it open, then pushed out the screen.

Kayla locked the bathroom door. It wouldn't do much, but it might slow them down for a few seconds.

I helped Mandy climb onto the toilet, then she shimmied through the narrow opening.

Kayla followed.

I climbed through after Kayla, and my shoulders barely fit through. I pulled myself through the opening and fell down onto the ground behind the motel.

That was about the time the goons kicked open the door to the room.

I sprang to my feet, and we hustled around the side of the building. We angled around, creeping toward the front of the structure.

I peered around the corner and watched the goons flood into the motel room.

Once they were inside, we sprinted across the lot and hopped into the Vantage. I fired up the engine, dropped it into gear, and mashed the pedal as the goons flooded back out of the hotel room, chasing after the vehicle.

Tires squealed. I could have taken one of the thugs out with the quarter panel, but I decided against it. I pulled out of the lot and onto the roadway as the goons raced back to their black SUV.

The chase was on.

With a few twists and turns, I was on the highway back to Sapphire Shoals. The engine howled, and the exhaust roared. The tachometer bounced off redline. The headlights illuminated the two-lane blacktop.

Mandy sat in the back seat with wide eyes, glancing back through the rear window.

The headlights a quarter mile behind us could have been anyone.

“Mandy, are you willing to testify?” I asked.

She hesitated, then looked back at the car behind us. It wasn’t gaining on us, but it wasn’t fading away either.

At 130 mph, I expected to pull away faster.

It had to be Dom’s goons.

Mandy looked at me and nodded.

I called Harlow.

She answered after a few rings.

"I'm with Mandy,” I said. “She is willing to testify.”

"You're with Mandy Miller?" Harlow asked with a hint of disbelief.

"Yes. Two of Dom’s thugs are chasing us. We’re heading back to Sapphire Shoals right now."

"What did I tell you about staying away from this case?”

"You want to put Dom Vela away for the rest of his life or not?”

"I want to talk to her. Where are you?"

"Heading south on Gatorback Road, mile marker…"

I scanned the shoulder of the road, looking for the sign. It finally came into view, and I told her.

"I’ll send the highway patrol, and I'm heading in your direction. You’re driving the same car?”

"Yes, and I'm traveling at a high rate of speed right now.”

"Be careful. Put Mandy on the phone."

I handed the device to her. Mandy didn't want to talk at first. She shook her head and waved me off.

"Talk to her!” I demanded.

Mandy took the phone. "Hello?”

The two made introductions and chatted for a bit.

I looked in the rearview, still maintaining a gap between the GTS and the thugs. I figured their car topped out at about 130 mph.

I veered around a slow-moving car ahead and crossed the double yellows, then eased back. Passing at that speed freaked the driver out. They swerved onto the shoulder.

I kept barreling down the road, trying to put as much distance between us and the goons as possible.

That's when it happened.

CLANK!

BANG!

BANG!

It sounded like a cannon, and I knew what had happened immediately. The GTS left a cloud of white-gray smoke in its wake that hazed the roadway. The oil pressure dropped to zero, and the temperature went into the red.
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The engine blew a rod bearing. With a hole in the sump and the engine block, the GTS was toast.

I pulled onto the side of the road, put it in park, and cut the ignition. We were sitting ducks.

"Everybody out, now!" I shouted.

I grabbed a knife from under the seat, and we flooded out of the vehicle. I led the girls into the swampy woods alongside the road.

There were more gators out there than there were people in the state. Or maybe it just seemed that way. The moon glowed overhead, and the clouds drifted with the breeze. The stars twinkled, and mosquitoes buzzed as we rushed through the underbrush, crunching on leaves and fallen twigs.

Branches and vines clawed at us. We plowed our way through the thick foliage, then took cover in the underbrush behind a clump of trees. We made ourselves small.

Mosquitoes feasted.

"What the fuck are we going to do!?" Mandy hissed.

"Are you still on the phone with Harlow?”

She handed the device back to me, but the line had been disconnected. I stuffed the phone into my pocket. There was nothing Harlow could do for us now.

My heart thumped my chest, and adrenaline surged.

It wasn't long before the black SUV pulled behind the GTS. Its headlights illuminated the smoking beast. The expensive German car was just a paperweight now. I should have listened to Mike and done the upgrade. Hindsight is always 20/20.

The two thugs hopped out and looked around. Their shapes were barely visible through the thick mesh of leaves and branches.

Mandy slapped at her skin, splatting a bloodsucker.

I glared at her.

“What!?”

“Keep quiet.” I gripped the K-bar tight, the anodized black blade absorbing the moonlight.

The goons searched my car and quickly realized it was empty. With pistols drawn, they pushed into the marsh.

"Stay here," I whispered to the girls.

"Where are you going?" Mandy snapped in a panicked voice.

"I'm going to draw them away from you two.”

Kayla looked at me with concerned eyes. "Be careful.”

I crawled through the underbrush and circled around to the north.

Dom’s goons marched west, clawing their way through the dense foliage.

I found a large rock and tossed it into a soupy puddle nearby. It splashed, rippling the water.

Heads turned, and the two goons marched toward the sound.

Out here, it could have been anything. Most likely a gator plunking into the water.

I crept to the east while they advanced to the north, their eyes scanning the underbrush, looking for any sign of us.

Mandy couldn't sit still. With the mosquitoes and the gators, she didn't want any part of the swamp.

As soon as the goons had marched a few paces away, she crept back toward the road, behind the backs of the goons.

What started as a slow creep turned into a run.

She snapped a twig, and the goons spun around at the sound. They opened fire. Muzzle flash flickered, and the deafening bangs echoed through the trees.

A bullet hit Mandy and twisted her aside with a groan. She hit the ground, coughing and gasping for breath.

The goons ran in her direction.

My jaw clenched tight, and I grumbled under my breath.

There was nothing I could do.

The two thugs lorded over her as she squirmed on the ground. One of them took aim, pulled the trigger, and shot her point-blank.

My heart sank. The girl had seriously screwed me over, but I still felt for her. She had gotten in over her head.

That was it.

The last chance at bringing Dom down. My theory was nothing more than speculation now. I had nothing to back it up.

The two goons exchanged a few words, then got back to the business of looking for us. Now we were the loose ends. And we needed to be cleaned up. I'm sure they would take Mandy’s body and dispose of it in the swamp for the gators later. Right now, they had some hunting to do.
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The two goons split up and swept the area, moving west and north again. One of them headed straight for Kayla.

The other marched in my general direction.

The tall goon was getting close to Kayla. Too close.

I hustled to another clump of trees to draw their attention.

It did.

The closest goon fired off a few shots.

The bullets rocketed through the air and snapped past me as I took cover behind a tree trunk. From there, I sprinted west and dove into the water. My arms pulled hard as I swam into the channel, keeping underneath the surface. I was proficient in underwater breath-holds and could handle myself in the water.

The goons hustled through the underbrush, making a ruckus. I veered left and swam south down the channel and surfaced in the tall reeds to grab a breath of air.

The surface rippled with the echo of my splash.

The goons ran to where I had entered the water, but I was a good 30 yards from that point now.

The familiar plunk of a gator slipping into the water across the channel on the west bank caught my attention, and theirs.

This was probably a bad idea.

I watched through the reeds, sheltering in a little enclave. Mosquitoes swarmed, and that knobby gator glided through the water, heading straight toward me. This was not a position I could maintain.

I plunged under the water, swam down the channel, then took a narrow passage to the west. Again, I surfaced in the high grass and took a breath while the goons walked the shoreline, looking for me.

I pulled myself out of the water and belly crawled through the high grass.

The movement drew more gunfire, and bullets snapped overhead.

I crawled across the soggy muck and slipped into another channel, then swam north.

The two goons hovered near the shoreline. Dressed in suits and loafers, they didn't want to trudge through the nightmare. But they had a job to do, and I was sure they couldn't go back to Dom empty-handed.

They bickered back and forth about who would go after me.

“I’m not getting in there,” the short one said. “Not with that fucking thing.”

“Go after him. I’ll look for the other girl.” The taller, bigger one said in an authoritative voice.

Shorty stood on the bank, eyeing the alligator. It climbed up onto the east shore and made a home in the reeds.

Shorty took a cautious step into the water, then slipped into the channel with a splash. He flailed about, and that drew the attention of the alligator. It stayed on the bank for a moment, then slipped in. That sent Shorty into a panic. He swam across the channel and scampered up the other side, losing a loafer in the process.

He griped and groaned when he got out of the water.

Tallboy stood on the shore, watching.

Shorty dripped and cussed, his suit clinging to his skin. With his weapon drawn, he moved west, scanning the area.

I had broken off a hollow reed and fashioned a snorkel from a 6-inch segment. It allowed me to drop below the surface, out of sight when need be.

After drifting down the channel, I huddled in another alcove amid the tall grass, watching Shorty trudge through the muck with one shoe. It didn't take him long to lose the one.

"Son-of-a-bitch!" he grumbled.

With a few more stomps, he reached the bank of the channel I was in. Shorty craned his neck from left to right, looking for any sign of me.

By that time, I was underneath the surface, breathing through the reed.

"I don't see him," Shorty shouted back to his compatriot.

"Keep looking. We’re not leaving until we find them."

Shorty kept marching along the shore in my direction. The pale moonlight illuminated the swamp. Once your eyes adjusted to the darkness, it was pretty bright.

Shorty clicked on the tiny tactical flashlight affixed to the rails of his pistol. The beam spotted the area and swept across the reeds like a lighthouse.

With my head under the water, breathing through the reed, Shorty walked right past me. If the beam had landed on me, he probably would have spotted me in the murky water.

When he was a few steps past, I surfaced, crawled out of the muck, and came up behind him. In a flash, I grabbed his head and jammed the K bar into his neck, severing the carotid artery. Warm blood spewed on my hand as I sliced through his throat from the inside out.

Muzzle flash flickered as Tallboy lit up the night, firing at me. At a distance, he couldn't hit the broad side of a barn.

I dropped to the ground with Shorty as he gurgled his last breath. This was the first person I killed stateside.

I grabbed his pistol and slipped back into the water as Tallboy kept firing in my direction. Bullets snapped through the air, slicing blades of grass.

I submerged and swam south, then surfaced again about 20 yards away.

Tallboy paced back and forth on the far shoreline, grumbling and cursing.

At least now, it was a fair fight. Well, maybe not fair. Tallboy didn't have the training I had.
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Isubmerged and swam farther down the channel, then climbed up on a little willow head no bigger than a pickup truck. I crawled through the waist-high reeds, careful not to draw much attention to myself.

The mosquitoes went to town. I swear I’d lost a pint of blood already.

Through the reeds, I saw Tallboy still pacing along the edge of the water. His eyes scanned for me up and down the channel.

I cringed when I saw Kayla creep up behind him. She swung a heavy branch and clocked him in the back of the head.

Tallboy clutched at his scalp and fell into the water with a splash.

The alligator plunked into the channel and swam toward him.

Tallboy surfaced and flailed around. "You fucking bitch!”

He took aim at her with his pistol, and I drew down on him.

I fired two shots.

My bullets rocketed through the night. The copper rounds drilled into his chest, and he thrashed in the water.

The alligator clamped down and finished him off. Tallboy screamed and wailed, but he wasn't long for the world.

I plunged into the water, then swam across to the other bank and climbed out while the gator dragged Tallboy under.

I hustled through the high grass to Kayla. "Are you okay?"

She swallowed hard and nodded, her eyes wide, her skin slick with sweat. "Let's get the hell out of here."

She tossed the branch aside, and we made our way back through the underbrush toward the highway. We stopped at Mandy's remains.

"What are we going to do about her?”

"We’ll let the authorities know what happened, and they'll take it from there,” I said.

"Are you going to get in trouble for killing those guys?"

I shrugged. "Self-defense.”

She looked at me with worried eyes. With the way the cops were around here, it wasn't a slam dunk. But Florida had a stand-your-ground law.

We left the bodies as they lay. Best not to tamper with the crime scene. The medical examiner and forensic team could figure out what happened by the wounds and bullet trajectories. That was my hope anyway.

We marched back through the brush and stepped from the swamp to the shoulder of the highway.

My car had stopped smoking.

The thug’s SUV was parked behind the Vantage. I thought about running back into the swamp to see if I could find keys in one of the goon’s pockets. But I didn't want to wrestle an alligator for them.

It was about that time when an oncoming car pulled across the highway and onto the shoulder. The headlights raked across Kayla and me.

We squinted, looking at the vehicle. The engine cut, and the door flung open. I gripped my pistol tight and kept it at the ready. I didn't know who the hell this was.

Detective Harlow emerged from the unmarked vehicle and drew her weapon. She took aim at me. "Put the gun down! Now!"

"You're a little late to the party," I said as I squatted down and set the pistol on the ground with care.

It wasn't surprising she had found us, given I had updated her on our last location. She must have driven like a bat out of hell to get here so fast. Then again, she had a get-out-of-jail-free card.

I stood up and kept my hands in the air.

"Where's Mandy?" Harlow asked.

I nodded to the swamp. "She's in there. She didn't make it. Two of Dom’s thugs tried to kill us.”

"Where are they now?”

I nodded again to the swamp. "It was self-defense. I'm not saying anything else without a lawyer.”

Harlow looked a little high-strung.

"You can stop pointing that gun at me at any time."

A car on the highway drove by. They slowed slightly to take in the scene, but kept going. Harlow was in plain clothes. Nobody in their right mind would have stopped.

"Show me where Mandy is," Harlow said, finally lowering the weapon.

I breathed a little easier. "This way.”

I led Harlow into the underbrush and showed her the way to Mandy. With a grim frown, I pointed, "Dom's men were standing over there when they shot her. They're both out there in the swamp."

"Are they both dead?" Harlow asked, standing a few feet away on the trail.

"I'm pretty sure neither one is breathing anymore."

That's about the time when I noticed Harlow had her pistol pointed at me again. Suddenly, I had that bad feeling in my gut.

Kayla's eyes went wide.

Harlow said, "I told you to let this case go."

It all made sense now. "How long have you been on Dom's payroll?”

"Long enough.”

"You’re just gonna shoot both of us in cold blood?”

She gripped the pistol tightly and swallowed hard. "Wouldn't be the first time."

"People will come looking. Not for me, but for her,” I said, nodding to Kayla. “I don't think that's a can of worms even Dom wants to open.”

"She has been hanging around you lately,” Harlow said. “You have quite a reputation. I don't think it's going to be hard for people to believe that you had some involvement in her demise. Besides, bodies don't stay out here for too long in one piece. The gators see to that.”

I had no play here. My pistol was back in the grass by the roadside. I still had the K bar, but that wasn't going to do me any good.

"Let Kayla go. She’ll keep her mouth shut, won't you?"

Harlow laughed. "You know, Stahl. You’re not such a bad guy. I think the world's got you all wrong. It’s a shame they’re never going to find out who you really are.” With her finger wrapped tight around the trigger, she steadied her aim.

This was it. My luck had finally run out, if I had any to begin with.
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BANG!

The deafening clatter of a gunshot echoed through the night air. The bullet hit flesh with a wet thump. The impact twisted Harlow around, and she fell to the ground.

Kovach emerged from the underbrush with his weapon aimed at her, ready to fire another shot.

Kayla and I were both stunned.

I rushed forward and kicked Harlow's pistol out of reach.

She gasped and gurgled as Kovach approached. He stood over her with a grim face. Kovach didn't make any attempt to save her. The bullet had gone through her rib cage and pulverized her chest. Harlow had a few wet, sloppy breaths left in her before rattling the last one out.

"I got a funny feeling that she was working on the other side,” Kovach said. “I followed her up here.” He tightened his lips and shook his head. "Dom's guys got his dirty little fingers in everything. Not anymore. This ends tonight."

"What happens now?" I asked.

Kovach was the last person I ever expected help from.

He said, "If I call this in, we’ll have every cop in the county here, along with the medical examiner and forensic investigators. Some of those people have to be on Dom's payroll. He’ll find out Mandy is dead. She was the only one who could bring him down.”

“What are you suggesting?”

He told me his idea, and I was amenable to it.

Kovach searched Harlow and found two phones. One had to be a burner. He used facial recognition to access the devices, then scrolled through the recent calls and texts. On her burner phone, there was a text string with an unknown number—probably Dom’s burner. The last message from Harlow read: [I’m on my way up there now. I’ll take care of this.]

[Let’s wrap this up once and for all.]

I called Dom’s burner phone. It rang once and went to voicemail. No outgoing message.

I left a message. “Dom, it’s your neighbor. I know you’ll probably be disappointed to hear my voice, but I’ve got a proposition for you. Both your flunkies are dead. So is Harlow. I’m with Mandy. I know everything. For the right price, we’re more than willing to keep our mouths shut. I don’t care that you killed your daughter and your wife. I really don’t. With the right incentive, I’m willing to leave town and forget all about this. I bet a guy like you can get his hands on a million cash, no problem. Actually, I think that’s kind of light. But it’s manageable.” I paused. “My offer expires at midnight. Call me back at this number. If I don’t hear from you, I’ll go to a cop who’s not corrupt.”

I ended the call.

Dom wasn’t dumb enough to turn his burner phone on at his house. Then the number could be linked to him.

The three of us left the marsh and walked back to Kovach’s unmarked car.

I grabbed the pistol I had left in the grass by the shoulder of the road.

“Just what do you think you’re doing?” Kovach barked.

“If you think I’m walking around unarmed after everything that’s happened, you’re out of your mind.”

A disapproving frown tugged his face, but he didn’t stop me.

We climbed into his Tahoe.

Another vehicle rumbled past on the highway.

Kovach fired it up, turned around, and headed back toward Sapphire Shoals.

“DNA from that blood drop in your bedroom didn’t match Willow.”

“I’m glad we’re all on the same page now,” I said.

About 20 minutes into the drive, Dom buzzed my phone from his burner. The gruff New York accent was unmistakable. “What assurance do I have that you’ll hold to your word? You people have a tendency to keep wanting more and more. It never ends.”

“What assurance do I have that you’ll keep your word?”

“I’ve been around a long time, and I never go back on my word,” he said.

“So we have a deal?”

“Meet me at the old Preston Paper building on Commerce Street at midnight. Just you and the girl. If I get a sense that this is a setup, you’re a dead man. I promise you that.”

“How am I supposed to know I’m not walking into an ambush?”

“I guess we’re going to have to trust each other. And there’s one more thing. You’ll keep the one million all for yourself. In exchange, you’ll kill Mandy in front of me. That way you’ve got skin in the game.”

“Two million.”

“I can only get my hands on one million tonight. Take it or leave it. This offer expires at midnight.”
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We drove back to Sapphire Shoals in Kovach’s Tahoe and formulated a game plan. Kayla and I sat in the back.

“I need a legitimate reason to bust this guy,” Kovach said. “Text messages and conversations over a burner phone that I can’t link to him aren’t enough. I need something he can’t wiggle out of with a good defense attorney. I need him to admit to involvement or soliciting murder.”

“With judges on the payroll, you’re going to need a little more than that,” I said.

He looked at me in the rearview. I got the impression that if this never made it before a judge, he’d be okay with that.

“Are you comfortable wearing a hidden camera?” Kovach asked.

“I’ve got no problem with that.”

Kovach reached into the glove box and pulled out a small nylon zipper bag. He handed it to me. There was no partition.

I unzipped the bag and pulled out a charging case. Inside was a small button camera with a magnetic backing. With a slim metal plate, it was easy to attach to a shirt or fabric. A micro button on the side powered the device on or off. With Bluetooth connectivity, it could link to a phone and record footage through an app.

The trick would be concealing it. As small as it was, it still stood out on a T-shirt. Fortunately, I was wearing a dark color. In dim light, it might blend in.

I clamped it on, synced the device to my phone, and recorded a short test. In the car, it was dark and grainy, but passable. The audio was clear.

When we made it back to Sapphire Shoals, I told Kovach to take Kayla home.

Her face crinkled in protest. “No. I’m not going home. You need me.”

“You don’t want to be anywhere near this,” I said. “It’s dangerous.”

“What was that earlier in the swamp? That wasn’t dangerous?”

I gave her a flat look.

“If you show up without Mandy, the deal is off. You need a recording of Dom ordering you to kill me.” She looked at Kovach. “That’s conspiracy to commit murder, right?”

Kovach nodded.

Kayla smiled.

“You’re a little taller and way hotter than Mandy,” I said. “Might fool him from a distance, but as soon as we get in the room with Dom, he’ll know you’re not Mandy.”

She looked at me like I was stupid. “Duh, put a bag over my head and tie me up.”

It could work.

I exchanged a look with Kovach. He said nothing, but I don’t think he was against it.

I said to Kayla, “And what if Dom decides to shoot you on sight?”

“He won’t,” she said with confidence. “He needs you to do it. It’s the only way he can trust you.”

“Or he could just kill you both,” Kovach said.

Kayla frowned.

“We should call this off,” Kovach said, thinking better of it.

Kayla and I replied in unison. “No!”

If we didn’t get this son of a bitch now, we probably never would.

We drove to Kovach’s house. He hurried inside and grabbed the keys to his wife’s Camry and returned with a black T-shirt and a roll of duct tape. It wasn’t hard to make Kayla look like a hostage. The subterfuge might last until the T-shirt came off her head.

“Do not wreck my wife’s car,” Kovach admonished when he handed me the keys. “Don’t mess up her memory settings either and make sure all the mirrors get back in position.”

I gave him a mock salute. “What’s the plan?”

“I’m going to follow you to the warehouse and keep my distance. Dom could have spotters, and he could bounce you from the warehouse to another location. That’s what I would do just to see if you’re bringing the cavalry.” He paused. “Hold one finger in front of the lens or say banana if you get in trouble and want me to come in.”

“Banana?”

“You got a better safe word?”

“That’s fine. What are you going to do if Dom’s got a dozen men with him?”

“I could be wrong, but I think Dom’s running out of crew.” He looked at Kayla. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

“Absolutely.”

“You don’t have to do this,” I said.

“Yes, I do.”

I had to give it to her—she had guts.

I taped Kayla’s wrists to look restrained, but she could easily get out.

I popped the trunk. "Last chance to back out."

"We’re past that point. Let's do this."

Her hands trembled slightly with nerves. I'm not going to say I was exactly calm either.

She pulled the makeshift bag over her head and climbed into the trunk. “Don’t forget about me in here.”

“I won’t.”

I gently closed the trunk, then slipped into the Camry and drove to the warehouse district.
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The desolate industrial area was not a place you wanted to be after dark. There were no lofts, no coffee shops, no activity. A few homeless types slept on loading docks. The occasional drug dealer lurked in the shadows, waiting for someone to pull up to the corner and buy a single-serving amount of their poison of choice. Old red-brick warehouses built at the turn of the century dotted the landscape. There were some rusted-out steel structures, as well as some new builds. During the day, it was bustling with activity. At night, it was a post-apocalyptic wasteland.

I pulled to the stop sign at the corner of Commerce and Industry and paused for a moment. Half a block down to my left was the Preston Paper company. Or what was left of it. The long-abandoned building was surrounded by a chain-link fence topped with razor wire. But the gate had long since been dismantled. Weeds sprouted through cracks in the asphalt in the parking lot. Several milky windowpanes had been broken out, probably for sport. Kids with rocks or slingshots. Colorful graffiti tagged the brickwork.

I glanced around, scanning rooftops, street corners, you name it. There were a lot of shadowy areas to hide. Dom could have had a spotter anywhere.

I turned left, drove down Commerce Street, and pulled into the parking lot. I drove up to the loading dock, put the Camry in park, and killed the engine and the lights. I climbed out with my pistol in hand and moved around to the trunk. I opened it and pretended to force Kayla out of the car. I took her by the arm and escorted her up the steps to the loading dock, making it look like she was my prisoner.

My eyes scanned in all directions for threats.

We held up at the rusty steel door with flaking green paint. It didn't even have a doorknob, just a handle above, bolted to the steel. I pulled the door open and shone the beam of the tactical flashlight inside. With a press of a button at the grip, the light on the rails would activate. It was a nice gun.

The place was empty.

Trash and debris littered the concrete floor. Shafts of moonlight spilled in from the large windows.

My phone buzzed with a call from Dom's burner. I closed the door to the warehouse, then answered the phone and put it on speaker. I asked, "Where are you?"

"I see you brought Mandy."

With my head on a swivel, I scanned the area, looking for the scumbag. He could have been anywhere. On the rooftop, in another building, on the other side of the world, watching from a camera.

"Shoot her right now. Then I'll give you the million dollars."

I laughed. "It doesn't work that way.”

"I figured you might say something like that. That's why I sweetened the pot a little.”

I spotted a homeless guy sleeping on the sidewalk across the street. The faint blue glow from a cell phone illuminated his face. Those were Dom's eyes. The guy was watching the warehouse, relaying everything back to him.

I didn’t call Dom out on it just yet.

"How did you sweeten the pot?" I asked.

"Meet me at your house, and you'll see. Bring the girl and come alone. I've got people watching you. By now, you realize I own the cops in this town. All of them."

“If you're not here in twenty minutes, she dies."

"Who dies?"

It was pretty obvious.

Dom ended the call, and my jaw clenched tight.

Kovach was watching and listening to the feed. I said, “He's at my house. He's holding Avery hostage. He says he's going to kill her."

I'll be honest, Avery wasn’t my favorite person at the moment, but I didn't want him to kill her.

I escorted Kayla down the dock and stuffed her back into the trunk to keep up appearances. I hustled around and slid behind the wheel of the Camry and fired it up. As I pulled out of the parking lot, the homeless guy across the street stood up, said something into the phone, then ended the call. There was no doubt in my mind he was Dom's eyes.

I drove back the way I came and turned right on Industry, then dialed Kovach and updated him on the situation, just to be sure he'd heard the exchange.
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The lights were out in my house. Calling it home would have been a stretch. I'd only lived there for a day, and it wasn't really mine anymore, if it ever was.

I approached the front door with caution, gripping Kayla by the arm. Still with the bag over her head and duct taped, she was Mandy as far as Dom knew.

I twisted the handle, pushed open the door, and crept into the foyer with my weapon in the firing position. I cleared the corners and advanced to the living room.

I kept Kayla behind me and swept the barrel of my pistol across the space.

I didn't know how long the subterfuge would last. Kayla didn't look that much like a hostage. There were plenty of opportunities for her to run. But I still held onto her arm to keep up appearances.

Dom stood at the far end of the living room, a pistol to Avery's head. She trembled with fear, her brow knitted. He took cover behind her, using her as a shield. The corner of his face poked out behind her head, and he smiled. "Glad you could make it.”

In front of them was a black duffel bag. I assumed it was full of cash.

Dom said, "It's all there. $1 million. Count it, if you like. All you have to do is what we talked about. Then you have skin in the game, and I’ll feel much more comfortable letting you live. She has already essentially disappeared. It shouldn't be too hard to get rid of the body. Then you’ve got $1 million. That'll cover any expenses to sell the house and relocate to another state. How does that sound?”

"Actually, it sounds pretty good," I said, my pistol still aimed at him. It was a tight shot—there was no denying it. Fine motor skills degrade under pressure. The slightest twitch could spell disaster for Avery. Dom just knew that I wouldn't pull the trigger. He knew I wouldn't risk it.

Dom was wrong.

My finger squeezed, and muzzle flash lit up the room. The bullet rocketed through the air and drilled Dom in the face. Crimson exploded out the back of his skull, and the pistol in his hand went slack. It fell to the hardwoods and clattered away as he crumpled to the ground.

Avery, covered in blood, shrieked and ran away.

The whole thing was on video.

Dark and grainy, but enough to tell what was going on. Dom held my wife hostage. I was merely standing my ground, protecting my castle. It was a clean kill, and nobody could say otherwise.

I advanced forward, kicked the weapon away, then knelt down and felt for a pulse, even though I knew the scumbag was gone.

You can never be too careful.

Avery rushed to me and gave me a hug. I wasn't too enthusiastic about hugging her back. The betrayal still stung.

“Where’s Ranger?” I said, dread twisting my stomach. “Where’s my dog?”

Kovach hustled inside, flipped on the light, and took in the scene. He didn't look displeased. In a dry voice, he said, "Well, that takes care of that."

It wasn't long before first responders swarmed. A horde of media gathered outside. A forensic photographer snapped photos, and investigators chronicled the scene. I gave Kovach a brief statement as a matter of protocol.

Outside on the front porch, Kovach spoke to reporters. "Tonight, Dom Vela kidnapped Avery Stahl. Thanks to the swift and decisive action of her husband, she is alive and well, and Dom Vela is not. Evidence has come to light implicating Dom in the deaths of his wife and daughter. Eric Stahl should be considered a hero.”

Cameras flashed, and reporters shouted questions, but that was all he had to say.

Two FBI agents arrived and found me and shook my hand. One of them said, “We’ve been trying to make a case on Dom Vela for the last five years and haven't been able to make anything stick. You just did us a huge favor."

I was happy to be on their good side for a change.

The ME bagged the body, and his crew transferred the remains to a yellow gurney. The press had a field day when they rolled him outside. Camera flashes erupted and lenses focused.

Avery found me and took my hand. In a soft voice, she said, “I’m sorry for everything. I feel terrible. I’ve broken it off with Wes. I’m willing to start over if you are.”
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Avery told me she had boarded Ranger.

“Why would you do that?”

“Because I needed some time to myself. Ranger was a basket case. He never stopped whimpering and chewing up everything.”

“You should have let me take him.”

“I’m sorry,” she said with a soft frown.

“Where is he?”

She told me and said she would pick him up and bring him to me tomorrow.

I told Avery there was no starting over for us. Trust was gone. How do you bounce back from something like that?

The media swarmed when I stepped outside. I declined to comment and drove the Camry back to Kovach’s house.

He followed.

I gave him the key in the driveway and thanked him for saving my life in the swamp.

He nodded and shook my hand. "I misjudged you."

That was all that needed to be said.

"I’ll give you a ride back to your hotel," he said, then looked at Kayla. "I'll take you back home."

We hopped into the back of his Tahoe and drove toward the hotel. Kayla took my hand. "Why don’t you stay with me?”

I lifted a curious eyebrow.

"I've got a spare bedroom. You can stay as long as you need to.”

"I don't think that's such a good idea."

"Why not? How long can you live out of that hotel? It's going to get expensive.”

"My life is complicated, and I think I'm about to go through a messy divorce."

"We're not sleeping together," she said, giving me a look that held possibilities. "I don't sleep with married men.” Then she added, “But something tells me you're not going to be married forever."

If I didn't know better, I'd say she'd grown fond of me. The feeling might have been reciprocated.

Kovach dropped me off at the hotel. I gathered my things and checked out. I didn't have much. By the time he dropped us off at the Poseidon, it was almost morning.

I thanked Kovach again, and he said, "Stay out of trouble. Both of you."

Kayla escorted me inside the luxury high-rise. We moved past the waterfall and the baby grand piano to the elevator bay and vaulted up to the 27th floor. Her keys jingled as she drew them from a pocket and opened the door.

"Welcome to my humble abode,” she said as we stepped inside and walked down the foyer to the living room.

It was a nice place with high ceilings and floor-to-ceiling window walls that opened to a terrace and offered a view of the ocean. Sleek modern furniture decorated the space, and a large flatscreen display was like having a movie theater in your living room. Abstract art hung on the walls in beachy tones.

She pointed across the living room. "Guest bedroom is over there. Make yourself at home. You’ve got a private bathroom and shower. You’re welcome to whatever is in the fridge, and we can load up on food tomorrow.”

"Thank you," I said. "This is really kind of you.”

She smiled and gave me a kiss on the cheek. "My pleasure.”

"What’s your father going to think about having a strange man as a roommate?”

The last thing I needed was more drama. I didn't necessarily think her father would approve.

She shrugged. "He'll just have to get used to it. Besides, I'll tell him you saved my life."

"You wouldn't have been in this mess if it wasn't for me."

"Willow was my friend. I got myself into this mess all on my own.” She smiled. "Sleep well."

She sauntered off to her bedroom, and I got settled in the guest room. Sliding glass doors offered access to the terrace. Another flatscreen sat atop the dresser, and there was a spacious closet that was empty.

I peeled out of my swampy clothes and threw them on the tile in the bathroom, then climbed into a hot shower to wash the muck and grime off of me.

Dirt swirled the drain, and with it all the trouble of the past few days. I had a clean start. I was about to embark on a new life and put the past behind me. This time, I hoped it would stick.

Smelling fresh and clean, I crawled off to sleep but was still wired with adrenaline. The events of the night replayed in my mind. The chaos in the swamp, the situation at home, all of it.

When I finally got to sleep, it was that thin, nervous sleep.

My phone buzzed on the nightstand earlier than I would've liked. Shafts of amber light seeped through the blinds. I reached a sleepy hand, grabbed the device, and looked at the screen. It was Tyson.

I answered the call and scratched out a sleepy, "Hello?"

"I hope I'm not catching you at a bad time.”

"No. Not at all." I filled him in on the events of the evening.

He'd already seen the rebroadcasts. It was all over the morning news. Once again, it had gone national. I was back in the public eye.

"I've got more bad news for you," he said. "But I think it's something you’ll want to hear.”
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"Are you ready to go down the rabbit hole?" Tyson asked.

I groaned. "How deep does it go?"

"My intel contact dug deep. She went way back, looking at phone records, bank transactions, you name it. Your wife's father left his estate and an insurance policy in an irrevocable trust that named Avery and her sister as primary beneficiaries."

"Yeah. What does that have to do with anything?”

"Bear with me. It gets a little complicated."

"I'm listening."

"The insurance policy was a second-to-die, meaning it doesn’t pay out until her stepmother passes.”

"Yeah. As I recall, she worked out a deal with her sister to take an early distribution if she relinquished any further claim to the trust. We were going through a bit of financial trouble, and Avery wanted the money up front. She put it into the house in California. When we sold that, she put the funds into the new house.”

"Yes, and the minute she put that into a property in both your names, it became a marital asset. That means you're entitled to half of it."

It was something I really hadn't considered. "So you're telling me that in the event of divorce, she’ll have to liquidate the house and give me 2.5 million dollars?”

"Yes, that's exactly what I'm saying."

I grinned. “Well, there are worse things.”

"How about attempted murder?"

"What do you mean?”

"According to Avery's phone records, she was in contact with Dr. Wes Ellington on a regular basis around the time of Evelyn's death and all through the trial. The exchanges began almost a year prior.”

"Are you saying she’s been having an affair with Dr. Ellington since back then?”

"It’s been going on for a long time.”

It was a punch to the gut.

"It gets worse. Before the incident in the desert, she made several phone calls to a prepaid cellular. That cellular followed you up to Joshua Tree, then went off the grid at the time of the murder.”

I swallowed hard, putting the pieces together. "Are you saying…?"

"I think your wife hired someone to kill you because she didn't want to liquidate the house and give you half of her inheritance.”

A cold sweat misted my skin. I was silent for a long moment as I processed the information. I didn't want to believe it, but it tracked. The pieces fit. It all made sense.

“Why didn’t anyone find this before?”

“Nobody bothered to look,” Tyson said. “Your wife wasn’t a suspect.”

"Have you been able to connect that burner phone with a person?”

“I’m hesitant to give you a name,” Tyson said.

“I’m not going to go kill the guy.” Then I admitted, “Maybe rough him up a bit.”

“The last thing you need to do is get in more trouble.”

“Evelyn deserves justice,” I said.

After a reluctant pause, Tyson said, "Darrell Morgan.”

"I need a current address, picture, and anything else you’ve got on him."

"I’ll give you the information if you swear to me you're not going to put him in the ground.”

"I just want to have a friendly chat.”
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Iborrowed Kayla’s car, left my phone in her apartment on the charger, and drove to California. She looked after Ranger. I paid cash for gas and motels along the way. I picked up a few burner phones on the drive.

2,700 miles of mind-numbing highway. Once I hit I-10, it was a straight shot. Driving across Texas was a full day. It’s a country all its own. Then I drove through New Mexico, Arizona, Nevada, and California. That eerie, unsettled feeling hit me as I passed through Joshua Tree.

Five days after I left Florida, I reached Toluca Lake. Kayla’s white convertible Jaguar F-type fit in well in SoCal.

With the Verdugo Mountains in the hazy distance, it was strange to be back in California. I had just left. But this wasn't my home anymore.

There was nothing to put me in LA. No GPS data or cell tower tracking. Automated license plate readers along the way could have picked up the car, but someone would have to dig. I was a needle in a haystack. Plus, a light coating of dirt and grime on the rear plate and no front plate made IR reading difficult.

I checked into a small motel on Ventura Boulevard with a fake ID and settled in. This wasn't exactly a free state when it came to firearms. My pistol was still in the property department at the Emerald County Sheriff's Office. I wouldn't have taken it out here anyway. Traveling across state lines, shady cops in the desert. No, thank you. Plus, I didn’t want anything connecting me.

I needed a clean weapon, untraceable.

Not that I intended to do anything untoward with it, but just in case. Despite the strict gun laws, it wouldn't be hard to acquire a weapon if you knew the right people. This was my neck of the woods. With a phone call and a fee, I had one—a 3D-printed ghost gun with no serial. No way to trace it back to me.

Tyson told me Darrell lived in the Mountain Vista Apartments, just a few blocks away in North Hollywood. On the other side of the hill from Hollywood proper, NOHO was a different world.

The Mountain View Apartments weren’t anything special. It was an old building, built in the ’50s with stucco siding, a flat roof, and two stories of units in a U-shaped building around a central courtyard with a pool. Cracker boxes that went for way too much money.

Gated access to the courtyard pretended to keep undesirables out. The building had tandem covered parking in the back for residents. It was a typical Southern California layout.

Darrell lived in Unit #204.

I sat across from the alley in the Jag, surveilling the complex. The glow from a streetlight illuminated the area, casting long shadows.

Tyson’s intel contact had tracked the perp’s phone. Darrell was down south in Inglewood.

I didn’t want to go trekking all over town. I sat in the car and waited. He’d come home, eventually.

Tyson texted me from a burner on his end when Darrell was on the move. Tyson was smart enough not to connect himself to me, even though I assured him I was just on a fact-finding mission.

Darrell took the 405, heading north. Tyson kept me updated with his position, sending texts. It wasn't long before Darrell turned onto the 101, heading east. He took Lankershim into North Hollywood. The black Charger pulled into the alley behind the Mountain View apartment complex and turned into a parking space.

By that time, I was out of the car and strutting across the street. With a surgical mask, sunglasses, and a baseball cap, I was relatively incognito. There were no cameras in the back alley or on the street. I’d done several recon passes.

Music thumped from the vehicle, rattling the trunk lid. Boom, boom, boom!

With dark-tinted windows, it was hard to see inside the car. But Darrell was alone. He finally cut the engine and opened the door.

By that time, I was there with my pistol in his face. "Don't move!"

Darrell reached for a pistol in his waistband.

"Don't even think about it!”

Better judgment prevailed. "What the fuck do you want?”

I tossed him a pair of handcuffs. "Put these on.”

I wore latex gloves.

"Man, this is bullshit!”

Darrell lay on the horn, and I pistol-whipped him. The grip hit his brow and opened a gash. Blood poured down, staining his shirt.

He stopped honking the horn.

"I'm not going to tell you again, put on the handcuffs, or you're a dead man!"

"You have any idea who I am?"

“I know exactly who you are.”

Darrell finally complied. He ratcheted the cuffs around his wrists with a click.

I breathed a little easier with the threat somewhat neutralized. My eyes gave a quick glance around to make sure we were still alone.

"You better kill me, because I'm gonna fuck you up when I get free.”

“With your thumb and index finger, pull the gun out of your waistband and drop it on the ground. Slowly. Any sudden moves, and I will shoot you.”

With a suppressor screwed to the threaded barrel of my pistol, it would attenuate the report by about 30 decibels. The gunshot would go from a deafening bang to the sound of a car backfiring. Maybe no one would pay it any attention.

I didn't set out to kill the guy, but if it came down to it…

I kept my pistol aimed at him, my finger around the trigger. If he so much as twitched, he'd get a bullet in the face. And he knew it.

Darrell pulled out the gun and tossed it on the ground.

He didn't have a concealed carry permit. Not with his criminal history—gang violence, petty theft, drugs, the usual rap sheet. Tyson had given me all his info.

Darrell was a well-built guy in his early 30s. He was destined for a federal penitentiary or a grave. Those were pretty much his two options. Darrell wasn't going to have to worry about growing old and shitting himself in a retirement home. It just wasn't in the cards for him. And that was fine by me.

"Got any other weapons on you?”

"No man. Just my fists. I'm gonna beat you to death with them the first opportunity I get.”

"You had your chance.”

“What?”

I tossed him another pair of cuffs. “Cuff yourself to the steering wheel.”

He hesitated.

“Do it, now. Hurry!”

After a moment’s hesitation, he complied.

I closed his door, dragged his pistol toward me with my foot, then picked it up with caution and slipped into the backseat behind him.

The car smelled like weed. Darrell had burned a lot of it on the way here. It dulled his reflexes. I wouldn’t be surprised if there was a trunk full of it that he picked up in Inglewood.

I pulled out my burner phone and began recording video. "You're going to tell me what you did with the body?”

"What body?”

I cracked him in the back of the head with the butt of my pistol again.

"Ow!”

"It's gonna get a lot worse for you if you don't start telling me what I want to know.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Evelyn Whittaker. In the desert.”

“I don’t know anyone named Evelyn.”

“Keep playing games. See where that gets you.”

He glared at me in the rearview. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Had he genuinely forgotten about the whole thing?

“The model you raped and murdered, and the photographer you shot.

Recognition flashed in his eyes.

“Start talking, or it’s going to get painful.”

I pulled a torch lighter from my pocket. I’d picked it up at a truck stop. I clicked the button, and the blue flame hissed.

Darrell’s stoned, glassy eyes widened.

“Just think about sizzling, crackling flesh.”

"That was a long time ago. I don't remember.”

"Bullshit. Where did you bury her body?”

After a beat, his wide eyes staring at the blue flame in the mirror, he said, "Somewhere in the desert.”

"Where?”

"How the fuck should I know? That shit all looks the same to me."

"Who hired you?”

Darrell said nothing.

I cracked him again in the back of the head.

"Would you stop doing that?"

"Stop giving me the runaround.”

Darrell maintained his silence.

"I'm gonna ask you one more time, who hired you to kill them?” I knew the answer, I just wanted to hear him say it.

“Why do you care, anyway?”

“Answer the question,” I demanded, bringing the flaming blue torch near.

Darrell winced. "That guy’s wife.”

That hung there for a moment. It was satisfying to hear the truth.

“Avery Stahl?”

“Yeah, whatever her name was.”

"Who was your accomplice?”

"I ain't no rat.”

"You’re gonna be dead if you don't tell me,” I said, keeping a wary eye on the alley. So far, the cross traffic on the street hadn't noticed us. Nobody had stepped into the parking area. With the tinted windows, we’d be hard to see. Nobody would bother us anyway. This was Los Angeles. Nobody cared about anything other than their careers.

I pulled up a picture I had grabbed from social media. I displayed it on my burner and showed it to him. “Your mother and your sister live in Riverside. I’ll kill them first. Then I’ll come for you. I can get to anyone, anywhere. You’re going to do exactly what I say and tell me everything I want to know. Are we on the same page?”
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Imade Darrell confess again for the camera. This time, it was cleaner. No interruptions with my questions.

I was looking at aggravated kidnapping and a long stretch in prison if this didn’t pan out. The forced confession wouldn’t be admissible. It would get tossed, and so would any evidence it led to. But Darrell didn’t know that.

I had plenty of contacts in the media. A leak from an anonymous source would create public outrage and pressure to reopen the investigation.

I told Darrell, “If you turn yourself in, give up your co-conspirator, and lead the cops to Evelyn’s remains, you’ll get a deal. I don’t need to tell you again what the alternative is. You’ve got 24 hours. If I don’t hear about it on the news, you can kiss your family goodbye. I’ve got nothing to lose.”

“Who are you?”

“Someone you should be afraid of.”

I gave a cautious look around, left Darrell’s pistol in the backseat, and climbed out of the car.

Darrell shouted, “You can’t leave me like this!”

I can, and I did.

I hustled out of the alley and walked down the sidewalk, out of view. With another burner phone, I called 911 and reported a man with a gun attempting to steal a black sedan. I gave the dispatcher the plate number, location, and Darrell’s description. I tried to disguise my voice as best I could. After ending the call, I shut the burner off and tossed it down a drain.

The gun alone would be enough to put Darrell away for a long time. As a convicted felon, he was looking at 5-15 years in combination with the drug possession.

I walked down the block, crossed the street, then circled around. When I was on the next block, I ducked into another alley and pulled off my mask and jacket, then circled the block and walked back to the Jag.

The LAPD still hadn’t arrived yet. Let’s just say their response time was lacking. In Burbank, they’d have been there in 5 minutes.

I drove back to the hotel, crawled into bed, and tried to settle down. Adrenaline still flooded my veins.

Only time would tell if I had to pay Darrell another visit.
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“Shocking news today as a Southland man has confessed to the rape and murder of Evelyn Whittaker. Picked up by LAPD on a drug and weapons charge in the early morning, Darrell Morgan has claimed responsibility and implicated an unlikely accomplice. Avery Stahl is now wanted for questioning by federal authorities in a bizarre murder for hire plot. Morgan has also named a co-conspirator and is said to be cooperating with authorities. The National Park Service and the San Bernardino County Sheriff’s Department are currently searching Joshua Tree for Evelyn’s remains. We’ll keep you updated on this story as it develops.”

It wasn’t a bad way to start the morning.

After a shower, shave, and breakfast, I loaded my gear and psyched myself up for the long drive back to Florida. Despite everything, Sapphire Shoals had grown on me. Kayla might have, too.

By the time I got back to Florida, park rangers had discovered Evelyn’s remains. Darrell’s accomplice and Avery had been arrested.

A huge weight was lifted from me. With my head clear and the past behind me, I finished the book.

A year to the day later, I stood just offstage, ready to make my appearance on Morning Nation. Kayla gripped my hand tightly and kissed my cheek. Her breathy whisper tickled my ear. “Knock ‘em dead.”

The host addressed the audience. “Our next guest has a wild story and a bestselling thriller. Please welcome Eric Stahl, author of ‘Palm Desire.’”

Ready for more?

Tyson’s adventure begins with Wild Ocean.

Tyson’s story continues with Wild Acid.

Want more coastal crime thrillers?

Join my crime thriller newsletter and find out what happens next!


AUTHOR’S NOTE



Thank you for taking this incredible journey with me. I’m having such a blast, writing the old fashioned way. All my books are written by me, and always will be. I put my heart and soul into these stories, and I love what I do. More to come!

Thanks for all the great reviews and kind words!

If you liked this book, let me know with a review on Amazon.

Thanks for reading!

—Tripp
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I'm just a geek who loves to write. Follow me on Facebook.
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