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The putrid stench of raw sewage shot bile into the back of her throat. She hardly noticed.  

Her lanky arms chugged harder than they had in years as a warm mist sprayed her freckled 

face and bare shoulders. Lime green sandals clipped and shuffled along the pavement on 

Shorecrest Drive, her left shoe flapping against her oversized foot. 

She paused for a quick moment, then reached down, ripped the leather strap from her left 

ankle, and kicked off the other sandal. Flipping her eyes over her shoulder, the two-lane paved 

road behind her was barren, a buzzing streetlight funneling into a black vacuum. 

She still had hope.  

Three quick steps, and she was back at full speed. Realizing she still held a broken sandal, 

she tossed the shoe toward the lake that bordered the road just beyond a patch of dirt and grass. 

She’d once partied like her life depended on it on the other side of Bachman Lake, up and down 

Northwest Highway.  

Now she ran like her life depended on it. It did. 

Squinting into the thin sheen of rain, her green eyes only saw a haze of motionless lights in 

the distance—her glasses had been crushed days ago, and a blanket of fog had engulfed Dallas in 

the middle of a still night. 

What night is it? 

With her legs and arms motoring as fast as she could pump them, she felt like the only 

person on the planet. Panting breaths poured from her lungs, the pattering of her bare feet against 

wet pavement offsetting the rapid-fire thud of her overworked heart. Not a single other noise. 

Had the world ended while she’d been held captive? 

A jagged shadow cut across her path, firing a jolt of electricity into the stem of her skull. 

Jerking her body away from the absence of light to escape the unknown assailant, she threw up a 

defensive arm. Her unblinking eyes cast a frightened gaze and found a barbed wire fence with 

metal poles mounted at least twenty feet off the ground, red lights blinking against the sky—

nothing more than a gray moat. 

Slowly, her pulse retreated to a level her body could actually sustain without exploding. 

Now just in a jog as she glared at the razor-sharp spikes at the top of the fence, her 

neurotransmitters punched through the mental haze. Then it hit her—she was staring at the 

northern border of Love Field Airport. That’s why it seemed too eerily quiet. The fog had 

grounded the planes.  

Pissed at herself for wasting so much energy on an inanimate object, her knees propelled her 

body forward. Within seconds, her lungs couldn’t take in enough oxygen and her head became 

woozy. It felt like she’d run a 10K, but she knew she’d covered no more than a few hundred 

yards.  



The exercise to escape the hellhole only seemed to saturate her bloodstream with more 

heroin. She’d tried her best to not inject each lethal dose she’d been forced to give herself the last 

few days, but the puncture wounds on her arm didn’t get there by magic—at least a small amount 

of the toxic drug had infiltrated her system. 

Wafts of feces still lingered in the air, but not as strong as before. She picked up another foul 

odor, possibly dead fish hitting the shore of the polluted lake. Her stomach did flips, a result of 

too much poison pumping through her veins and not enough food over the course of at least a 

week. But with no access to windows or fresh air of any kind, days and nights had merged 

together, her swirling, drug-induced mind trying to make sense of what had happened since she’d 

been plucked off the street. 

Amidst her panicked attempts to feed her deprived muscles more fuel, images flashed into 

her frontal lobe. In her current state, she couldn’t determine if they were hallucinations, 

agonizing nightmares. While her resolve had always been strong—almost to the point of pissing 

off everyone she’d become close to—she questioned whether she should have been able to fight 

off all the advances back in the basement. Without surrendering her thoughts to a detailed replay, 

as spotty as it might be, she knew she’d been violated. She’d prepared herself for that…the 

moment she looked in his eyes. Eyes of degeneracy. Eyes of domination.  

But she thought she recalled even worse actions. Or were they just threats? Dammit! 

Something told her to look at her nails. She did, and they still looked the same, chewed up with 

chipped silver paint. Wait. Was that the moment she figured out how to escape? While they 

tended to another hostage, she’d shoved a finger down her throat, puked all over the floor, the 

chair, and herself, which delayed their promise to yank her nails off her hand and allowed her to 

skip the last dose of heroin for the night. The vomit must be part of the odor she continued to 

smell. Later, after the house went quiet and her restraints were already loosened from her 

regurgitation exercise, she found an open window on the first floor, slipping through until her 

thin frame landed on dirt. She didn’t look back. 

There was no way in hell she’d allow herself to return to that house of torture, or anywhere 

near that demented psychopath. She’d rather slit her wrists than let that heathen… Wait. Another 

image. His tongue, a disgusting serpent-like appendage, bright pink, coated with a gel-like film. 

It had a mind all its own, slinking against her skin. 

Releasing a grunt, she blinked away the image before it went to the point of no return. She’d 

deal with the post-traumatic stress crap later. Now it was all about finding someone to call the 

police, finding safety, then maybe back to her parents’ home, the only place she’d truly felt safe. 

A bridge appeared out of the soupy fog just as the road seemed to bend right. She noticed a 

fast-food restaurant glowing on the other side, orange and white. Must be open twenty-four 

hours, she thought.  

Audible breaths escaped through her thin lips, and she surged even faster, the bridge less 

than a hundred feet away—not soon enough. Instantly, her legs felt like hundred-pound steel tire 

boots had just been strapped to her feet. Her calves had locked up.  



Fuck! 

Glancing down, she willed her legs forward. 

“Move, dammit!” 

But the more she pressed, the tighter her muscles got, her shins feeling like they were 

dragging two cinder blocks, her toes unable to push off.  

She cried out and sputtered along a few more steps. Then she paused and rubbed her calves 

with both hands, tying to knead the muscles, hoping they’d somehow revert to their normal, 

pliable existence. No response from the muscles, none. The pain was unbearable, as if the muscle 

was curling into a tiny snail while a hammer—the pavement—pounded on it with each step. She 

adjusted and tried to run stiff-legged. Frankenstein came to mind. Releasing a loud gasp, her 

breathing went south, and the entire fluid motion of running broke down. Surging her body 

forward, she hobbled and lunged, hobbled and lunged. Two, three feet at a time, her pace 

whittled down to a fraction of what she was running before.  

She clenched her jaw, refocused her effort, swinging her arms with every ounce of strength 

she had, anything to propel her tree-trunk legs ahead. Forward.  

She heard a faint sound. A car? 

Jerking her head back, the road behind her was still dark. Nothing there, unless a car had yet 

to emerge from the pit of fog. Back to the mission of running to find someone to help. 

Suddenly, lights appeared on the bridge. It was a car, headlights low to the ground, moving 

toward this side of the lake. It turned in her direction. Her lungs emptied, a feeling of relief 

starting to engulf her body. She planted her hands on her knees, her chest heaving. The car crept 

closer. It looked like an older model Corvette. 

Hobbling to the center of the road, she waved her hands. Fifty feet and closing, the car didn’t 

appear to be slowing. She waved again. “Hey, hey! I need help! Stop the car!” she yelled as loud 

as her husky voice could go.  

The engine growled at an even rate, but it didn’t slow down. 

Is the driver blind? 

Squinting, she spotted a middle-aged man with a cheesy perm, wrist over the steering wheel. 

A twenty-something female with straight, black hair sat in the other seat. They both looked right 

at her standing in the road, wearing only boxer shorts and a borrowed T-shirt with some type of 

blue logo from a bodybuilding center on it.  

Less than twenty feet and closing. They must be ignoring her. She had no modesty at this 

point. Hell, she lost that a long time ago when she had to turn a couple of tricks just to feed 

herself. 

She raised her T-shirt and flashed the Corvette couple, hoping to elicit some response. 

At the last second, the man with the fake fro punched the horn, and the girl somehow forced 

her legs to lunge out of the way, falling to the wet road. She threw up two middle fingers, 

praying the asshole would get pissed and turn around.  

But nothing. 



“Asshole.” As the word fell off her lips, she heard a crack in her voice. Hope was 

disappearing into the murky fog. 

She pried herself off the ground and balanced on two useless fence posts. Raising her head, 

she set her sights on the bridge, knowing the fast-food joint was on the other side. She felt a 

single tear roll down her face. She smacked the tear away, ashamed she’d allowed even the 

slightest pinhole to poke through her dam of resolve.  

With her legs still unresponsive, she realized she was dehydrated, which likely had caused 

her muscles to cramp up. She held out her tongue, but the slight mist didn’t provide any relief. 

She trudged ahead, shuffling and lunging, grunting out breaths on every third step.  

Just as she reached the stone side to the two-lane bridge, she paused a brief second. The 

bridge had a hump, but it was only a couple hundred feet across. Then, she guessed it was 

another quarter mile to the fast-food joint. Turning her head to catch her breath, she noticed a 

soft yellow glow around the bend of the road. A small, wood frame home. The first she’d seen 

since she escaped. Which destination was closer…the restaurant or the house? Which had less 

risk?  

She picked up a scent of burgers and fries, and her stomach felt empty. Hobbling twenty feet 

to the opposite side of the road, resting her hand on the stone wall nearest the house, she leaned 

her head even closer. A single Bradford pear tree sat in the home’s front yard, surrounded by 

short grass so green it appeared spray-painted. The home’s exterior was made of cobalt blue 

siding, older, pre-2000. The entire property was as flat as her back, situated at an odd angle off 

the street, as if the home predated the road. A white sedan sat in the driveway that ran along the 

right side of the house. Someone must be home.  

She wasn’t sure her legs could go any farther. Even with the brief rest, her heart was 

hammering her chest. She might have to crawl. But she would never stop. Later, after the cops 

showed up, she would ask them to take her through the drive-through and order a double 

cheeseburger and onion rings. That would be her simple reward. 

Taking in a breath, her body quivered. It was mid-May, the temperature probably in the 

sixties. Her body felt like it might just break down completely. Refusing to give in to what could 

happen, she rubbed her arms and made a beeline for the home surrounded by green turf.  

But her beeline was nothing faster than a worm inching ahead in slow motion. Still, she gave 

it everything she had. Shuffling, lunging, prodding her legs to take one more step, then cajoling 

them to pull her body another three feet. Each step took laser-like focus, her arms trying to pull 

unresponsive legs. She could no longer feel the bottoms of her feet. She looked down and 

wondered if somehow her blood had been cut off. Maybe the heroin had impacted her blood 

flow. Who knows what kind of shit was in the batch she’d been given? 

Finally, she reached the grass, and her toes felt a tingle against the moist lawn. Glancing 

around, she saw no one, heard nothing, her glare centrally focused on the front porch and the 

four steps to reach it. 

A few feet from the porch, her pulse again started to sprint, as emotion invaded her throat. 



Part of her just wanted to cry out, hoping anyone alive would hear, come to her rescue, call the 

cops. Soon, it would be over. Soon, she could relax and try to recapture what it was like to be 

young again. Maybe not so innocent, even before she’d been plucked off the street.  

Falling to her knees, she pulled an elbow onto the first wooden step, then dragged her legs 

behind her, grunting with each surge of energy. Up to the second step and the third. Just as she 

willed her body up to the warped porch, a diesel engine roared to life behind her. Looking over 

her shoulder, the grill and wide tires of a pickup split the fog, hauling ass, moving right toward 

her, the engine’s growl feeling like a half-ton demolition ball slamming into her chest. She jerked 

her elbow forward, and a two-inch splinter gouged her forearm. Blood poured from the wound, 

but she didn’t care. 

Lunging toward the door, she knocked with spastic fists until her knuckles bled. She glanced 

back. The truck had just crossed the road, spilling into the perfectly manicured lawn, fishtailing 

slightly, spitting up dirt, the engine so loud she couldn’t hear herself gasp.  

The doorbell. Leaning up, she jabbed the doorbell repeatedly.  

The truck skidded just next to the Bradford pear, the driver’s side door opening before the 

vehicle had stopped rocking. Her hands against the front door of the house, she felt a vibration. 

Someone was unlocking the padlock. 

“Open the door please. Please, quickly!” 

The man emerging from the truck had thick-soled boots, an enormous brass belt buckle. 

Fucking hick. 

A swell of emotion engulfed her senses and she cried out, “Please. Hurry!” 

A chest the size of Montana with the gut of Nebraska pooching out, the pug-nosed beast 

took five strides toward her. His boot finally clipped the first step. 

The front door opened. A silver-haired woman wearing a flowered robe, her shoulders 

leaning inward, raised prune-like fingers. 

“What’s all the commotion about?” 

She wore glasses, but the old woman’s eyes had yet to spot her, crumpled on the wooden 

floor of the front porch. 

“Down here. Help me, please!” 

The two females locked eyes just as the beast picked her up by the scruff of her neck, as if 

she were nothing more than a lost alley cat. 

“Nothing to worry about, ma’am,” he said with a thick Southern accent. 

“Why is she yelling that she needs help?” The woman crossed her arms, took a single step 

forward. 

“Call the police. I’ve been held hostage. Please!” she yelled. The man chuckled, holding her 

neck. “The youth today have no respect for the law.” 

He flashed a piece of crumpled paper toward the old woman. “It’s called failure to appear. 

She skipped her hearing for the third time—drug possession charge. I’m licensed with the state 

of Texas, and I’ve been asked to bring her in.” 



Catching a clump of auburn hair in his grasp, his fingers clamped down on the back of her 

neck like the Jaws of Life…with the opposite effect. She cried out, her entire spine feeling like it 

was being invaded by a million fire ants. Suddenly, his thumb popped in further—he’d torn 

through her skin with his vice-like grip. Whatever air was left in her lungs was sucked out. 

Flailing her arms, choking, gagging, it felt like the bastard’s fingers were tearing through what 

little flesh she had, to reach bone. His fingernails must have been filed like a box cutter.  

She couldn’t even raise her head to look at the old woman, but the lady must have seen the 

brutality. Right? 

“At this stage, they’re no different than a wild animal. Fuckin’ shame,” he said. 

The woman shuffled loose house shoes onto the porch. “I’m not a fan of that language, 

young man.” 

She raised her eyes for a moment and saw the old woman crossing her arms, her lips 

drawing a straight line. 

“I apologize, ma’am. You spend enough time around untamed animals, it gets to you, is all I 

can say.” 

“Let me go!”  

“Ooh, she’s a wild one. Heroin. It’s at an epidemic level with this age group.” 

He shuffled backward another couple of steps, her head attached to his bear claw. The 

agonizing pain was unlike anything she’d felt or even imagined any human could sustain. A 

dagger or a point-blank shotgun blast couldn’t have felt any more painful. She saw drops of 

blood staining the grass around her, followed closely by an open faucet of tears. 

“This one here is desperate, going through withdrawal. But we’ve got to be strong and not 

give in to the temptation. I don’t have any heroin to give to her. Do you?” he asked the old 

woman.  

“Huh?” The old lady acted surprised. “Of course not.” 

“Please. You must help—” she sputtered.  

“Are you hungry?” The beast stuffed a candy bar down the girl’s throat, jamming her 

airwaves and her voice. 

“Don’t mean to bother you so late at night, ma’am,” he said, nodding to the woman. 

He backed toward the truck. Just as he tossed her inside, she caught a quick glance of the 

woman still standing on her porch, void of emotion. She must be blind or too old to know better. 

She finally was able to spit out the chocolate and caramel and began to kick and scream and 

throw her arms every which way. The man leaned over, grabbed the seatbelt buckle, and locked 

her in. Growling and bawling, the girl slammed her elbows and fists into his head. He didn’t 

even flinch, as if he was made of stone. Like a caged animal, her rage grew even more furious, as 

knuckles cracked against glass, her shoulders and head smashing against hard plastic, hoping to 

launch the airbag, anything to create a diversion, to give her another opportunity for escape.  

Anything to avoid a return to the basement, the drug-induced delirium, and the invasive, 

slithering tongue.  



Oh God, the tongue. 

Suddenly, the force of a twenty-pound bat slammed into her torso. The man had swung his 

sledgehammer fist. She heard a crack just below her left breast. Touching her side, she felt a 

sharp bump—a broken rib. Spears of pain pierced her chest, evaporating every ounce of fight left 

in her, as if a giant helium balloon had just been shot out of the sky. Helpless screams clogged 

her ears, nothing more than the shredded, rubbery flesh of the balloon falling hopelessly to the 

pitiful earth. 

Her last gasps for air only served to fog up the windows. Within seconds, the old woman’s 

silver hair and yellow, flowered robe blended into nothingness—just like the girl’s hope.  

The young girl had finally been defeated.  
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Hunched over, squinting a single eye through her front blinds, the eighty-nine-year-old 

great-grandmother watched the silver dually back out of her yard. Through the cover of darkness 

and fogged-up windows, the images from the truck were nothing more than a hazy blur, reds and 

whites thrashing all over the cab.  

Damn, that girl was putting up a pretty good fight. 

The woman’s eyesight wasn’t as bad as some people thought, especially her eldest daughter, 

who insisted that she move into a senior home down in Florida. 

Those places smelled. The only way she’d end up in an old folks’ home was if they strapped 

her to a gurney and put her in one of those CareFlite helicopters. But they had better bring an 

army of medics and a valium. Helicopter or plane, it mattered very little. She hadn’t been fond of 

heights since 1973, when she’d been stuck on the ledge of a lighthouse down at the coast just as 

the leading edge of a hurricane battered the seaside town of Port Isabel.  

The pickup’s diesel engine growled, and she watched red lights disappear into the murky 

fog. 

Stepping away from the window, the old woman reset her spectacles, then dropped her 

hands in the front pockets of Martha—her housecoat that had been part of her life for the last 

twenty-six years. She padded over to Duffy, her overstuffed, brown suede chair. Everything that 

had meaning in her life had a name. 

Using her arms as anchors on either side, she slowly dropped into the chair, her hundred-

pound frame barely putting a dent in old Duffy. She took the remote control in her hand but 

hesitated before unmuting the Weather Channel.  

The way that man held the girl didn’t seem right. Her eyes were bugging out. Her arms and 

legs were dancing around like they’d been plugged into an electrical socket.  

Then again, drugs would do that to you, especially heroin.  

Over the years she’d seen everything from the front porch of her simple home. Tapping a 

finger to her cheek, she counted the time since she’d lived on Shorecrest Drive. It was either 

forty-one or forty-two years since she’d moved in. She acquired the place for practically nothing 

because everyone complained about the airport noise. Didn’t matter much to her. It helped her 

sleep at night usually. 

Maybe that’s why she’d tossed and turned in her bed this evening. Damn fog had grounded 

the airplanes. She’d never thought much about how reliant her sleep patterns had become on the 

streaking jets’ white noise. 

She chuckled out loud, recalling all the kids who’d ended up at her house late at night. There 

was that one girl who simply passed out on the front lawn. The old woman’s three-legged pooch, 

Gunsmoke, had gone outside for his late-night pee and started barking. Sitting on Duffy in her 



living room, she heard the commotion and ran outside. She was hit with a rancid smell of booze 

twenty feet before she got to the girl. The old woman turned on a hose, and the girl came to life 

and stumbled away. 

Thinking about her recently departed puppy, her eyes became glassy. He’d been her sidekick 

for the last fourteen years. Always there to protect her.  

A quick memory came to mind—those two boys, or should she call them young studs? 

About ten years back, after a flurry of doorbell rings, she hurried to the front and swung 

open the door. Two college hunks stood there bare-ass naked trying to cover their junk. For one 

fella, it was a failed effort. His hands just weren’t big enough.  

God bless him…and his junk, she’d thought to herself. With her eyes burning a hole in his 

midsection, he said, “Is this the Bachman Lake Whorehouse?” 

If she had been twenty years younger, she could have said or done any number of things. 

Instead, she just replied with, “Fraternity prank, huh?” 

They nodded, and she shut the door. She’d never forget the images. One in particular. 

Sound came from the flat screen—she’d accidentally clicked the volume button—and a rain 

slicker squeezed the chubby cheeks of a meteorologist stuck in the middle of a hurricane on the 

Indian coast. He was actually leaning at a forty-five-degree angle to offset the high winds. Hope 

that wouldn’t hit Dallas any time in the next couple of days. Wait, he was actually on the other 

side of the planet. Nothing to worry about for at least a week, she figured. 

The sounds of crashing waves behind the weatherman allowed her mind to drift, and she 

couldn’t stop thinking about the desperate pleas from that girl. The hysterical tone of her voice, 

tears draining down her freckled face. Drugs or not, she seemed distraught, afraid for her life 

even. But who wouldn’t be afraid to go back to jail, especially if she was on the verge of being 

cut off from her drug supply?  

It was a damn shame that it took a bear-sized man to endanger himself and wrangle these 

young kids into understanding right from wrong. Rules weren’t made to be broken, her mother 

would say when she used to cut in line at the ice cream parlor.  

A quick image of the girl’s white-knuckled hand clutching the old woman’s robe flashed 

across her frontal lobe. Her fingers seemed different. Had she used an ink pen to draw 

something? Maybe it was the phone number to her drug dealer. Could have been a smiley face to 

help her survive the daily struggle of living with a drug addiction. Who knew? Her eyes were 

almost as sharp as her mind, but she wasn’t Wonder Woman. Sheesh! 

With the girth of a California redwood, the man looked like he had the strength of the Man 

of Steel. But his yes ma’ams and no ma’ams didn’t fool her. He gave off a vibe of someone 

who’d been in a few scraps. With his extra wide pickup, ropers, and massive brass belt buckle, 

he was pure Texan. That buckle was almost as big as Captain America’s shield. Made her think 

about an old program she used to watch, Walker, Texas Ranger. Chuck Norris…now that was a 

man who could do some damage to the bad guys. 

Come to think of it, she never actually saw the man’s badge. He could have been a cop 



wearing street clothes, or even a Texas Ranger like her hero, Chuck Norris. Nothing to worry 

about, though. He had the piece of paper that clearly stated the distraught girl had purposely 

skipped her court appearance for breaking the law.  

Rules weren’t made to be broken. 

She clicked the remote four times, then found an old rerun. A smile parted her lips as she 

watched Chuck Norris kick the asses of fourteen would-be assailants in about thirty seconds.  

An American hero. 
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“Eat more chicken!” Samantha threw a fist in the air, punctuating an exuberant ending to the 

“Happy Birthday” song for my assistant-partner at Booker & Associates.  

“Hey, Alisa, are you in some type of catatonic state from the mesmerizing torches of age?” 

Justin, my best friend since the beginning of time, laughed so hard his slim shoulders popped up 

and down. He was so out of control his wrinkled forehead turned shades of red. 

“Very funny, One Nut. It just so happens that I was carded buying wine at the grocery the 

other day.” 

My shapely business partner who also happened to be the best damn researcher any private 

investigator could ask for, planted a hand on the hip of her Lucky Brand jeans while standing at 

the head of the table, daring Justin to attempt a comeback of his own. 

Justin opened his mouth, looked into the corner of the restaurant, then pointed a finger 

toward Alisa at the end of the trapezoid table. “That’s kind of interesting, Alisa. But I heard they 

felt sorry for you.” 

She twisted her head, her amber eyes not leaving Justin. She, like the rest of us, was 

obviously weary of where the ponytailed bar owner was taking this. 

“Yeah, they found you staring through glass doors at the frozen cans of orange juice for two 

straight hours.” Covering his mouth, a snorting chortle escaped his lips. “On the can, it read 

‘Concentrate.’” 

“Is that supposed to be some type of blond joke, One Nut?” She arched an eyebrow as I 

heard a couple of “oohs” behind me. 

“Nope. Just an Alisa joke…who happens to be blond.” 

We all busted out laughing until David, the owner of the five-star restaurant we were holding 

the party in, popped the cork on a bottle of champagne. A high-pitched shriek came from behind 

me. Not a fan of screaming women, even if it was in response to the sudden pop, I turned slowly 

and found Cindy burying her face in the neck of her boyfriend Henry, a Dallas County assistant 

district attorney and one of my old college buddies. Since the pair had been an official couple for 

a good two months, I was trying to categorize Cindy as a friend as well. But we had a history, the 

kind where I used to look over my shoulder every time I neared my East Dallas condominium. 

Let’s just say my acceptance of her in any normal fashion was a work in progress. But I kept my 

thoughts to myself. A small hand tugged on my Hugo Boss shirt.  

“Daddy, Daddy.” 

I looked down at my five-year-old daughter, Samantha, her thick locks pulled back by a 

purple headband that her mother—my ex-fiancée—had given her. Even when she wasn’t 

smiling, which wasn’t very often, tiny dimples highlighted her cute cheeks.  

“Yes, Mittens.” I’d given her this nickname when she was a mound of baby fat, her fingers 



undetectable. 

“I counted thirty-nine candles, but everyone keeps saying happy thirty-sevenvph.” 

Samantha butchered the last word, but I knew what she meant. 

“Samantha, darlin’.” Alisa leaned down and ran a gentle hand through Samantha’s thick 

mane, her double shot of tequila already making her sound like a Southern belle. “With that 

many candles, it’s easy to get lost in counting.” 

“Okay, Auntie Lisa.” 

Samantha nuzzled her head against my side. 

“Do you know how to subtract numbers?” Alisa asked. 

My little girl shook her head, then brought a finger to her jack-o’-lantern mouth. “Wait, is 

that when you do minus?” 

We chuckled, and Alisa replied, “Yes, darlin’. Just between us girls, here’s a trick you need 

to remember. Whenever you’re counting candles on my cake in the future, always do minus five. 

So, if you take thirty-seven minus five, what do you get?” 

Tapping extended fingers on the opposite hand, I could see her full lips moving—a trait she 

inherited from her curvaceous mother. Thankfully, I’d yet to see my little girl exhibit her 

mother’s Latin temper. Damn, Eva was a passionate woman. That’s kind of how we got into 

this…arrangement. 

“Thirty-two?” Samantha raised her shoulders, her saucer-plate eyes appearing as if she’d 

just used the Pythagorean theorem to come up with the answer. 

Alisa clapped. “Good girl, Samantha. You’re going to grow up to be a financial whiz.” 

Henry, Cindy, and Justin had shuffled closer, while David and his boyfriend Dax were 

walking back into the side room of their restaurant—Asian fusion with an ambiance that matched 

the Spider Man lair, literally. I glanced over at David, who looked more like an investment 

banker dressed in blue Armani, realizing the only reason we’d been able to hold a party at the 

swankiest restaurant in Dallas was because he’d used his financial genius to swindle Justin’s 

sister out of twenty-five thousand dollars. We’d traveled a long path to get where we were, 

including Justin, who’d recently partnered with the Double Ds to develop a mobile food 

business. Thus far, Fajita Rita’s was raking it in.  

“Maybe Samantha can learn a few financial tips from David,” Justin offered. 

I felt the skin between my eyes coil up like a snail, “Justin, are you—” 

“Certifiably nuts?” Alisa finished the rhetorical question. Her eyes shifted to David to ensure 

he couldn’t overhear our conversation. “Perhaps, I should have used the singular. One nut.” 

Cindy belted out another shriek. I gave her the eye before I remembered I’d made a promise 

to try to be friends with Henry’s new squeeze…who had a face like a horse. 

“Daddy, Daddy.” 

Samantha to the rescue, tugging on my shirt again. 

“Yes, ma’am?” 

“Why does everyone call Uncle J ‘One Nut’?” 



Cindy’s torso lurched forward, failing to cover an obnoxious snort. I scratched my facial 

scruff, biding me a precious few seconds to figure out how to dodge this question until about 

fifteen years in the future. 

Resting my hand under her adorable chin, I said, “You know how people get nicknames and 

sometimes it doesn’t make sense, but people just give them that name because they care about 

them?” 

She scrunched her eyes. 

“You know, like your nickname, Mittens.” 

Samantha waved me closer so I could hear her whisper in my ear. “Daddy, don’t you 

remember, I don’t really like to be called Mittens around other people. That’s just between us. 

Got it?” 

Some snickering around us since Samantha’s soft voice was louder than she knew. “Got it. I 

think I see a piece of cake over there just for you.” 

Glancing to our right, Dax was cutting off a slice of red velvet cake. “Extra icing?” he asked 

Samantha with a smile. 

She took two steps, then turned back around. “Daddy, what does the Double Ds mean?” 

Alisa and I locked eyes. I could almost picture an enormous timepiece, its big hand shifting 

one notch, emitting the sound of cathedral bells across the land. My mind had recognized a new 

milestone in my not-so-little Samantha’s life—she’d reached the age when her perceptiveness 

had outgrown her age, which led to a flurry of unending questions. I wasn’t sure this was 

reversible, so we just had to roll with it. 

I leaned over and tickled her rib cage. “Double means twice as good, right? So, two Ds are 

better than one.” 

Alisa brought a hand to her stressed face, realizing my line of bullshit made no sense. 

“But Daddy, why do you always say that when you talk about Mr. Dax and Mr. David?” 

Usually quick-witted, I wasn’t prepared for Samantha at age sixteen, so I acted like I didn’t 

understand the question. “How about a double tickle attack?” I goosed her with both hands, and 

her youthful chuckle filled the room. 

“But Dad—” 

“Can I have your piece of cake, Samantha?” Not exactly my idea of a great role model, 

Cindy, of all people, had chimed in. 

“What?” Samantha instantly became focused on the sugar high that sat ten feet away. 

“Did I tell you how cool your fingernails are? I just love that purple.” Cindy draped an arm 

over Samantha’s shoulder and walked toward the cake plates at the far end of the table. 

I think Henry saw wonderment in my eyes. “Can you believe Cindy’s that good with kids?” 

I knew my Asian buddy was blind and oblivious when it came to any topic regarding Cindy, 

but I had to admit he had a point. 

“She’s a keeper.” I popped his shoulder, then saw someone enter the room. 

“Josh?” Alisa’s voice turned higher as she maneuvered around gifts and chairs to reach her 



new boy toy. And I do mean boy. At ten…no, make that eleven years younger, Josh had 

completely captured Alisa’s attention like no one I’d seen.  

Almost half a foot taller than Alisa, Josh had the look of a California surfer. I could picture 

him posing next to a surfboard stuck in the sand while he was being interviewed by Surfer 

magazine, wiggling his thumb and pinkie while saying, “I’m stoked! I was just shooting the curl 

and the waves were spitting hard.” 

Instead, he held up a courteous hand and said, “Sorry I’m late, everyone.”  

Alisa reached her arms around Josh’s neck and planted a smooch on him, her leg kicking 

back as if it was attached to a pulley in her heart. Or something like that.  

“Did you just see her leg pop up? I guess that’s the female version of getting a boner for a 

guy.” Justin’s version of my thoughts. I smirked and motioned for him to keep his volume down. 

We weren’t sixteen, although we’d been known to act like it. Still, it was Alisa’s birthday and my 

five-year-old daughter was in the room. I glanced over at the table and saw her propped on her 

knees, her Scooby Doo tongue trying to scoop pink frosting off her lips. Now wasn’t the time to 

yank Alisa’s chain. 

I noticed Dax give Josh the snooty onceover, likely because of his attire—sweats, black-and-

white-striped shirt, and cleats.  

“So, what’s the scoop on Josh?” Henry asked me. He wore a Tommy Bahama silk shirt with 

a palm tree print and balanced a clear glass of soda with a plate of cake. 

While Josh had the boyish looks of a young actor, I couldn’t categorize him as innocent. 

He’d been convicted of computer hacking. I’d never heard the story behind the story, but he was 

a felon, at least until he completed his community service, at which time the courts were 

expected to reduce his conviction to a misdemeanor. His record made him a pariah in the real job 

world. He’d helped us with a murder case a month or so ago, and I paid him for a few hours of 

consulting on another case. But mostly, our caseload hadn’t required his skillset, which made 

Alisa quite sad. 

“He’s still refereeing soccer games mostly. That and delivering pizza on the side.” 

Henry popped my chest. “Booker, I know he’s struggling to make it right now. But I wasn’t 

talking about that. He and Alisa. She’s a cougar, eh?” 

“He’s smitten, I will say that. Sometimes it is a bit strange, almost like a kid who has a crush 

on his school teacher,” I said, all too transparently.  

Henry giggled, squirming left and right. Suddenly, Horse Face appeared around Henry’s 

arm. While the pairing of Alisa and Josh elicited memories of Dustin Hoffman and Mrs. 

Robinson in The Graduate, Henry and Cindy reminded me of Kermit and Miss Piggy. Although 

with Cindy’s aggressive personality, she definitely held the reins in this relationship. 

“You having any cake, baby?”  

Did I just hear a cutesy name? Oh, brother. 

“Not a chance,” Cindy said. “I’ve got to bring it when I’m strutting down the beach in 

Maui.” 



Henry’s thin eyes lit up, a piece of cake stuck halfway in his mouth. 

There was no mistaking Cindy had a body that most women would pay to have. But it takes 

the whole package. I’d learned that, not just from interacting with Cindy, but also from a 

psychopath, murdering ex-girlfriend.  

“When do you guys take off?” I asked.  

“Taking the red eye. Flight leaves at eleven thirty tonight.” 

“I’ve never been to Hawaii before. I just can’t wait.” Cindy squeezed her arms together, 

creating a breast tidal wave; then she clapped her hands a dozen times in three seconds. 

A spoon dinged the side of a champagne glass. “I’d like to make a toast,” Justin said. 

“Everyone, let Dax fill up your glasses.” 

The JCPenney cover boy poured the champagne.  

“Here’s some sparkling cider, Samantha,” Dax said. 

She looked over at me and smiled, feeling so grown up. I wondered if I could tie a brick on 

top of her head. But that wouldn’t impede her inquisitive mind. This Samantha growing up 

thing…I just wasn’t ready yet. 

Justin cleared his throat. “Henry, Cindy, this is also for you guys as you prepare for your 

little voyage to Hawaii. ‘There are good ships, there are wood ships, the ships that sail to sea, but 

the best ships are friendships, and forever may they be.’” 

“Cheers,” we all said in unison as I made the effort to reach over and clink glasses with 

Cindy.  

Out of the corner of my eye, Alisa had a cell phone pressed against her ear, her face hard 

with stress. She grabbed a fistful of golden locks, and I ambled toward her. 

“What do you mean you haven’t seen her in almost a week?” Her tone cut through the jovial 

atmosphere. 

I glanced at Josh, who had a hand on her shoulder. He seemed as bewildered as I was. 

A moment later, Alisa ended the call, brought a jittery hand to her head. 

“My little sister is missing.” 
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A repetitive beeping sound had been echoing across the intersection at Lemmon and Oak 

Lawn for a good ten minutes, delaying our trip downtown to the sister’s apartment to speak with 

her roommates. The unrelenting noise itself was enough to cause a headache. But watching a 

road construction crew fill potholes in a fashion that resembled the Keystone Cops, I’d begun to 

wonder if this was some type of clandestine TV production we weren’t aware of. No team of 

people could be this clueless…annoyingly so, given the air of anxiety that filled my Saab.  

“What the hell are they doing filling potholes at this hour of the night?” Alisa ran fingers 

through her endless bed of curls. 

I turned to the passenger seat. “I’m as pissed as you, but if they were doing this at three in 

the afternoon, there would be so many pissed-off drivers the city would have to call out a platoon 

of cops to protect the road crew.” 

The birthday girl set her jaw, as if she were about to explode from the car and take matters 

into her own hands.  

I couldn’t let that happen. Rolling down my window, I waved at a man with baggy jeans, an 

iridescent orange vest, and a hard hat. He held a two-sided sign. The one pointing in our 

southbound direction read STOP. We were at the front of the traffic, ahead of about five or six 

cars. The man nodded, then held up a single finger. “Uno mas.” 

“One more pothole,” I said, turning back to Alisa. 

“I heard the man. Do you think I’m deaf?” 

The edge to Alisa’s voice had sucked the Southern belle away and replaced it with a healthy 

dose of bitchiness. But I understood, at least at a surface level. 

“What’s your sister’s name?” I asked, watching two men pound steel flatteners into moist, 

cooling pavement. 

“Natalie. She’s only nineteen years old.” 

I allowed her reply to resonate for a moment, my mind stuck on the math. “I’m not trying to 

poke you like Justin about your age, but if you turned thirty-seven today, you’re eighteen years 

older than your sister?” 

“It’s my dad’s second marriage. My mom died in a car accident when I was a teenager. I 

think my dad got lonely after a couple of years, and he found Lola, fifteen years his junior. So 

technically, Natalie is my half-sister.” 

Maybe I now understood Alisa’s openness to dating a guy more than a decade younger. It 

was more about happiness, finding the special someone, not necessarily following the social 

norm…even if people were calling her a cougar behind her back. I better not let Samantha hear 

that term. Given her recent track record, she’d ask questions at just the wrong time.  

“You guys close?” 



“She’s the only sister I have. Even though we’ve had our moments, especially in the last 

couple of years, I’m her big sis. I feel at least partially responsible for her life. Or what’s she’s 

made of it.” 

A tear bubbled in the corner of her eye, and Alisa brushed a quick finger along her face.  

Josh had asked to ride along to support his girlfriend. I advised that he hang back since the 

nature of our visit, at least for me, would have to be business-focused. Alisa was too scattered to 

notice one way or the other. Fortunately, Justin offered to drop Samantha at her mom’s place. 

I put my hand on top of hers, looked her in the eye. “It’s going to be okay. We’ll talk to 

Natalie’s roommates, do what we do, and we’ll find her. I know it.” 

She pressed her lips against her teeth. I think she was trying like hell to not uncork her tear 

box. 

Just then, the man in the orange hat flapped his arms, and I popped the clutch, launching the 

Silver Streak across Oak Lawn. The g-force thrust Alisa against the headrest. We got lucky, 

catching a green light at Turtle Creek Boulevard, then I downshifted into second gear and hung a 

right onto Carlisle.  

My window partially down, wind whipped my face, creating some good white noise in the 

car. I could see Alisa’s eyes drift from light to light, perhaps a million thoughts pinging her mind. 

I needed to understand a few of those thoughts. 

“Are you going to tell me the scoop on Natalie before we start asking questions of her 

roommates?” 

Alisa ran her fingers through her hair, again, then massaged the top of her own neck.  

“Something just hasn’t been right the last few months.” She huffed out a breath, trying to 

calm her nerves, it appeared. 

“With Natalie?” 

She turned her head, her pursed lips telling me that wasn’t a bright question. “Yes, with 

Natalie.” 

I realized I had to probe to get some real answers. “In the last two years, you and Natalie 

may not have seen eye to eye?” 

“You could say that.” I could see the reflection of her eyes staring out the window as we 

passed Greenwood Cemetery on the left before turning due south on McKinney, colorful bars 

and restaurants on either side. 

Her monotone responses were almost comical. “Alisa, I can tell this is difficult for you. I 

want to help.” 

“I know,” she said softly. 

“Can you—” 

“Two years ago Natalie frickin’ quit high school. Just like that.” She snapped her fingers. 

“Why?” 

“Made no sense. Still doesn’t to this day. She’d just started her senior year, had good grades, 

seemed to like school okay, from what I could tell. She visited colleges. We had high hopes she’d 



graduate, go to UT or SMU, get a degree. She was sharp…is sharp, I should say.” 

“What did she do at age seventeen with no high school diploma? Live off daddy’s dime?” 

“I wish. Then she’d probably still be safe. No, she wanted to move to the big city, thinking it 

could open up new opportunities for her. It’s like she wanted to skip ten years of her life.” 

I kept the references to Natalie in the present tense, maintaining hope that she was still with 

us. “I think you just told me why she dropped out of high school. The glitz and glamour of the 

big city.” 

“True.” She looked my way. “Natalie didn’t just drop out of school. She left home. My dad 

and stepmom were upset when Natalie blew off high school, but they didn’t kick her out of the 

house. Natalie did that all on her own.” 

I’d heard way too many similar stories—kids who just couldn’t wait to grow up, experience 

a life they’d envisioned through TV or the movies, propagated by umpteen blogs and vlogs. The 

lifestyle seduced kids who didn’t understand that maturity had nothing to do with the hair on 

their chest or the size of their boobs. 

“Where was home?” 

“Nacogdoches,” she said again in a flat tone. “East Texas is a whole different world than the 

rest of Texas. Being a hick is an honor.” 

Alisa released a slight grin, then thumbed through images on her phone. She held it up for 

me. 

“This is Natalie about six months ago.” 

She looked like a young Hollywood actress, golden locks not as wild and curly as Alisa’s, 

but longer, framing an All-American face that could be on the cover of Glamour magazine.  

“Are you saying she didn’t fit in with the East Texas ropers?” 

“Hell no. Many years before her, I didn’t exactly fit in either, but Natalie’s aversion to all 

things Nacogdoches took it to another level.” 

Traffic slowed as cars turned into the bowels of the Crescent Hotel. 

“She moved to Dallas?” I asked. 

“Houston was too close, New Orleans too dirty. Yes, Dallas. She actually moved in with 

me.” 

“What happened?” I asked.  

“It lasted for all of two months.” Alisa swallowed hard. “She had such an independent 

streak; she never wanted to listen to my advice, about anything or anyone.” 

“Boys?” I asked. 

“Boys…or in her case, men. And her jobs.” 

“She was so young. Still is.”  

“I know. She should have been dating guys her own age, college age at least. But no, they 

weren’t good enough for Natalie Lopes.” 

It was easy to recognize the resentment in Alisa’s voice, but I couldn’t resolve years of 

regrets and bitterness, on either side. 



I turned the 9-3 sedan left on North St. Paul, crossing Woodall Rodgers Freeway. “Her jobs. 

Anything noteworthy?” 

“She started off working at a coffee shop. Pretty harmless. It was going to help her learn a 

better work ethic. Natalie has a…rather vivacious personality. No surprise that she met someone 

who told her she was the most beautiful girl she’d ever seen. The lady ran a talent and modeling 

agency.” 

I nodded. 

“I guess Natalie took the bait?” 

“She’s never been one to dip a toe in the pool. She closes her eyes and makes a swan dive. 

There’s probably something cool about that, if we weren’t talking about my little sister and the 

decisions she’s made.” 

We cut through the heart of downtown, passing the Dallas Museum of Art, the ancient 

Majestic Theatre, and then the Main Street Garden Park.  

“Did it pan out?” The brakes squeaked as I pulled the car to a stop in the visitor parking at 

Lone Star Lofts.  

Alisa seemed to be mulling that question over as we shut the car doors and approached the 

entryway. 

“Hard to say. I haven’t talked to her a great deal. When we do talk, the conversations are 

quick. Otherwise, we seem to end up arguing. I just can’t keep my mouth shut about the 

decisions she makes.” 

“I hear ya.” 

An ambulance screamed by going about sixty in a thirty, sirens blazing an audible trail. Alisa 

and I looked at each other, but neither of us addressed the irony. 

“Natalie did have some success, I suppose. I saw her in a D Magazine realtor ad. I also saw 

her in a locally produced commercial about the Texas lottery. It was kind of cool, but neither paid 

much. From what I could glean from Natalie, big opportunities weren’t knocking on her door 

just yet. And that didn’t fit her supersonic master plan.” 

Alisa used air quotes and I nodded as she continued. “I really believe she thought she’d go 

straight from Dallas to the runways of Paris, or even Hollywood or New York, with everyone 

begging for a piece of Natalie. She was damn naïve. Clueless.” 

Alisa’s perspective seemed harsh, but when I thought about my Samantha going down the 

same path, it would be difficult to watch without trying to steer her in a different direction. 

I glanced up and noticed a gray and black plaque affixed above fifteen-foot glass and 

wrought-iron double doors, flanked on either side by black wrought iron lanterns dangling off 

the side of the granite building. The small sign read Established in 1932. I’d seen this structure at 

various stages in the last few years, from abandoned and rundown to cranes and debris littering 

the area during an extended refurbishment project, and now serving as a contemporary high-rise 

residence in the art deco building that once housed the offices of Lone Star Cattle.  

I held the door for Alisa, and we both gazed across the lobby full of black and white marble.  



“What floor?” I asked as the elevator doors shut behind us. 

Alisa dug in her purse and found a piece of paper. “Four. Apartment four twelve.” 

“You’ve never been here?” 

She shook her head, her eyes glancing at the floor. “I think it’s been a month, maybe two 

since I last spoke to her. A quick phone conversation. Sounded like she was drunk, at some 

party.” 

The elevator dinged, and we stepped onto the fourth floor landing and veered left. 

“She’s only nineteen. Anything besides alcohol?” 

Alisa’s hands found her hair, but this time she just flipped the mess back over her shoulder. 

“Like a lot of young people, I think she experimented, but I’m only certain about pot. I caught 

her smoking a joint one night at my place. She was in the bathroom, but my cat Chloe was in 

there with her. The cat actually got high and couldn’t stay upright long enough to make it into her 

litter box.” 

Lifting her eyes toward me, we both held back a chortle. I gave her a wink as I knocked on 

the door. 

“Yeah, what you want?” The door flew open. A young man dressed in a 1990s mesh T-shirt 

and running shorts held an arm behind his head. His skin tone made me look like an albino.  

“We do have the right place?” I looked at Alisa. 

“You must be Dominique?” Alisa asked. 

He shook his head. “Girlfriend, you didn’t just call me Dominique?” 

I saw Alisa’s eyes shift to mine, a signal that she didn’t have the patience to deal with this 

crap. 

“I guess you didn’t talk to Dominique earlier?” I asked Alisa. 

A quick shake of her head. “Natalie’s other roommate, Sarah.” 

“You two got something going on?” He wiggled a finger covered in white paste at both of 

us. 

“Nothing for you to worry about, Dominique,” I said. “We’re here to—” 

“My name is Monique. I dropped the Dom. Don’t forget that.” Now he pointed a finger 

while he arched an eyebrow so high I thought it might merge with his hairline. He reminded me 

of someone, but I couldn’t make the connection. Someone from my hood back in the day? 

“Dominique, that’s Natalie’s sister. Let them in, asshole.” 

The raspy demand came from inside the apartment. A third of Monique’s upper lip lifted like 

it was attached to a pulley. “Why didn’t you say somethin’?” 

“Seriously?” Alisa stuck out a hip, then pushed by Monique.  

I followed my partner-assistant down a short hallway, passing a small utility room on the 

left. Framed black-and-white photographs lined both sides, each set off with dramatic lighting. 

Turning left, I spotted the door to one bedroom as we spilled into a giant room that included an 

upgraded kitchen with granite countertops and black appliances. White framed windows outlined 

the two walls of the living room and what I assumed would normally be a dining room, but I 



only saw sheets covered with a rainbow of paint colors, a sculpting wheel, and more crap 

scattered on the floor than I thought possible. 

Monique padded by in bare feet just as Sarah made an appearance from the far bedroom. I 

think my eyes bugged out. Besides her pajamas with a puffy cloud print, she could have doubled 

as a mime. 

“Sorry, you caught me in the middle of my face-cleansing routine. Gotta wear the mask for 

another hour.” 

Monique lifted a finger toward Sarah’s face, as if he were going to edit her face painting 

effort. She swatted his hand away. 

“Whatever, girl. You go ahead and do it your way. Don’t make no difference to me if you 

turn out looking like the Beast from the East.” 

“Funny, Dominique.” Her eyes rolled so far I only saw solid white across her face. 

Monique disappeared behind us. 

“I’m from Tyler, which is why he felt it necessary to give me that unflattering label. I’ve 

heard it many times before. Too many.” 

Alisa’s eyes wandered across the large room, taking in Natalie’s world. The whole place had 

a very Bohemian, artsy vibe. I also caught a waft of Italian spices. Looking over my shoulder, I 

noticed a bevy of unwashed plates on the counter, scattered remnants of spaghetti and meatballs. 

“We might ask to take a look around later, if that’s okay, but for right now, can you tell us 

the last time you saw or spoke with Natalie?” 

Sarah pushed a breath through her nose, then carefully sat down on an ottoman, placing 

ashen hands on her knees. 

“Natalie blew through here early Monday morning last week. I even think she was wearing 

some type of mink shawl. It was all very strange. I was getting ready for work…my day job, so 

to speak,” Sarah said, her hands moving as she told the story.  

“What do you mean blew through?” I asked.  

Sarah gazed at Alisa. “I’m assuming you’ve seen this before.” 

Alisa nodded. “Natalie has her moments.” 

“What moments?” I didn’t know her, so I didn’t understand their code. 

“Where Natalie is in la-la land, a tornado of motion,” Sarah said. Her arms mimicked 

ribbons blowing in the wind. “If you don’t know her, you think it’s all this positive energy, and 

you want to be around her. But after about fifteen minutes, you realize she’s so wrapped up in her 

own world, her own fabrications, that she’s not aware of what’s really going on in the real 

world.” 

Resting her arms on a beige, low-back leather sofa with more than a few cigarette burns, 

Alisa nodded. “That sums her up, yep. But do you know where she’d been, where she was 

headed?” 

“God knows where she’d been. Probably partying all night—” 

“Even on Sunday night?” I interrupted. 



“Every night’s a party night for Miss Natalie Lopes.” Sarah craned her neck, as if she’d 

heard that repeated a few times. “I can give you a pretty good description of what she was 

wearing if you want it. Besides the mink, she had on a gold sequin dress; it hugged her body like 

most of her clothes. Barely covered her ass. More makeup than you’d see at a circus, enormous 

gold hoop earrings. She looked like a million bucks…or five, depending on what you’re shooting 

for.” 

Sarah paused and almost touched her chin, then quickly realized her face was still coated 

with goo. “She was wearing a dangling bracelet. Looked like diamonds.” 

Alisa glanced at me, then back at Sarah. “Who would have given her that type of gift?” 

“Natalie actually is a pretty smart girl. She used to be able to pull together an outfit on less 

than a hundred bucks. She could find the coolest costume jewelry. They looked handmade. But a 

few months ago, she started dating this high roller who zipped her across the country, even out of 

the country a couple of times.” 

“Natalie Jane Lopes traveled outside of the country? I didn’t even know she had her 

passport.” Alisa poked a finger into the old leather couch, her brow nearly as crinkled as the sofa. 

I moved next to my partner, put an arm on her back. 

“You never said where she was going. Last Monday morning?” 

“Headed out of town again. I think she said DC, but she indicated she’d be back in two or 

three days. Then as she ran out the door holding her Gucci bag, I thought she said she’d see us in 

four or five days. I used to get worried about her, but it never did any good. She’d usually show 

up. I’m almost thirty years old, and I don’t have kids. Last thing I want is to babysit a nineteen-

year-old.” 

Alisa tightened her jaw, and I could sense her emotion building up inside again. She didn’t 

need to take it out on Sarah, not when she was our best link for information on Natalie. 

“Dumb question, but why don’t we just call her? For the girl who has everything, I’m 

assuming she has a cell phone.” I held out my hands, knowing I’d made an obvious comment.  

“I tried already,” Sarah said just before Alisa jumped in. “She leaves her cell phone on the 

dresser half the time. It’s in there right now. I tell you, it’s like raising a teenager.” 

“She is a teenager.” I was Obvious Man right now. 

“True, but she wants us to believe she’s a worldly lady, full of experiences and wisdom that 

should make us in awe of her presence.” 

Sassy response, but Alisa didn’t fight it, so I assumed there was at least a degree of realism 

to her comment. 

“We need to figure out who she went with on this trip. We do that, and we’ll probably find 

Natalie,” I said, thinking out loud.  

Sarah looked antsy. She got up and walked to the kitchen. “Can I get you guys a drink? This 

is all too much. I need something to calm my nerves.” 

“No thanks,” I said as Alisa simply shook her head while she bit her lip. I think she was deep 

in thought.  



Sarah popped a cork on a bottle of white wine, then clinked it against her glass, but stopped 

the pour at the halfway mark of her oversized wine glass. “You sure?” 

“We’re good.” 

She filled the glass to the rim, then licked the edges like a puppy, ever so careful not to spill 

a drop on her freaky mask. She reentered our space, the glass already a third empty. “Listen, I 

need to be honest about Natalie, everything in her life.” 

Alisa leaned forward. 

Exhaling through puffy cheeks, Sarah used one hand to frame her words. “I…I think Natalie 

has gotten into drugs the last couple of months.” 

“What makes you think that?” Alisa asked. 

Another exhale, her voice subdued. “I know.” 

“How?” I jumped in. 

“I’m a pretty even-keeled person. I got a day job as an admin for a law firm, enough to pay 

the bills around this place. But a few weeks ago, I had one of those days from hell. A lawyer who 

makes a thousand bucks an hour made me feel like an idiot in front of the whole staff. I didn’t 

know how to deal with it.” Her voice trailed off. 

“And?” 

“Later than night, Natalie saw I was kind of down. She tried to comfort me for a change. So 

she went into her bedroom and came back out, and we both shared two lines of coke.” 

Alisa’s head rocked back, then she closed her eyes for a brief moment, her cheeks on fire. 

“What the fuck?” 

“I’m sorry. It was a moment of weakness. I did a little when I was younger. I just needed a 

little pick-me-up.” 

Alisa glared holes right through Sara, her chin quivering. 

“Wait. Aren’t you a former cop? Am I going to get in trouble for doing this?” Sarah set her 

glass down, her voice suddenly despondent. Apparently, Natalie knew a bit of Alisa’s life. 

“Cop?”  

I turned around, locked eyes with Monique, who was holding a paper sack. He hesitated, 

then darted down the front hallway. I heard a door open and slam shut. I looked at Alisa, then 

Sarah, wondering what I was witnessing. Both shrugged their shoulders. We could ask questions 

later. 

I took off, reaching the front door after about ten quick steps. Outside the apartment, I jerked 

my head in both directions, but no sign of Monique. Still for a brief second, I heard a bell. The 

elevator. Reaching a dead sprint in under a second, I rounded the corner just as the doors shut. 

Monique, the arrogant asshole, waved and smiled as the crack closed. 

“Dammit!” 

My eyes searched the area. An exit sign. Slamming against the metal door, I spilled onto a 

landing then grabbed the railing and launched myself halfway down the first flight of stairs. I 

kept taking giants leaps, five, seven stairs at a time.  



I had no idea if Mr. Mouth, Monique, had anything to do with Natalie’s disappearance, but 

the former cop in me knew that running automatically made him a prime suspect—not that he 

wouldn’t have been considered anyway.  

My feet landed on concrete at ground level. I cut right, popping out of the stairwell door, 

wondering where I was in proximity to the front and back doors. A white T-shirt just on the other 

side of the glass back door. I hauled ass in that direction, passed a meaty security guard with his 

head buried in a book. He didn’t bother looking up. Must be a good book. 

A middle-aged couple, apparently just back from an evening jog, came through the door 

wearing matching gold and black running outfits, headbands and all. 

“Look out!” I yelled as I lunged between them. 

“What the hell?” I heard the man exclaim. 

Outside, a lot of concrete, but well lit. A few people walked the streets. Squinting, I spotted 

the white T-shirt racing up South St. Paul. I continued the chase and caught a glimpse of him in a 

full-on sprint, his arms pumping as his feet bounced off the ground. This guy was frickin’ fast. 

A guy laid on his horn just as I jumped into the street. Out of my peripheral vision, I saw a 

white European sedan, but I maintained visual contact with the suspect, Monique.  

Just then, he cut right, at about a forty-five degree angle, at Commerce. Nearly five seconds 

behind him, I reached the same point and noticed the park. I’d forgotten about Main Street Park, 

the only piece of nature in downtown, outside of Klyde Warren Park. 

I spotted Monique just across the street, dodging a man and his dog. The Doberman lunged 

toward Monique, releasing a juicy growl, his canines chomping up and down. Even though the 

pooch was on a leash, Monique tripped over his own feet, then hit a two-foot stone border 

around the park and wiped out like he’d just attempted the downhill ski jump on Wide World of 

Sports.  

Before he got back to his knees, I jumped over the wall and jammed my knee into the small 

of his back. 

“Ahh!” He ate grass as I heard something crinkle under his body. 

“Why the hell did you run, Monique?” 

I pulled the sack out from under him. 

“That’s mine. You can’t have it.” He tried snatching it out of my hand, even with his chest 

on the ground. I transferred more weight into my knee that crunched his back. 

“Shit, bitch! Police brutality.” Grass filled his mouth, so the words weren’t very clear. 

“Yeah, whatever. I’m not the Dallas Police Department, so shut your pie hole. I want to 

know what’s so damn important. Does this have anything to do with Natalie?” 

I opened the bag and found a plastic baggie filled with weed. 

“I was just holding it for her, I swear. Hand on a Bible. My momma’s Bible.” 

“If it’s on your momma’s Bible then that makes all the difference in the world.” If he could 

have seen me roll my eyes, I’m sure he would have offered another lie. 

Taking hold of his upper arm, I pulled Monique to his feet. “Stuff this in your drawers. I’m 



not getting caught with it. And if authorities think you’re dealing, you’re up shit creek, and I 

don’t have a spare paddle.” 

“You not taking me in?” he asked while stuffing the bag inside his shorts like he was a 

professional at concealing illicit drugs. 

“I know a lot of folks who work for the DPD, even the DA’s office, but I’m not an officer or 

detective. I have my own PI business. That’s why I chased your ass down. That, and my good 

friend’s sister who hasn’t been heard from in a week.” 

We walked across the street, back down St. Paul. Approaching the single tower of the 

apartment building with its detailed stone work casting ominous shadows, it felt like we’d time- 

traveled to another dimension—where Gotham City existed. I looked up at the top for gargoyles, 

realizing David, former investment swindler and now a full-time entrepreneur-chef, could 

probably create a theme and cuisine with this setting, maybe adding a restaurant in the lobby of 

the Lone Star Lofts. He’d call it Creped Crusaders.  

I snickered at my marketing attempt, following Monique up to the apartment. 

Exiting the elevator on the fourth floor, sweat cooled against my forehead and chest. “By the 

way, did you happen to run track?” 

“South Oak Cliff High School 4x100-meter team. Won state. Broke the record my senior 

year. Just four years ago, but it seems a lot longer.” His voice sounded almost normal. “I’m not 

really into that athletic stuff anymore.” 

Back in the apartment, Sarah spared him no mercy. 

“Monique, where the hell do you think you were running off to? You look like a drug-

dealing hoodlum when you do stupid shit like that. They’re not going to bust you for a little 

weed.” 

“Oh, Sarah, shut yo pie hole. It’s all good.” Monique gave me a nod, but his attitude had 

returned.  

Again, I thought his swagger reminded me of someone. Still couldn’t make the connection. 

Alisa approached me, holding a cell phone and a T-shirt. 

“Sarah gave me Natalie’s cell phone. It’s password protected, one of those fingerprint deals. 

But you never know…maybe Josh could figure something out.”  

There was hope in her voice, which brought me a sense of relief. Finding Natalie wouldn’t 

be easy—not based on what we’d heard tonight—but if Alisa had given up hope, her negative 

attitude would only drag the investigation, which would lessen the chance of finding 

Natalie…alive. It was difficult to say in my mind. I certainly didn’t want to address that 

alternative with Alisa. 

“Cool. Good idea with Josh. What’s up with the T-shirt?” 

Alisa held it up so I could see the front. A screen of a picture of two girls, arm in arm, 

hanging upside down, and what could only be described as a bushel of hair the color of hay 

falling below them. 

“Is that you?” My mouth didn’t shut. 



“Me and Natalie.” Alisa released a smile, a momentary relief of stress evident at the corners 

of her eyes. 

“You guys went bungee jumping together?” 

“It’s been a few years. Natalie was thirteen or fourteen, just before she hit her ultra-

rebellious phase. I joined her, my dad, and my stepmom for a summer vacation down at South 

Padre Island.” 

“Are you allowed back?” I gave her a wink. 

“Funny. We had a blast. Ran around on the beach like little kids without a care in the world.” 

Slowly, Alisa’s smile evaporated, and her lips twitched. She glanced at the T-shirt, then at 

the phone. 

I squeezed Alisa’s shoulder, hoping she could feel my support, my positive energy. “We’re 

going to find her—” 

“Alive?” Her voice cracked. 

“Yes, alive. And when that happens, I’m going to take a picture of you and your sister 

holding this T-shirt in front of you. It will be a great contrasting picture.” 

“You’re fooling yourself if you don’t think you’ve aged some, so be prepared.” Sarah’s 

interjection was particularly ill timed and rude. 

Alisa spun her head around, took a step across the room, jabbing a finger. “Whatever. I am 

who I am. You’re the one who snorted coke with Natalie. She’s just a fucking kid, and you do 

nothing more than roll out the red carpet with a line of coke on it. You’re disgusting!” 

I shuffled a few steps to ensure that blows weren’t thrown. 

“Alisa, we can’t undo the past. We all need to work together to take what we know, work the 

case like we would any other, and find Natalie.” 

I glanced over at Sarah, giving her the eye. 

“Hey, I’m sorry. Didn’t mean to push your button.”  

Alisa’s shoulders relaxed, and her chest took in a deep pocket of air. “Whatever. Fine.” 

Sarah went to the kitchen, poured each of us a glass of water, and we chilled for a moment. 

Monique walked back into the large open space, tinkered with his sculpting wheel. 

“So you make art?” 

Still adjusting something on the sculpting wheel, Monique’s eyes shifted my direction. 

“What’d you think, fool? By the way, I don’t make art. I create it.” 

Knowing Monique was more bark than bite, I just rolled with it. “Do you make a living at 

it?” 

“Haven’t hit it big enough to own my own studio, but I sell almost everything I make— 

sculptures, water colors, sketches even. It pays the bills for now. The Maserati will come in due 

time.” 

A snort from behind me. Sarah, or should I call her Doubting Thomas? 

“You got somethin’ to say, mask lady? At least my passion pays my bills. What about you? 

Oh yeah, I forgot, you’re all washed up at age thirty.” 



He forced out an obnoxious giggle, grabbed a handful of paintbrushes, and went to the sink 

to wash them out. 

Hairs on the back of my neck stood at attention. “You said you were an admin at a law 

firm.” 

“I did. And I am.” Her eyes never left mine while she sipped more wine. “Like Natalie, I’m 

also a model.” 

I nodded, thinking about modeling careers and her advanced age, at least by that industry. 

“I know what you’re thinking…just what Monique said. But that’s why I go to all this 

trouble to wear a mask every night. I’m a body parts model.” 

I’d heard a rumor of someone standing in for Julia Roberts during the filming of Pretty 

Woman when they had any boob shots.  

“Is it rude to ask which parts?” 

Alisa smiled as Sarah released another snort. 

“It’s perfectly fine. In fact, they say word of mouth is the best marketing tool. I model parts 

of my face—in particular, my nose, around my eyes, cheeks, and chin, even my upper neck. Oh, 

I’ve also done a few ads using my hands.” 

“What she’s trying to say is she’s in those ads where they compare before and after of a 

woman’s skin condition. All you have to do is use our magical skin lotion with minerals from the 

Fountain of Youth.” Monique coddled the container of hand soap near the sink. Damn, he was 

quite the ham. 

She shrugged her shoulders. “He’s right. I’d do about anything to stay connected to the 

industry. I know I’m old compared to a lot of girls modeling and doing commercials, even TV 

and movies, but I still have hope that I’ll be discovered, even at my advanced age.” 

I held out a finger. “Are you with the same agency as Natalie?” 

“Not a chance. They usually cater to girls under twenty-five. I’m with the AARP of 

modeling agencies. They’re called TAM, for Talent and Modeling. Real catchy, huh?” 

I couldn’t say much. Booker & Associates wasn’t exactly an eye-catching business name. 

“Thanks for the water.” Alisa took a final gulp and set her glass over on the kitchen counter. 

“Do you know the name of Natalie’s agency?” I asked Alisa. 

“Damn, I don’t think I have it. Sarah?” 

“Picture Perfect Images. PPI for short, based in Uptown. Go figure.” 

“Thanks,” I said. “We’re out of here. If you hear anything from Natalie, a friend, a coworker, 

or think of anything at all, please call Alisa or me.” I handed Sarah the card and glanced over at 

Monique. 

“I’m an open book. Don’t worry about me,” he said, traipsing across our path toward his 

living room as we headed toward the door. “Well, I’m about to be a closed book for a few hours. 

Sarah, I’m so wound up by all this drama, I think it’s going to be another Harry Potter marathon 

night.” 

“He sometimes only sleeps when Harry Potter movies are playing in the background. Quite 



strange, I know,” Sarah said to us, reaching a hand to her face but not quite touching the mask. 

I nodded and kept walking. Alisa walked into the hallway as we heard Monique saying 

something like “Avada Kedavra.” 

I must have given Sarah a confused look. 

“One of Harry’s magical spells. I think that one causes instant death. Although it’s painless if 

that makes any difference.” Sarah reached over and touched Alisa’s arm, then took a step and 

hugged her from the side. “I can tell you need a hug, girl.” 

Leaning her head against Sarah, Alisa’s eyes shut for a brief moment, perhaps finding a bit 

of solace.  

“We’ll find her, and then we’re both going to kick her perfect little ass,” Sarah said. 

Alisa sniffled and laughed at the same time. 

Sarah waved and shut the door. I pulled out my phone and noted the time. Just after 

midnight. “It’s Tuesday,” I said for no reason in particular. 

“Couldn’t be any worse than Monday.” Her eyes heavy, Alisa paused in front of me, curled a 

lock of hair around her ear. I could feel part of her wanting to lay her head against my chest. I 

felt the need to comfort her, but I kept her at arm’s distance. We had a history…a one-nighter 

over ten years ago. But we’d both agreed to never go there again and to not bring it up. Up until 

now, the arrangement had worked fine. She had developed a relationship with Josh and seemed 

happy. After my dalliance with the most beautiful, sensual woman I’d ever known—who turned 

out to be a warped killer—I’d grown accustomed to being a free agent. And I intended on 

maintaining that status, even during an emotional, trying time for one of my best friends, who 

just happened to be attractive in her own right. 

Suddenly, the door to the apartment swung open, a white face popped out. 

“Alisa, Booker, glad you haven’t taken off. Something just hit me.” 

My phone buzzed. It was Justin. “Can you talk to her?” I asked Alisa, who padded back to 

the apartment door. 

A call after midnight was never good news. “Hey Justin, what’s up?” 

“Dude, there’s a guy here at the bar asking to speak with Alisa.” 

“What’s his name?” 

“What did you say your last name was?” I heard Justin ask with the phone away from his 

mouth. 

I waited for a second, but didn’t hear anything. “Justin?” 

“Yeah, Booker, hold on a second.” 

Justin continued his conversation with the unknown man who wanted to talk to Alisa. “Sir, 

sir. Can you hear me? What is your last name?” 

Suddenly, something popped in my ear. I think Justin dropped the phone. I only heard 

muffled voices, some type of groaning, then another pop. 

“Justin, everything okay?” 

No response. 



“Justin!” 

“Jesus.” Justin was still away from the phone, but I heard stress in his voice.  

Turning to the apartment door, I watched Alisa and Sarah exchange another hug. Alisa 

headed back toward me as I backpedaled toward the elevators, waving her on. 

“Justin!” I called out again. 

“What’s going on?” Alisa asked, jogging up next to me. 

I shook my head, listening for any sign of that everything was okay. “Justin called and 

said—” 

More rustling through the phone, then Justin’s voice. “Booker, I think this guy’s having a 

fucking heart attack.” 

“I’ll call nine-one-one. Is he conscious?” 

“Uh, kind of.” 

I motioned to Alisa to haul ass. 

“Make sure he’s comfortable. If he’s lucid, give him two aspirins if you have them.” 

“I might have some in our first aid kit. Shit, why did I answer the frickin’ door?” 

I ignored his lack of sympathy. 

“We’ll be there in five minutes.” 
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“I told you I’m not going to any hospital. Can you read lips or do I need to break out the 

sign language?” A fifty-something man with white hair sloped across a forehead that appeared 

abnormally red sat up on the gurney in the middle of Justin’s bar. 

“But sir, you might have damage to your heart. It’s important for a doctor to run some tests 

at least. Then, if everything is fine, you can go home.” The young paramedic with chiseled hair 

had been pleading with Bucky Rivers for the last five minutes. 

“Can I get some water?” Bare-chested with electrodes stuck to his salt-and-pepper hairy 

chest, Bucky looked toward Justin, who jumped out of his position and came back with a full 

glass in less than ten seconds. 

All of us watched Bucky dig into the pocket of his pants, toss two pills in his mouth, and 

down the full glass of water. He wiped his mouth with his shirt and hairy arm.  

“I got a mitral valve issue, that’s all. Just needed to take my meds. You’ll see my vitals calm 

down here in a moment. I’ll even sit still until they do, as long as you let me skip the trip to the 

emergency room.” 

The paramedic gave an exasperated look to his partner, then to Justin and me standing by the 

bar. “No promises, but we’ll keep a close watch on your vitals for a few minutes before we leave, 

with or without you.” 

The man seemed to ignore the response as he attempted to twist his torso, stretching wires 

and tubes. 

“Sir, you can’t move or you’ll yank out your IV and everything else. It won’t feel good.” 

“Where’s that Alisa?” 

Almost on cue, we heard flats clip the last few stairs on the opposite wall. The office to 

Booker & Associates sat just above The Jewel. I paid rent to my old running buddy through 

bartering—I worked security in the bar whenever Justin hosted one of his breakthrough 

marketing events. Last year, we almost had the fire marshal shut us down when Vanilla Ice 

almost brought the house down. 

“Sorry, I had to check a couple of things on my laptop.” Alisa said, looking at Justin and me. 

“Alisa?” 

She moved closer to the man, but kept her hands in the pockets of her jeans, her eyes 

starting to resemble that of a raccoon. “I’m sorry, but I don’t know you. Justin said your name is 

Bucky?” 

“Bucky Rivers. My daughter…Jade…” Bringing a wrist to his forehead, his face exploded 

with emotion, his head rocking up and down as tears flooded his face and the oxygen tube in his 

nostrils. 

“Sir, Mr. Rivers. Please try not to get upset. Your condition will only worsen, and we’ll have 



no choice but to take you to Parkland.” The paramedic with the helmet hair checked his 

machines then tried to reinsert the oxygen tubes. His partner added more tape to Bucky’s arm to 

keep the IV attached, then he gave the man a towel to wipe his face. 

The rest of us just watched a broken man, unsure what was creating his emotional reaction. 

It was beyond distressing. 

“Let’s have you sit back in the gurney. I’ll raise this at an angle for you.” 

“Okay,” the man said meekly, his eyes shutting for a moment as his back touched the gurney 

cushion. 

Flipping a chair around, Alisa sat next to the man. 

“I’ll talk to you if you do as the paramedics said. Deal?” 

He held out a hand and she grabbed it. “Thank you.” 

Taking in a breath, he eyed the paramedic, then glanced at Alisa. “Jade, my daughter, was 

friends with your sister Natalie.” 

He said was. Alisa inched forward in her chair and gripped his hand. His hands looked like 

they’d been scraped by a cheese grater. I moved a step closer as well. 

“When was the last time you or your daughter spoke to Natalie?” she asked with an extra 

burst of energy. 

My breath caught in my throat, realizing Alisa hadn’t picked up on Bucky’s past-tense 

reference with the word “was.” 

“We got some bad news last…last night.”  

His breath came in short bursts, as if his lungs were being squeezed. Again, tears welled, 

then he swiped his free forearm across his brow, apparently seeking courage to continue. I felt 

my gut tighten. 

“Yes, tell us what happened,” Alisa said in a soft voice. Sitting at a perfect ninety-degree 

angle, she shook his hand once. I think she had no idea what she was doing, her mind transfixed 

on any mention of Natalie. I walked over and rested a hand on her shoulder. 

Glassy-eyed, Bucky gazed at Alisa, his hot-plate face etched with crevices so deep they 

formed irrigation ditches for his tears. The edges of his mouth twitched, and his eyes shifted to 

the end of the gurney. He didn’t seem all there. Was he having another heart episode?  

A second away from asking the paramedics to step in, I saw him clutch his pants. “Our one 

and only daughter, Jade, was found dead last night.” 

Alisa’s mouth hung open, her eyes scanning Bucky, possibly hoping he’d provide a further 

explanation, something that made sense. 

“I’m sorry,” I said, interrupting the uncomfortable silence. “What happened to her?” 

He snorted back more tears. “It’s…the work of the devil.” 

Alisa narrowed her eyes, a mixture of confusion and anxiety painted on her tired face. 

“What do you mean?” 

“They found her in the Trinity River bottoms, stuck in the mud. Garbage all around her. 

Even if I didn’t know her, it was the most sickening thing I’d ever seen or smelled.” 



Alisa brought a hand to her mouth. “I’m so sorry.” 

I had nothing but questions. “How did—” 

“We put in a missing persons report on her five days ago. She’d recently moved back home 

after…well, it doesn’t matter now. But we got to know this one officer pretty well. I could see 

that he didn’t think we were just another piece of paperwork to him. When they found her, I was 

in my truck finishing a late call. I do HVAC work, and I was crossing that new bridge with all the 

fancy architecture on it. Paco called, and I got to the scene in less than five minutes. If he hadn’t 

been there, I’m not sure how I would have gotten through it.” 

“Paco. Paco Arechiga?” 

“I think that’s his last name.” 

“He’s my former partner. I’m a former DPD officer.” I leaned in and shook Bucky’s hand. It 

was unsteady and warm. 

“I’d heard about you through Jade. Well, I knew that Natalie had a sister named Alisa who 

worked for a PI out of this bar. That’s how I found you.” 

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Alisa’s entire body move as she took in a breath. I 

turned my head, and she thumped her chest, appearing on the verge of hyperventilating. 

“Are you okay?” 

She paused, pushing out another pocket of air. “I’ll…I’ll be fine.” 

Swallowing, she tried to corral her mascara. It was a losing battle. “Bucky.” Her voice 

quivered. “I’m so sorry for your loss.” 

He looked into her eyes and took hold of her hand again. “Thank you, Alisa. Your sister had 

good things to say about you. That’s why I’m here, I guess.” 

I knew Alisa had questions, as did I. But we couldn’t trample right through Bucky’s misery, 

especially seeing him so frail, his body tethered to tubes and wires. 

I’d almost forgotten about the paramedics. Neither had moved in minutes. Helmet Hair 

shifted his eyes between the heart monitor display and the scene before him, but his mouth 

appeared wired shut. 

“Can you tell me the last time you saw Natalie?” Alisa used her most pleasant voice. 

“Maybe a month or so. Hard to recall exactly,” Bucky said, tapping a finger against his chin, 

a thin layer of white stubble on the end. “We’d all been through a difficult time the last year or 

so. It was just good to see Jade, see her happy. But…” 

His left eye twitched, perhaps memories tugging on his tired heart. 

I gave him a good ten seconds. “Something else you wanted to share?” 

A huff. “I don’t mean to bring you any pain,” he said. 

“Tell us.” Alisa’s tone was demanding.  

I gave her a signal to lower the intensity. 

“Please,” she added, much nicer. 

“One of the reasons I came here was that I couldn’t invite you to the house. I think Carol, 

my wife, would come unglued.” 



“Why?” I asked. 

“She…now don’t take this the wrong way.” He looked at both of us. “We’ve been to hell and 

back in the last twenty-four hours. She’s stuck on the second stage of the grieving process—

anger. She’s blaming everyone for Jade’s death, including Natalie.” 

Alisa pursed her lips. I wondered if she could handle hearing this feedback when she was so 

vulnerable. I just hoped we’d hear something that gave us a clue as to where Natalie was. “I’m 

listening,” Alisa said. 

“I’m not sure if you know this, but Natalie and Jade have been friends since they both 

worked at the coffee shop. What, it’s been over a year, almost two, I think.” 

Alisa nodded. 

“Well, I should correct that a bit. Natalie kind of zooms in, then zooms out, so their 

friendship was off and on. I think Jade thought Natalie really had it together. Had a plan on how 

to make it in life. Make it real big.” 

“That’s my sister,” Alisa said quietly. 

“Carol…well, I saw it too. Not as much recently, but a while ago, we saw Jade and we could 

just tell she was strung out on drugs. We’re almost certain Natalie introduced her to that shit. On 

top of that, Jade always had a bit of a rebellious streak in her, but she started partying more, 

having all these thoughts of making it in Hollywood. Natalie is the only person who could have 

influenced her.” 

I could see Alisa literally bite her lip. “All I can say is that I’m sorry, Bucky. Natalie isn’t 

very mature. Then again, she’s only nineteen. Even if she tries to act like she’s figured it all out, 

it’s obvious she hasn’t.” 

“At least she has time on her side, like every other young person out there. Jade doesn’t get 

any more opportunities. They’re all buried in the muck at the bottom of the Trinity River,” Bucky 

said, his eyes drifting away. 

“Are you here to simply speak with Alisa, since she’s Natalie’s sister?” I asked, needing to 

understand the origin of his visit. 

“I want to hire you.” 

I held up a hand. “Okay. I think you should know that Natalie is missing. We’re trying like 

hell to find her. We’ll need as much information as possible from you.”  

“If you’ll help find out who killed Jade, I’ll do anything for you. Anything.” 

We’d yet to hear how Jade had died. I could feel my stomach make an extra twist of the 

already existing knot, knowing Alisa might have a tough time hearing all this, given Jade’s 

friendship with Natalie. What else did they have in common? 

“Can you share with us anything you know about Jade’s death? Anything the detectives 

shared with you?” 

“It was hellish, I tell you.” He swallowed, then coughed so loud it hurt my ears. “I’d never 

seen anything like it. Ripped her nails off. And you wouldn’t believe what they did to her eyes. 

Fucking heathens!” 



He looked upward, as Alisa lurched. I thought she might be gagging. 

“You going to be okay, Alisa?” Unusually silent for the last several minutes, Justin had one 

hand anchored to the bar. 

She held up a hand and nodded. “Dear God, who could have done this?” She looked directly 

at me, seeming to have forgotten for a moment that I knew nothing more than she did and that it 

was our job to help find the killer and bring that person to justice. 

“Bucky, are you aware if Jade received any recent threats?” 

The man, who looked like he’d aged another ten years since we’d arrived, pressed his lips 

together. 

“An old boyfriend or anyone new she’d been partying with lately? Even someone from her 

past that could have come back into her life?” 

“I haven’t heard about any threats. Overall, she didn’t really share much about her social 

life, other than Natalie dropping by on occasion. No specific names come to mind. I’ll need to 

run this by Carol. Sometimes she and Jade would have those mother-daughter talks. Not many in 

the last couple of years though.” 

Rubbing the back of my neck, I knew many of the clues of this case would involve forensic 

data. Was there any DNA of the perp on Jade? The fact that someone removed her fingernails 

was either a sign of torture or a killer who knew his or her DNA could be buried beneath Jade’s 

nails. 

But I didn’t have access to that data. I’d once had a contact in the CSI team. Felix Upton, 

known as FU since our days at the academy, was more of a paranoid loner who never seemed to 

find his way in life. He’d provided me the key piece of evidence that helped us find the Dallas 

bomber. Persuaded into helping out a dirty cop in a drug-dealing operation, Felix eventually 

found himself tethered to the wrong set of people. And it got him killed. I watched the whole 

thing go down.  

I did know Paco well. Since I joined the private ranks, I’d yet to ask much of my former 

partner. We were still close, but not blue-blood close. Wearing that uniform each and every day 

created a life-or-death bond that couldn’t exist without the same level of commitment. I realized 

I might have to call in a favor, or three. He wasn’t part of the CSI team, so acquiring information 

on the evidence from this case would be extra complicated, if it was possible at all.  

“I don’t mean to blow off your request for our services, but I need to understand your 

motivation,” I said. 

“Paco is a good man. I’m sure the DPD has a lot of good officers and detectives. But there’s 

a lot to cover in a city this big.” 

“They won’t ignore a murder investigation, especially when something like this hits the 

press. The public will want answers, just like you and your wife.” 

“I hope like hell they do find who did this. But will they find all the answers? Let’s say they 

find someone based on DNA evidence, but we never get the full story of what happened to our 

little girl.” Emotions filled Bucky’s voice, as he punched a finger into his knee. “We want 



whoever did this to burn alive. I’ll even light the match. But we’ve got to know why. It will be 

hard to keep living otherwise.” 

Peering into Bucky’s eyes, I hoped his emotions had pulled those thoughts from his drained 

body. Homicide never undid any vile act. But I understood his feeling of helplessness. 

“And you want us to find out why?” 

“Yes. Who, why, how. Everything you can. That’s the only way we’ll be able to deal with 

this shit and try to piece our lives back together.” 

I checked the time on the phone, saw that it was after two in the morning, and made a couple 

of mental notes. 

“Are you worried about us paying you? I’m a saver. We got extra money stashed away. 

Don’t be worrying about that.” 

“That’s fine. No concerns. Alisa or I will send a contract to you tomorrow. Real quickly, just 

so I can start thinking about the timeline, when did you say Jade went missing?” 

“I didn’t. The last time we saw her was a week ago yesterday.” 

My eyes locked with Alisa’s, both of us staring blankly, making the obvious connection to 

when Natalie had last been seen by her roommate, Sarah. 

“Was she alone?” 

“Didn’t tell us who she was meeting up with. Frankly, we really don’t know any of her 

friends other than Natalie. Don’t even know if she’d been dating. If she was, he’s not come to our 

house,” he said. “Last week she just went out on the town like she’s done a million times. Never 

came home. Didn’t alarm us too much at first. She’s done that a whole bunch. That’s one of the 

reasons she moved out a while back. So this time we tried to be more open-minded and not jump 

to conclusions. Sad irony. I wonder if we’d acted faster, if there would have been any way to stop 

her from being…you know.” 

“I can’t imagine how difficult a time this is for you and your wife. Blaming yourself, 

though, won’t help. Someone took Jade’s life. They are to blame. They will be punished.” 

Bucky nodded, closed his eyes for a second, and released a breath. “Thank you.” He looked 

to his left. “Can I go now?” 

Helmet Hair opened his arms and mouth, glancing at me then back to Bucky. “Your vitals 

are looking better. Technically, I can’t stop you from not going to the hospital. But I think you 

should.” 

“It’s late. Let’s call it a day and all go get some sleep,” Bucky said, swinging his legs over 

the side of the gurney. 

The paramedics removed the IV and unhooked every other tube and wire connected to 

Bucky. 

“Would you mind if we dropped by tomorrow?” I asked. “We’d like to look through Jade’s 

room, try to find something that will give us an idea of what she did in her spare time, who she 

hung out with.” 

Bucky glanced over his shoulder at Alisa. “It might be too soon for Carol.” 



Alisa raised a conciliatory arm. “I’ve got plenty to do with my day job. No worries. Booker 

can handle it.” 

I whispered to her, “Thanks.” 

Bucky buttoned his shirt while the paramedics packed up their equipment.  

I heard a couple of mugs clink together behind me. “Finally closing up shop,” Justin said. 

“Got a long day ahead tomorrow. I’ll be up bright and early prepping the food truck for a midday 

event they’re holding up at Reverchon Park. So, Alisa, Dax will be working the bar tomorrow.” 

“Great,” she said, with nothing behind it. 

I watched Alisa approach Bucky, whisper something to him, then give him a hug.  

Everyone walked toward the front door, and I sidled up to Bucky. “I’ll have more questions 

tomorrow. But one more quick thing. Did Jade hold down a day job? She still working at the 

same coffee shop?” 

“Hell no. Quit that a while ago. She got the same itch Natalie had. No offense,” he said, 

glancing at my partner. “Jade has…had this vivacious look about her. Someone finally saw in her 

what her mother and I have seen since the day she was born. In the last few months, she’d been 

working for a modeling agency. Nothing too big time yet, but she did get a part in a Dairy Queen 

commercial.” 

“Which agency?” Alisa asked, stopping in her tracks. 

“Uh…begins with a P. Picture something or other.” 

“Picture Perfect Images?” I asked. 

“That’s the one. You’ve heard of it?” 

It felt like a cold, wet rag had touched the back of my neck. “Yes.”  

I locked eyes with Alisa. “We’re making a visit to the PPI offices tomorrow.” 

“Damn straight we are.” 
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She brought a trembling hand to her mouth, felt warm air leaving her lungs. She was still 

alive. 

For now. 

Touching the chilled, metal edging of the foldout cot under her back, a gagging odor 

infiltrated her senses. She scrunched her face. It smelled like she was lounging in a litter box 

used by nine cats, and it hadn’t been scooped in a month.  

Nothing like urine being shoved up her nose. 

Wait. A sudden, jolting memory of feeling watched, someone standing over her. No 

movement, just a presence. She had started rocking back and forth, her head feeling like it would 

explode into a million pieces, sweat pouring out of every pore in her body. Images floated across 

her cot—ghostly, transparent figures with mutant features, like she was trapped in some type of 

Jack Kilborn horror novel. 

Her mind had known it was all a hoax, but she couldn’t help but swipe at the imaginary 

figures. Self-control was as elusive as a grease-covered pig as she swatted and lunged at flies as 

big as basketballs and a pink serpent that coiled into a snail. 

Was any of that real? 

She’d felt something bump her lips and nose. And then that high-octane pee scent. Could it 

have been ammonia? She’d smelled this crap before during her stay in Hotel Hell. Each time, 

she’d awakened, her heart motoring so fast she thought it might lift her off the floor. 

“Fuck,” she said out loud, trying to raise her body. Restraints kept her tied to the cot. 

No one responded, so she assumed she was all alone in her pitch-dark room.  

She twisted her neck and tried to catch a glimpse over her shoulder. Couldn’t see a damn 

thing. Her mind cleared a bit, and she heard a familiar hum. It wasn’t an air conditioner or a fan. 

She searched for a match, her brain sharpening its focus. She let the noise saturate her senses, 

feeling what it was like to truly be blind. She snapped her fingers. It was power lines. Not sure 

she could do much with the information, since she was cut off from the free world. But she felt a 

dose of satisfaction, a smidgeon of hope that her brain had figured something out. 

Just as quickly, she felt a crack in her shot of confidence, realizing her crazy mind had been 

able to fool her so many times before. She’d always figured out a way to get out of so many 

predicaments, lived to fight another day. But not this last one. Her manipulative charm had failed 

her. Big time. 

Licking her lips, her throat felt razor sharp. She couldn’t recall her last drink of water. With 

the sweat now cold, her face felt like a cracked sidewalk. She was only nineteen, but her inner 

core had been sapped, worn well beyond its years.  

She hadn’t seen a mirror since she was getting ready for her last jet-setting trip. Clumps of 



matted hair draped across her chest, reaching the tips of her fingers. The strands felt like day- old 

spaghetti. She was certain her signature golden locks with hints of brown sugar weren’t suitable 

for anything more than a haggard, old mop. As her old pals from Nacogdoches might say, “Girl, 

you look tore up.”  

She took in a shaky breath, thought about how she got here, her pulse peppering the side of 

her sticky neck. She couldn’t undo the whole journey, but fuck it, why didn’t she listen to that 

voice in the back of her mind before she took off in the Learjet 35 headed to the East Coast? 

With nothing left of her vanity and no self-inflicted distractions to avoid facing reality, she knew 

why—because she was being flown up in a Learjet 35 to see a powerful man. She’d always had a 

weak spot for luxury, even if a round, ugly man with a foamy mouth had paid for it. 

Which meant there had been expectations. She knew it, but at the time, she refused to listen 

to that meek existence of the true Natalie…again. 

She took in a breath, hearing herself sniffle. Tears had been shed since she started this 

journey when she dropped out of high school, but usually they were contrived or in response to 

smearing her nail polish, running out of eye makeup, not having just the right dress for a certain 

event. As she thought about it now, they were only life’s minor inconveniences. Even when 

asked to do things she didn’t want to do, her mind created a nice little sock drawer to cram those 

thoughts and memories into. She’d turned into a professional in so many ways, although she still 

couldn’t use the real term. Her self-esteem might only be about two inches high, but it was still 

existent.  

When she was young, maybe five or six years old, her daddy had once played her a song, 

something about “happiness is Lubbock, Texas, in the rearview mirror.” He’d chuckle, recall 

when he was younger, spending countless days working in the searing heat, building oil rig 

platforms on the flat, dried-up creek bed known as west Texas. He’d moved east, attended 

Stephen F. Austin State University, and fell in love with the Piney Woods and rolling hills of East 

Texas.  

But that was Natalie’s dad.  

All she’d known since she could remember was the feeling of suffocation, from the sky-high 

trees to what she saw as closed minds, no one willing or capable of thinking big, of making more 

of themselves and their hick-ass existence. Even at age six, hearing that song her daddy played 

might have been when the seed was planted, the idea of leaving that dreary, slow-minded, 

backwoods existence of Nacogdoches in her own rearview mirror.  

She’d always been enamored with sparkling lights. The mere thought gave her goose bumps, 

infused her with…hope. She’d never felt comfortable in darkness—her current situation a perfect 

example. Almost every hour of the last several days had been spent in total darkness. She’d 

experienced things she couldn’t bear to replay in her mind. In darkness. 

But in some respects, this darkness had served as a cloak. What she couldn’t see couldn’t 

hurt her, right? Not always, apparently. 

Glitz and glamour had driven every one of her thoughts and goals, the lights of the big city 



permeating her core while caking on layer upon layer of her fake, self-serving way of life.  

If…no, dammit, when she got out of this hell hole, she would develop her inner self, show 

compassion and interest in other people, what they were feeling. She would reach out to old 

friends and make sure she didn’t put others down just to give herself a false sense of self-worth. 

She would read more—poetry, romance, women’s fiction, even a cozy mystery. She’d always 

had an inkling to write. Maybe she would finally have the courage to follow through to put 

words on paper. 

She swallowed back a ripple of emotion, accepting that she missed her mom and dad, even 

that flawed hometown of hers. She’d once described it to her uppity Dallas friends as 

“Naconowhere filled with Naconobodies.” What she wouldn’t give right now to hang out at the 

drive-in theatre, all the young people sitting in lawn chairs in the back of pickup trucks. Many 

folks tipping back bottles of cheap beer, even a few under age. It was a simple life, one that she’d 

never appreciated. 

But that would change. All she wanted was a second chance at living the life she was meant 

to live. 

A sound, like someone smacking sticky, gooey lips. Her neck grew stiff, her ears on high 

alert. Wasn’t she alone? What kind of animal would release that type of noise? 

An image shot through her fuzzy mind, and she felt her pulse take off, but this sprint wasn’t 

drug induced.  

“Oh God,” she said as water filled her eyes. Breathing became sporadic as still pictures 

fused together like metal being soldered, burning a hole through her cloudy mind, coming into 

full focus. 

Her body had been violated again and again, in ways she would have never fathomed. Rape 

doesn’t even begin to describe the torture. They’d tried to suck every ounce of self-worth from 

her body, where she would completely succumb to their every order and desire. 

But she knew they could do so much more. Threats of not surrendering her mind and body 

would lead to further torture. Or, they said she could have another life in a foreign land—of their 

choosing—as nothing more than a slave. 

Gripping both fists while she gritted her teeth, she knew she had to stay strong. She couldn’t 

give up. She couldn’t give in.  

Then she heard a slithering hiss, and her chest exploded. 
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Uncoiling his tongue, he licked salty sweat off the side of her cheek, his warm breath 

bouncing off her clammy skin. He could feel her tremble, sensing sheer dread…which engulfed 

his body with a sense of fulfillment. 

“My Natalie, you feel cold tonight. Would you like for me to warm you up?” 

“I…I…I…” 

“Cat got your…tongue?” He released a wet chuckle. “Seriously, Natalie. I would have 

thought by now you’d feel more at ease with our arrangement. Am I just misreading you?” 

He paused and ran a single fingernail down her thigh. 

“Natalie? I’m going to need an answer if I’m able to understand how to proceed.” His voice 

remained calm, almost playful. He hoped she would finally give in, release all her inhibitions. 

“I…I’m feeling better each day. Thank you for…asking.” 

His breathing stopped for a brief second. Was she finally allowing the power of his aura to 

take control of her life? So many others had followed the same path. Only a few had failed in 

their joint mission. But that only made the successes taste that much sweeter. 

And Natalie tasted sweeter than almost any he could recall. 

“You’re giving me hope, Natalie. Hope is a good thing. A very good thing,” he said, circling 

the cot, brushing up against her arm. He felt her hand reach out, but she wasn’t trying to claw at 

him. 

“I…I think I finally understand what you’re trying to accomplish. It took me a while, but 

now I get it.” 

He slid his tongue between his lips. “Go on.” 

“We’re all put on this earth to serve a purpose. My…purpose is to serve you. To fulfill your 

every desire.” 

“You do know, Natalie, that it can be just as satisfying for you. I’m not selfish. It’s a mutual 

thing between us.” 

“I know, I know that. It’s just taken me a while to release myself from how society has 

brainwashed me. I guess you can say I’m a slow learner.” 

He inhaled, taking in a waft of her scent, and then moved his hand across her flat belly. 

“Don’t be hard on yourself. All of us grow in different ways, different timetables.” 

“Thank you…for understanding,” she said. 

He unlatched the restraints and had his way with her. 

Minutes later, he put his hand on the inverted door handle, then turned over his shoulder to 

listen. He could hear her teeth rattle like Morse code. But no one would ever hear a signal from 

the lovely Natalie Lopes. She belonged to him, in every aspect. Her body, her mind, her soul.  

His young prodigy had come a long way. But commitment to the cause was still a distance 



away. He could feel it. Once it happened, she would disappear from his life. It would be more of 

a graduation than a goodbye, though.  

He could feel his heart pump in his chest. He was human, that he couldn’t deny. And on 

some days, he felt almost normal. He admitted to himself that the courting of Natalie had brought 

immense pleasure and self-gratitude. As a result, she would be a difficult routine to break. He’d 

known all along it would end, one way or the other. He’d have to let her go. 

And she would choose her ultimate destination.  
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A wave of pretty people flooded the lobby, all jabbering away with each other, a few texting 

on their phone while speaking. The herd of scantily clad men and women—not a soul over the 

age of twenty-one—appeared to linger just long enough to leave their mark.  

Alisa’s eyes almost popped out of their sockets. 

“Can you breathe?” she asked without inhaling. 

The mixed bag of perfumes and colognes couldn’t have been any worse if I’d been locked in 

the bathroom with a gaggle of pyramid-scheme participants at a cosmetics convention.  

I caught the last few words from one of the pack’s stragglers. 

“Oh my God, we could be in a commercial with the stud from the number one online soap 

opera,” one girl said to another. They both looked factory made. “Don’t forget, keep the cheeks 

tight. Tiara said that’s what they’re looking for. Tight cheeks.” 

“Any idea what the number one online soap opera is?” I asked my sidekick. 

“Of course. You don’t know? Gosh, Booker, where have you been?” 

“Working. Breathing. Living.” 

“I’m just joking. I have no frickin’ clue. My guess is they don’t either.” 

Nudging Alisa with my elbow, I shot her a quick wink. A few hours of sleep, a shower, and a 

professional onceover had renewed Alisa’s spirit. She seemed mentally refreshed, able to 

compartmentalize the emotion of not knowing the whereabouts of her baby sister. I was proud, 

yet not overly surprised. I’d grown accustomed to watching Alisa use adversity as a staircase to 

address any weaknesses or vulnerabilities. Losing herself in frenzied hysteria would only harm 

our chances of finding Natalie. Alisa had come to realize that without me saying a word. She 

made me proud. 

Wearing a sharp, blue-and-white-checkered suit with blue heels and gold stud earrings, she 

stepped to the right of the receptionist’s all-white desk to a peculiar plant that stood about my 

height, right around six three. Trumpet-shaped orange and white flowers shot out from green 

leaves that had the skin of an elephant. She rubbed a thumb across a leaf, smelled the flower, 

perhaps wondering if the plant was real or fake.  

I wondered the same about most of the people around us. 

“Good morning, Picture Perfect Image, where your image is our everything. This is Bree, 

how can I help you?”  

I turned to my left, trying not to stare at the girl sitting behind the white desk, phone to her 

ear.  

“Oh, Mitch. How are you on this awesome day? Yeah.” She chewed a piece of gum, twirled 

a strand of bleach blond hair with her finger. “We’re hopping today, oh my God.” 

She nodded. “Uh-hum. Yeah. I’m right there with you. Certainly. Hold just one second and I 



can put you through to Chas.” She hung up the office phone, then picked up her cell phone. 

Stereotypes usually box people in a particular group, whether they were blond or brunette, or 

somewhere in between. While I’d taken every opportunity throughout my life to convince others 

to not dehumanize people by sorting them into preconceived little packages, the young lady 

wearing purple horn-rimmed glasses had just taken one of my core beliefs and flushed it down 

the toilet.  

“I may not be looking at you, but I can tell you’re gawking at me,” she said, her eyes fixated 

on her cell phone screen, her thumbs breaking land speed records. 

“Oh, sorry. Just wondering where we fell on the priority list.” 

“You do know that we have a business to run, and we’re doing everything we can to fit you 

in. This was not a planned appointment.” 

I leaned a bit closer so just Bree could hear me, my tone even but distinct. “We didn’t plan 

on one of your models being killed and another one disappearing. This is life-and-death serious. 

I’d appreciate your understanding.”  

I held my gaze, and she matched it as if she thought I was bluffing or something. Perhaps 

one of her roles included bullshit police, where she had to sniff out the legitimate appointments 

from the desperate people trying to get their one opportunity at face time with someone 

important at PPI. 

Bree shifted her eyes to her cell, typed about a thousand letters in no time, then set it down. 

“Tiara will meet with you in two and two.” 

“Not following your code.” 

“Two minutes and two seconds. It’s an expression. She’ll be out shortly. Does that work for 

you?” 

I tried not to roll my eyes. “Sure.” 

Located in a high-rise in Uptown, PPI was buzzing for nine o’clock on a Tuesday morning. 

Over the next few minutes, countless photographers, casting agents, producers, models and 

actors, and wannabes in those vocations, cycled in and out of PPI, and Bree was the central hub 

in making it all go. Impressive, especially when you watched her in action and noticed she was 

able to fit in about fifty text messages in between all the harried activity. 

“Mr. Adams and Ms. Lopes, Tiara is ready for you, down the hall, second office on the 

right.” 

Through the door, we entered a new world full of color and design. Rimmed with black, 

white, and iridescent green stripes, the curvy hallway gave the feeling of a being sucked into 

some type of time-bending vortex. On the verge of getting a headache, we reached the frosted 

glass door of Tiara James, director of Talent Acquisition. 

Wearing readers connected to a chain that had more bling than any rope I’d seen since dating 

what’s-her-name, Tiara lifted from her white leather chair. 

“Mr. Adams, Ms. Lopes, it’s nice to meet you.” She walked around, met us halfway into her 

expansive suite, and offered a firm handshake to both of us. 



“We’re pretty informal. I’m Booker. She’s Alisa.” 

“Indeed.” She gave us the onceover. “Booker and Alisa. A nice little package.” 

Instantly, I got the feeling she was assessing the two subjects before her, every slight bump 

or callous, the proportion of our bodies, how we carried ourselves. The life of a model had odd 

similarities to that of a prized cow at the Fort Worth Stock Show. My Uncle Charlie had dragged 

me there once as a kid. We didn’t exactly blend in with the rest of the crowd. 

“Please have a seat,” she said, extending a hand. “You’re private investigators?” We 

gathered around an oval, glass table at the opposite end of her office, the nearby wall lined with 

shelves that were filled with trophies as unique as each of the models walking around this place.  

Folding her hands on the table, the sparkle from her rings caught my eye. A couple of the 

platinum rings jutted out almost an inch from hands that looked well kept. Wearing a tan blazer 

zipped up halfway to expose a tight-fitting white blouse, it seemed she’d purposely dressed to 

match her office décor.  

“Yes. I’m a former DPD cop and Alisa works alongside me. We’d like to talk to you about 

two of your models, Jade and Natalie.” 

Shaking her head, her sapphire eyes glanced at the table. With her dark mane of hair, I 

wondered if she’d worn contacts to achieve the crystal blue color. 

“This news is quite disturbing. I can’t tell you how distraught we all are. Jade and Natalie 

were two lovely girls with a great future ahead of them.” 

Alisa smacked a flat hand on the table, glancing at me before speaking. I’d already told her 

that we couldn’t run in here and start throwing out accusations and snide remarks. We’d only 

alienate ourselves from the single connection we had for both Jade and Natalie. 

Her chest lifted, and I could see her push out a bit of air. “Unless you know something we’re 

unaware of, Natalie is still alive. We just can’t find her. Her roommates haven’t seen her in eight 

days.” 

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to imply anything about Natalie. From what I understand, she 

hasn’t checked in with anyone at PPI either.” 

Alisa nodded, and I could see a sense of relief wash across her face. But it couldn’t be easy 

having to convince people that your baby sister is still of this world.  

“Tiara, can you provide us a rundown of all the jobs Jade and Natalie booked going back as 

far as possible?” 

“Certainly. I gave the detectives the same information yesterday for Jade. She’s only been 

with us about five or six months. Hold on.” 

She walked to her desk with grace and confidence and came back with an iPad. A few taps 

and swipes, and then she propped it up so we could see the list. 

“This is Jade’s list of bookings. Not a lot there. She was what we called an up-and-comer.” 

With a quick run-through, two of the bookings got my immediate attention just because they 

were out of town, one in Naples, Florida, the other in Chicago. 

“These two that were out of town. Can you tell us more?” 



Bringing her readers to her eyes, the heavy chain clanked against the iPad screen. She 

reviewed the information, her lips moving a tad. They were full, moist. While her skin looked 

nearly flawless, I could see a couple of gray strands of hair. Still, she was an attractive woman 

and knew all the methods to keep a young look as long as technology would allow. I guessed she 

was in her early fifties. 

“These were basic shoots. The one in Naples was for a retirement home. They needed a 

young, attractive model to play the role of the granddaughter. She was featured on several 

brochures, using shots from inside a retirement home and on their club golf course. It took three 

days to shoot.” 

“And the Chicago trip?” 

“Similar shoot, really. This one was for a grocery chain. They needed a lead cashier who was 

vivacious, full of life, yet still looked like an everyday girl. Jade, with her reddish, auburn hair, 

olive skin, and a few freckles, fit that role perfectly. She is…was a natural. It’s all so disturbing, 

Mr. Adams.” 

She pinched both of her eyes.  

“Booker, please.” 

“Booker, yes. I heard just a few details from the detectives yesterday. I almost had to run to 

the bathroom.” 

She gazed at the sea of trophies, her eyes narrowing on one it seemed.  

“How long have you been a PI?” 

“Almost a year.” I fudged it a bit. 

“Hmm. Okay. Let’s continue.” 

I didn’t take the bait, because I knew Alisa was eager to receive feedback on Natalie. 

“Before we talk about Natalie, do you or anyone on your staff know of any threats to Jade 

since she’s worked for PPI?” 

“No. And that’s just what I told the detectives yesterday.” 

“That was a quick response. How do you have knowledge of what took place on the road?” 

“When our young ladies go on the road, we send what we call a tag-along producer to go 

with them. Not to supervise, but we do it to protect our ladies and our brand. We don’t want them 

to go to a gig that’s supposed to be a commercial for peanut butter and then it turns into a porn 

shoot. Vultures hover around this industry. And we’re very careful how we operate.” 

I nodded. “Can you tell us how Jade came to work for you?” 

Alisa raised her eyebrow slightly. I think she was eager to move on to Natalie.  

Tiara released a slight giggle. “It’s actually pretty cute. Natalie introduced us to Jade. We 

brought her in, interviewed her, and did a mock shoot, as we call it. She had no resume or 

portfolio, so it was a bit of a reach for us. Natalie was very convincing about her friend. Still, it 

took almost two months for us to take that first step. Loyalty means something at PPI, and that’s 

one of the reasons we gave Natalie the benefit of the doubt. Turns out she had a good eye for 

talent.” 



Turning her eyes to Alisa, Tiara thumbed the ridges from her chain. 

“You’re related to Natalie, aren’t you?” 

Alisa looked at me, her lips horizontal as if she’d betrayed her promise to me by not giving 

away her ties to Natalie. She’d done nothing wrong, except having a resemblance to her sister. 

“She’s my sister. Well, my half-sister.” 

“I can see the resemblance through the cheeks and nose, the shape of the eyes, even those 

full lips.” 

“You’ve got a good eye,” I said. 

“That’s my job, Mr.—” 

“Booker.” 

“I can spot that perfect model in a crowd of a thousand people in seconds, even if they are 

all aspiring models. I’ve been working this business for thirty years, so I’ve put in the miles. But 

to find that extra special talent, the one whose charisma will jump off the screen, that’s a 

combination of nature and nurture. I can find that talent, but then they have to be dedicated to 

work like hell at their craft. Then and only then, will they get a shot at true stardom…if the stars 

are aligned.” 

“Was Natalie one of those special talents?” I asked. 

Tiara straightened one of her diamond cluster rings, admiring it for a second. 

“I don’t want to say anything disparaging about Natalie. She is your sister after all.” 

“It’s okay. To find her, we need all the information we can gather. Please be transparent with 

us,” Alisa said, her body leaning forward a tad. 

“Natalie was…is one of those so-called special talents. I knew that the moment I laid eyes 

on her at the coffee shop. Truly, she pops off the lens of a camera. But she was easily distracted 

by the lure of riches and people associated with it. So her level of commitment has 

been…uneven, not in proportion to her desire to live like an A-list Hollywood movie star. I know 

it seems like we throw money around, spending it wastefully on things that don’t matter, but it’s 

tough to turn a profit in this industry. We have to take advantage of our opportunities when they 

come along.” 

Alisa took in a deep breath. 

Tiara shared the full list of Natalie’s booked jobs, some in the Dallas-Fort Worth area, a 

number outside of the state. 

“Can you forward this list? Jade’s too?” We needed to compare her out-of-town 

appointments with the times Sarah and Monique believed she was out of town, including any that 

might have been date-related. 

“I’ll have Bree send it to you.” 

“Thank you. Can you include the name and contact information of any folks who Natalie 

and Jade might have worked with—photographers, other talent? Please also include the names of 

the producers, the ones who accompanied the girls on the out-of-town trips.” 

She paused just a split second, then the door swung open, a man’s torso leaning around the 



frosted glass. 

“Oh, Tiara, I didn’t know you were in a meeting.” 

The man had the looks of a model—chiseled chin, thin hair pushed to one side, broad 

shoulders—but it was his distinct accent that got my attention. Eastern European I guessed. 

“Hi, Chas. Yes, this is Alisa and Booker. They’re private investigators.” 

He took a step toward our meeting table. Lifting from my seat, I shook his hand. It felt oddly 

soft, as if he’d never pulled a weed or done any manual labor of any kind. 

“They’re working for Jade’s parents, helping to find out who…” 

Shaking his head, he rested both hands on the chair nearest me, as if his oxygen had just 

been depleted. “Jade’s death is an absolute travesty. The worst thing we’ve seen since I’ve been 

running PPI. I hope you find the sick bastards who did this.” 

“We appreciate the support. We’ll likely have follow-up questions for you and your staff,” I 

said. 

“We’re an open book. Anything you need.” 

Alisa added, “Chas, we’re also trying to locate my sister, Natalie Lopes. I wasn’t sure how 

much you interacted with the talent.” 

“I used to have a closer relationship with all our talent, but over time I was convinced by 

Tiara and others on my senior staff that I had to let go of the reins a bit. We couldn’t grow as a 

small business if I had to approve every little photograph.” 

Alisa nodded, looking at me. 

“So you haven’t interacted with Natalie recently?” I asked.  

Crinkling his eyes, he appeared to be searching his memory banks. “Natalie was wearing a 

gold sequin dress the last time I saw her. I think it was a weekend, and she’d just completed a 

shoot in Austin and decided she wanted to keep the dress. We had to have a little discussion.” 

I sensed a bit of conflict in his voice. 

“How did the discussion go?” 

Tiara jumped in. “I was there as well. It’s what I was talking about earlier. Natalie just has 

some maturity issues.” 

“Did she keep the dress?” Alisa asked. 

Tiara looked up at Chas, who shrugged his shoulders. 

“She actually decided we could take the cost of the dress out of her pay. Seemed like a 

waste, but Natalie was…is pretty headstrong,” Tiara said, adjusting in her seat. 

Chas glanced at his watch, a wide, white band with a raised face rimmed with colorful 

jewels. “Tiara, let’s catch up later.” He pointed a long finger at her, then turned to me. “And 

please keep me in the loop on your investigation into Jade’s murder. We need to find Natalie, put 

her back to work. She’s got that special ‘it’ factor.”  

He walked out the door, his upbeat vibe a bit contagious, if not misplaced.  

“Anything else I can help you with?” Tiara asked, apparently ready to move on to her next 

task of the workday. 



“The list of coworkers. You were about to respond before Chas walked in. Any problems 

with adding them to your list?” 

“Uh…yes, I can do that. I just want to make sure all interviews take place here in the 

office.” 

Alisa’s brow twitched a bit.  

“Look, I don’t really know you, and after thirty years in the business, I don’t know if you’re 

going to corner one of these young, impressionable kids and get them to admit something that 

isn’t completely true.” 

“You are right about one thing,” I said. 

“What would that be, Mr. Adams?” 

“We are looking for the complete truth.” My gaze remained steadfast. 

She cleared her throat, words not forthcoming. 

“We’ll be in touch,” I said. 
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Dragging her white leather purse as if it carried a hundred-pound weight, Alisa shuffled to 

the front door of The Jewel. She produced hardly a shadow with the sun shining directly 

overhead, a sun that in about fifty yards since she left her car in the side parking lot had already 

created a thin sheen of sweat all along her neck, her thick head of locks to blame. 

While her few hours of sleep last night had made her feel like a new woman in this 

morning’s meeting at Picture Perfect, the unavoidable swells of emotion had once again sapped 

her body and her mind.  

One foot in the front door, and a blast of cool air enveloped her face. She just stood there, 

closed her eyes, allowing her body temperature to slowly recalibrate. She felt like she was 

swaying back and forth, almost like she’d fallen asleep standing up. 

“Are you a fan of horses?” 

Out of her slumber, she didn’t immediately recognize the voice until she peeked open a 

single eye. 

Restocking the plethora of liquor bottles, Dax was in constant motion behind the bar, which 

in itself was difficult for her mind to accept as reality.  

“Horses? I rode some as a kid.” She shuffled a few steps, her feet seemingly trudging 

through quicksand. With her mind a thousand other places, it was obvious she and Dax were not 

on the same page. 

Dax, the half of the Double Ds with less culinary talent but far more attitude, paused while 

reaching to a glass shelf. “I was just joking with you, Alisa. It seemed like you’d fallen asleep 

standing up…like a horse.” 

She held up a finger, her mind plowing through her daze, ready to come out fighting. Just as 

she opened her mouth to fire off a snide comment about her being compared to a frickin’ horse, 

she noticed something different about Dax. Typically a dapper dresser—Booker called him the 

JCPenney cover boy—Dax had on what looked like a T-shirt from a concert of some kind and 

faded jeans. And what was that above his lip? 

“What’s with the…?” She touched above her lip. 

“Oh that. It’s a mustache, or at least my feeble attempt to grow one. David says I look like a 

1970s Texas porn star.” 

She would have laughed out loud if she hadn’t suddenly felt a headache stampeding to her 

frontal lobe. “Nice.” 

“By the way, your boyfriend is upstairs, I think,” Dax said, returning to his stocking duties. 

That was quick, she thought. She’d left him a voicemail earlier this morning and asked if he 

could drop by for a new technical challenge she had no clue how to solve. Josh may or may not 

know how to resolve it, but he had the mind to determine if it was humanly possible. 



Rubbing a tired eye, Alisa heard the familiar clap of shoes hopping down the stairs. Lifting 

her eyes, Josh came around the corner and made a beeline right for her, taking her in his arms 

without saying a word. 

“I’m gross and sweaty,” she said with a pouty tone. 

He just held her, ran his fingernails up and down her back.  

“That feels nice. Why are you so nice to me?” 

Moving a hand under her chin, he gave her a soft kiss. “Because you are you, that’s why.” 

He held his gaze for an extra second. She looked into his eyes, felt herself melting away in 

the glimmering ocean of blue.  

Without warning, Josh scooted around her. “I still have another box to bring in. Meet you 

upstairs.” 

Still mesmerized, she almost stumbled forward, but recovered enough to say, “Do you need 

any help?” 

The door swung shut before she heard an answer. “He’s a big boy. If he needs my help, then 

he’ll come back and ask,” she murmured. 

“Talk to yourself much, Alisa?” 

Her heart skipped a beat. She’d completely forgotten about Dax over at the bar.  

“I live with a cat. What can I say?”  

Shuffling toward the bar, she pinched the corners of her eyes, determined to ignite a spark of 

energy. “I’m grabbing a cold beverage with plenty of caffeine.” 

“Make yourself at home,” he said with his back to her. 

She hesitated for a moment, taken aback by his comment, as if she needed his permission to 

get herself a drink at the bar she’d worked at for how many years?  

She reminded herself about the business arrangement Justin had made, where he would split 

time between the food truck business, which he shared with David and Dax, and the bar. As a 

result, Justin said Dax would help at the bar on occasion. Today was one of those occasions.  

The carbonated beverage fizzled as she brought the glass to her lips. As far as she knew, The 

Jewel was still solely owned by Justin, so that meant Dax and she were technically at the same 

level, if you drew out an organizational chart. 

That was the last thing she wanted. Dax could bust his ass every minute he was on the clock, 

as far as she was concerned, as long as he didn’t segue into shouting orders while he caught up 

on his Instagram likes.  

Already energized by the caffeine shot, she whipped her boat purse over her shoulder and 

rounded the bar. “I’m headed upstairs to work a case with Josh.” 

“Should I ignore any thumping I might hear through the ceiling? Pssh.” Dax could hardly 

contain his laughter. 

She planted a foot on the floor and a hand on her hip, spinning around with a finger pointed 

and her eyes firing lasers. “Are you trying to say I’m a tramp?” She could hear air pump through 

her nostrils. 



Holding a sheepish grin, he held up both hands. “I’m glad that thing doesn’t have bullets. I 

was just joking with you. I know what it’s like to be in love with someone new,” he said, 

grabbing a rag and wiping down the area by the wine bottles.  

Opening her lips, she held back, knowing higher priorities awaited her attention upstairs, 

and that didn’t include jumping Josh’s bones. Well, he wasn’t first on the list anyway. She put her 

hand on the wooden railing and took a single step. 

“Even if he’s young enough to pass as your son,” Dax said at a level that was barely audible. 

But she still heard his comment. Flipping her head around, she saw Dax was back at work, 

as if he’d said not a word. It was obvious this boy needed to understand how she expected to be 

treated. She’d deal with him later when there would be no distractions and she could focus on 

putting him in the right place. 

Two more steps. 

“Alisa, when are you going to start your shift, darling?” 

Fucking A. Dax again. “Justin and I have an arrangement. I’m able to get everything done 

for the bar in between my PI work.” 

“But we’re hosting a corporate happy hour this evening and—” 

“Don’t worry about it,” she said as bluntly as she could muster, then she padded up the 

remaining stairs and into the pint-sized office.  

“He’s just going to have to learn that Alisa Lopes already has two bosses, and she’s not 

about to take orders from a pipsqueak who doesn’t even know the bar business.” 

“Hope you’re not talking about me.” 

Her breath caught in her throat, but she quickly recognized Josh’s dulcet tone from behind 

her. She giggled, realizing he knew he wasn’t in her crosshairs. He set down a box and stepped 

closer to her.  

“When am I going to stop talking to myself?” she asked, leaning into his chest. 

He chortled, draping both of his arms around her. She felt safe and desirable.  

“When you stop living with a cat.” His eyebrows mimicked the McDonald’s golden arches. 

“I don’t want to kick Chloe out. She’s my reading buddy.” She kneaded his pecs. 

“I should have said when you stop living with only a cat.” He winked, smacked her butt, and 

turned to unpack the boxes. 

Shifting her gaze to the red Ferrari poster for a moment, she tried to read between the lines 

of Josh’s comment. Is he suggesting that we…? Crazy. We just can’t go there. Well, not after 

dating only a couple of months. 

“What do you have in all the boxes?” 

He lifted what looked like a printer of some sort and set it on the desk, creating a metal echo. 

“You wanted to know if I could figure out a way to get into Natalie’s phone.” 

Josh removed two more wrinkled bags, set them on the table, then leaned down and plugged 

in the electronic. 

“I could have come to your place. You didn’t have to haul all of this stuff up here.” 



“I knew you had to work at the bar this afternoon, and you didn’t want to wait until later 

tonight to learn what was in Natalie’s phone. It’s no big deal.” 

She took in a full breath, wondering how she’d been so lucky for her life’s path to intersect 

with someone so thoughtful. “I don’t know what to say, Josh. Thank you. You can really tell 

when I need support…from you.” 

He smiled and quickly went back to setting up his workstation. Her eyes just now noticed 

his bright orange, collared shirt with a logo on it. He delivered pizzas when he wasn’t refereeing 

soccer games. 

“You working this afternoon?” she asked. 

“Yeah, another driver called in sick. It’s okay. I need the money.” 

With the felony cybercrime still on his record, Josh had yet to find a paying job in the IT 

industry. In the meantime, he logged a few hours performing some of these one-off, technical 

side jobs for Booker & Associates. She considered Josh the most ingenious person she’d met and 

knew all he needed was a foot in the door at any small company and they’d do anything to keep 

him. He was that talented. Actually, he had many talents, as she’d found out since their sixth 

date, but that one wasn’t for sharing with anyone else. 

Something just hit her. The work he was doing today wasn’t a paying gig, since it couldn’t 

be billed back to their client, Jade’s parents. But she couldn’t let him know that. She knew he 

needed the money, as well as the affirmation of his skills. 

Josh opened his laptop, logged in, and then made some configuration changes to the printer. 

“What’s the plan?” I asked, intrigued about how Josh would crack the code, so to speak. 

“Do you have the phone?” 

Alisa dug through the pit covered in scarred white leather. 

“I hope you have it in a—” he started to say as I finally pulled out a zip-lock baggie and set 

it on the desk. 

“Cool.” Holding the baggie with two fingers, he twisted it around. “Just what I expected.” 

“What?” 

“I brought everything I need to break the phone’s biometric security, I think.” 

He shot her a wink and got to work. Opening the plastic baggie, he slid the phone onto the 

desk. Using a magnifying glass, he scanned the phone slowly, methodically. 

“My, you are thorough,” she said. “You look like a young Sherlock Holmes.” 

“I’d need a deerstalker cap and a curved pipe to pull that one off.” He glanced up, grinned 

quickly, then returned to the hunt. “I’m looking for a print. Once I find one, we’ll go through 

several steps to turn it into a usable biometric replica of the real print and attempt to unlock the 

phone’s security. If it doesn’t work, most likely it’s because it’s not Natalie’s print. Then, we’ll 

keep looking.” 

Alisa nodded and leaned forward, staring at the phone. Ten long minutes passed. Other than 

a couple of loud diesel trucks passing by outside and Dax clinking a few glasses in the bar 

downstairs, she mostly heard Josh’s steady breathing.  



She sipped her carbonated drink, mostly half-melted ice, her mind drifting a bit, wondering 

what Natalie might be doing at this very moment.  

Natalie is still alive, isn’t she? 

Pressing her eyelids shut, Alisa cut the cord to that thought just as quickly as it had entered 

her mind. She wasn’t a psychic who could read the aura of people and provide an assessment of 

their current state of mind or their whereabouts. But, she’d always had a strange, almost 

motherly sense of Natalie’s well-being. Nine times out of ten, the wheels were flying off in some 

form or fashion, even if it was just another Natalie overreaction to a perceived problem.  

Damn, that girl couldn’t breathe without drama engulfing her life and everyone else’s around 

her. She was like a black hole, sucking in those who dared to hover anywhere near her. Alisa had 

been sucked in a few times when she was younger, eager to help her baby sister. She recalled one 

time when Natalie was in eighth grade, she begged Alisa to call the school and pretend she was 

her parent so they’d let her out. It sounded innocent, almost like a remake of Ferris Bueller’s 

Day Off. 

The problem was, Ferris and company would have blushed at the type of day Natalie had 

experienced. She called Alisa late that afternoon all in a frenzy because the high school junior 

boy she’d left school with had left her at a house with a bunch of dopeheads. Natalie had smoked 

so much weed, she couldn’t stand up, and had come out of her stupor to realize someone had 

stolen her clothes. She was in a doublewide in the middle of the East Texas Piney Woods and 

scared as hell. Alisa had to jump in her car and drive three hours from Dallas, speeding at about 

eighty miles per hour, finally reaching her little sister at almost nine o’clock that night. She gave 

Natalie some sweats and then a piece of her mind while she drove her back to her parents’ house.  

She’d never forget what Natalie said after several minutes of silence sitting in their parents’ 

driveway. “Hey sis, would you be cool if we just told Mom and Dad that I was kidnapped and 

drugged? They’ll probably feel sorry for me and give me some extra cash for a new wardrobe.” 

“What the hell are you thinking, Natalie?” she’d said, turning to face her sister. 

“My birthday’s coming up and all, and it would be really special if I could show off some 

new clothes when I come up to Dallas and visit you for a weekend.” 

Alisa paused her verbal assault, thinking her little sister simply wanted some attention. They 

could go see a nice chick flick, do a little more shopping in Dallas, eat some good food, stay up 

late, and tell ghost stories while eating a tub of ice cream.  

“Wow, Natalie, I’m sorry if I didn’t see that one coming,” she’d responded, her tone back to 

a calm state.  

“We could probably do brunch on Sunday, depending on where my two friends want to go.” 

“You want to bring friends? I thought it would be a sister weekend?” 

“Well, it kind of would be, technically. We’d stay at your place, so I’m sure we’d see a little 

bit of each other in passing.” Natalie’s lips had turned up at the corners, as if she was convincing 

a toddler to eat his veggies. 

Alisa was no toddler, and she refused to be duped again. 



Puffing out a breath, she clung to the memory of Natalie’s energy, zest for life, even her 

voice, as manipulative as it could be at times. Alisa would gladly trade an evening of arguing 

about Natalie’s latest boyfriend selection for her current fear of the unknown—wondering if 

Natalie was safe, unharmed, being treated like a respectable young lady. Just repeating those 

words inwardly created a new wave of anxiety. 

“Everything okay?” Josh’s hand touched her elbow, which leaned on the desk. 

She released a slight chortle, her lips drawing a straight line. “Just thinking about some of 

the drama I’ve experienced with Natalie. And strangely, just hoping, praying, I have a chance to 

experience more.” 

“It’s not strange. I understand, and I’m right there with you. I look forward to you 

introducing me to Natalie.” 

“Thanks, Josh.” She felt a tear gather at the corner of her eye, and she blinked it under her 

eyelid. 

“Hey, I’ve found what looks like a usable print. I’m taking a picture of it now,” he said, 

steadying his camera phone a few inches above the phone on the desk. He took a quick look at 

the close-up picture and nodded. 

“I took the shot at 2400 dpi. I’m loading it into my laptop and converting it to a black and 

white photo. Then I’ll invert it and mirror it. Give me a quick minute here.” 

Josh’s eyes narrowed as he twisted his lips while clicking away on his computer. He made 

another adjustment to the printer. “Need to print using this transparent sheet of paper at 1200 

dpi.” 

Alisa watched intently, not necessarily understanding each step of the process. Josh emptied 

a bag of items and began to create the mold of the fingerprint.  

“The key here is using photosensitive PCB material.” 

Nearly an hour later, after he’d developed the mold and cleaned it, he sprayed graphite on 

the compressed button on the cell phone. “That helps make sure we have an improved capacitive 

response,” he said. 

He laid down a razor-thin layer of white wood glue into the molded fingerprint and blew on 

it until it dried. 

“Ready?” He lifted his eyes at me, his hands hovering over the phone. 

“Let’s do it,” Alisa said, curling a lock of hair around her ear, her eyes unblinking as she 

watched Josh carefully press the repurposed print into place. His chest didn’t move, and she 

realized he was anxious about this moment as she was. 

Suddenly, the screen came to life. 
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Releasing the clutch slightly, the Silver Streak was anything but blitzing down the streets, 

making hairpin turns to chase down a would-be killer.  

The four-door sedan nudged forward about three feet. 

Lodged in a mini traffic jam in front of a downtown Dallas iconic structure, I looked in my 

rearview mirror and adjusted my black tie, wincing a bit at the noose around my neck. I noticed 

the procession of luxury cars and limos, then shifted my eyes and saw the same thing in front of 

me.  

I felt like the oddball fish in the middle of an aquarium of exotic saltwater sea creatures. 

Stuck inside my car sidled against the curb off Ross, I tried to patiently wait my turn to valet 

my car—unfortunately, there were no other parking options within a five-block radius.  

My thoughts quickly retraced my quick visit with Jade’s parents earlier in the day. Actually, 

the interaction nearly became an intervention. Jade’s mom, Carol, spent the few minutes I was 

there wailing and traipsing around the house, with Bucky a few feet behind her, trying to 

convince her to put the bottle of vodka down. During a brief lull in the drama, I spent a few 

minutes speaking with Bucky, got a tour of Jade’s room, but didn’t find anything unique, other 

than a picture of her standing next to Santa Claus with a silly grin on her face. Bucky spilled 

more tears when I asked him about the picture, saying, “She always made fun of herself and her 

red hair. She traded some barbs with Santa about his red coat. Those were happy days.” 

A red carpet brought my attention back to the here and now. It was rolled out in front of the 

old Belo Mansion. A few photographers paced up and down the sidewalk, soft lights illuminating 

the live oaks, creating a cool vibe. 

The event was special, the annual fundraising gala for a Dallas-based charity, Cherish Our 

Kids, a global organization that used resources to improve health conditions and feed 

malnourished kids in some of the poorest nations across the globe. In conducting a bit of 

research in the last couple of hours, I’d learned they mobilized teams of doctors, nurses, and 

caregivers to over a hundred locations the previous year, while providing more than two million 

meals. If that wasn’t reason enough to dress up and mingle with the top one percent, having a 

chance to speak with a person of influence who knew Natalie certainly was. 

Thanks to the inventive troubleshooting capability of Josh, the biometric security for 

Natalie’s cell phone had been bypassed. Alisa then scrolled through her sister’s contacts and 

found that one number had been accessed well over thirty times during the last few months, up 

until the last week. The only calls Natalie had received since her roommates had last seen her 

were from her sister and parents, at first glance. 

Alisa then did a little research on the person tied to the thirty phone calls. Zahi Kareem was 

founder and CEO of Premium Oil, a Saudi Arabia-based company with its main US office in 



Houston—not surprising to hear—but with satellite offices in both Dallas and Washington, DC. 

Alisa had found several online pictures of Kareem, whom she described as “tall, darker than you, 

a strong chin, and his eyes make me think he’s a real charmer.” 

Alisa also found two pictures of Natalie with Kareem on her phone, both grip-and-grin 

shots, dressed in clothes more expensive than her used Toyota, as well as a few text messages. 

She surmised from the notes traded back and forth that Natalie and Kareem were, more or less, a 

couple. He’d made several comments about her beauty, and she’d replied with sheepish, witty 

comments that made her come across as an aw-shucks girl.  

“My stomach is twisted in knots, reading through her personal messages, Booker,” Alisa told 

me a couple of hours earlier. “Part of me feels like I’m invading her privacy. But in reading how 

she interacts with this guy, it seems so fake. Can’t be too surprised, because she’s manipulated 

our parents, countless others, and me for years. But to see her do it to a man is upsetting. 

Knowing her, she probably had some type of ulterior motive, the type that was probably tied to 

money, clothes, jewels, fame. You know, all the characteristics that make up a good person. 

Makes me wonder if she pulled the chain of the wrong guy and got herself into trouble that she’d 

couldn’t get out of.” 

Alisa’s theory made sense, as did her connecting emotions. The fact she was able to function 

and contribute to the investigation was a testimony to her strength. Alisa was no wilting flower, 

and she knew the quickest way to find out what happened to Natalie was for her to squelch her 

pity party and focus on the facts and uncovering her sister’s trail. 

We all had a trail, even those who seemingly lived in obscurity, digital or otherwise. It was 

impossible to live on this earth, at least in a first-world country, and not leave a footprint. 

Sometimes it took a lot of digging, asking questions, validating answers, and piecing together 

information until the trail became traceable. Time and resources were key elements, however. 

The longer a person stayed invisible, the more evidence evaporated or became more difficult to 

obtain—which connects to resources. If four or five full-time detectives were assigned to the 

case, with access to local and federal information, the speed with which information was 

acquired could be mind-boggling. 

Alisa and I had very little of both—time and resources. I was hired to find Jade’s killer, and 

given what little we knew, we’d made the assumption that her death and Natalie’s disappearance 

were connected. Thus far, it remained only a possibility. While their lives were interconnected, 

we had no direct evidence, which led me to the second bucket—law enforcement. Once Alisa 

gave me the information about Natalie’s admirer, Zahi Kareem, I asked her to call Paco and 

submit a missing person’s report. The DPD wouldn’t likely assign the case to a detective until we 

could show some type of foul play, but I convinced Alisa it was better to go ahead and get her in 

the system. Who knew? Maybe a beat cop would stumble upon her through a regular traffic stop. 

Moving forward another few feet, a redheaded teenager jogged up to my door and opened it. 

He looked familiar. 

“Have I seen you before?” I said, lifting out of the car. 



Wearing a black vest and a white short-sleeve shirt, the kid opened his mouth as if he was 

about to reply, then he sneezed. He forgot to cover his mouth, and he doused the sleeve of my 

jacket with spit spray. 

“Oops. Sorry,” he said, swiping his arm across his face. 

With a pained expression on my face, I raised a finger at him. “Wait, you’re the valet from 

Marvel, right?” 

His face turned beet red, which showed me that his hair color was closer to orange. I 

recalled this same snot-nosed kid in the middle of the winter shooting a sneeze all over my 

window.  

“Mr. Bradley lets me take a few nights off when I can work a big event. Doesn’t get any 

bigger than this, Mr. Adams.” 

“You remembered my name. Call me Booker, by the way.” 

“I recall Mr. Bradley telling us to ‘never let the cheap Booker T. Adams get away without 

paying for his valet service.’ So, your name kind of stuck.” 

Nice. I looked down at my sleeve again. He quickly pulled a rag out of his pocket and wiped 

it off. Not effective, but he meant well. “Thanks.” 

Just then, another kid ran up and said, “Dude, I haven’t seen a car like this since my grandpa 

came to visit two years ago.”  

I turned back to Red and said, “It may not be much, but it’s all I got. Take care of it.” 

“Yes sir, Mr. Adams.” 

I buttoned my jacket and stepped onto the curb, hoping my luck would be a little better than 

the last time I wore this tuxedo. Eva, my ex-fiancée, had insisted I buy the tux for our wedding 

six plus years earlier, saying I could treasure it like she would her dress. Turns out, I got cold 

feet—or had a premonition—and we never walked down the aisle.  

I’d learned a lot about myself and Eva since that day—most importantly, we’d made the 

right decision. She might say I made the decision for her. But she responded with a neutron 

bomb, hoarding our baby daughter, Samantha, to the point where my visits with her as a baby 

were limited.  

My relationship with Eva over the years had been as predictable as the stock market and just 

as volatile, full of bears and bulls. But we finally grew up and realized we couldn’t keep fooling 

ourselves that a roll in the proverbial hay could carry our relationship. A DPD cop herself, she’d 

recently started dating a guy who would have been my sergeant if I were still on the force.  

Another reason to appreciate riding the entrepreneurial wave as a PI. 

Joined by a cast of characters who’d just exited a limousine, we approached the front porch 

of the home built by the founder of the Dallas Morning News, circa 1890, if my memory served 

correct. I hung back, noticing a number of folks holding a cream-colored card—which was my 

problem.  

I had no ticket to the event for two very important reasons. First, I didn’t know I was going 

to attend until Alisa told me that she’d called Kareem’s office and used her persuasive skills to 



get an unsuspecting assistant to share his plans for the evening. Second, I didn’t have a spare 

grand lying around. If I did, I would have probably started Samantha’s college fund. 

Hoping to blend in with the masses during the entry process, I spotted a woman taking 

tickets at the front door. Dammit. My mind churned for a few seconds, as the line in front of me 

evaporated quicker than I’d hoped.  

“Sir, your card?” A matronly woman wearing a gown that clung to her body like plastic wrap 

smiled warmly, but she seemed to inch forward, providing a physical impediment to me entering 

the stately home. 

I nodded and confidently brought my hand to my inside coat pocket. With a look of shock, I 

tried the pocket on the other side.  

Shaking my head, I said, “I must have—” 

“He’s with me.” A female hand wearing a single ring curled around my bicep. Turning my 

head, I found Renee Dubois, former client, friend, and all-around supporter of mine. 

A black satin shawl gingerly draped around her shoulders and down her arms, the head of 

the Dallas Performing Arts gracefully handed her card to the woman serving as the front door 

bouncer. “He’s my plus one.” 

Renee then turned to me. “Booker, please continue educating me about the art of fly 

fishing,” she said as we waltzed in like every other couple. 

I couldn’t help but smile. “This city boy has never fished, but I will say you do look pretty 

fly tonight.” 

She playfully smacked my upper arm, as her lips turned upward. “Why, Booker T. Adams, 

are you trying to give me a compliment?” 

“I am your plus one, aren’t I? Let’s just say I’m doing my civic duty.” 

Giving her a subtle wink, the wake of her perfume invaded my senses, a soft vanilla, maybe 

a bit of fruit mixed in. It was intoxicating. 

“Do you like my perfume?” She moved her wrist closer. 

It felt like she had read my mind. 

“Don’t look so surprised. I could see your eyes close for a moment.” 

I wasn’t sure which shocked me more—Renee spotting me doing something I had no idea I 

did, or Renee caring that I noticed her perfume. In our first meeting a few months back, when 

she hired me to find out who murdered a talented young musical performer, Renee cut me very 

little slack. She addressed topics head-on and expected results. While her icy exterior melted 

when she brought up her ballet career—she’d once performed at the Palais Garnier in Paris in 

front of the French president—she quickly flipped that switch to return to her business-focused 

mindset. 

But since that first meeting, our paths crossed a few other times, mainly because she had 

provided glowing referrals about my services. Up until now, I would have probably called her 

more of an admirer than a friend. 

“By the way, it’s called a sillage.” 



I gave her a curious look. She’d pronounced the word with an extra bit of French flair. 

“The wake or trail of my perfume. It’s a French term. Just like my perfume. It was a gift.” 

I nodded, wondering if Renee’s planned date for the event couldn’t make it. She might be a 

decade older, but she had to be on Dallas’s top ten list for most eligible bachelorettes—if a guy 

was looking for the whole package. 

I wasn’t keen on attaching myself to anyone, although I had to admit having her on my arm 

did make my chest stick out a bit more. 

“I’m sure you saw that I didn’t have a ticket to the event. Why did you rescue me?” I asked 

as we continued our trek through the old part of the mansion, both of us nodding and smiling. 

With a majority of the attendees shorter than my six-three frame, I could see the gateway to the 

enormous, modern pavilion up ahead. 

“I’m not saying this to flatter you,” she squeezed my arm a little tighter, “but I’ve been 

around you enough to see how you operate. I understand your motivations and why you 

do…this.” 

I tried not to smile, but my lips parted and exposed my teeth as a bit of heat gathered at the 

collar of my shirt. “I’m not great with compliments, probably because I’m no saint.” 

My thoughts went to the unlikely partnership I’d entered with Vincent Sciafini, the Chicago 

crime boss. He’d saved my ass at least once, and I’d returned a favor. If anything kept me up at 

night, it was our odd business relationship. He practically owned David Bradley; a Texas-sized 

gambling debt basically made David an indentured servant to Sciafini for life. David’s 

partnership with Justin on the food truck business, at least tangentially, put my old friend two 

degrees of separation from a man I knew had cheated, bribed, and likely murdered to get where 

he was today. 

“Hell, we’re all in that boat,” Renee said through a chortle. “You going to share what led to 

you ending up on the front porch of the Belo Mansion?” 

“Renee!” A woman covered in diamonds split through two other couples and walked toward 

us, wagging her hand, the sparkles creating a disco-ball effect. I’d avoided answering Renee’s 

question, at least momentarily.  

The two ladies grabbed hands, then gave each other air kisses. 

“Booker, I’d like you to meet Elena. She serves on the DPA board and is one of our most 

dedicated supporters. The people of Dallas owe a lot to her.” 

I leaned in and shook her hand. “It’s nice to meet you. And thank you for supporting the arts, 

and Renee.” 

She returned the pleasantries then brought a hand to her mouth. “Why, Renee, you look 

absolutely stunning.” 

I took a step back and finally noticed Renee’s full outfit. A black and gray V-neck dress 

hugged just the right parts of her athletic, but feminine frame. The full-length number had a slit 

running down the side, and I could see just a sliver of a muscular calf. The sleeves were 

transparent, silky. Her hair was up, with a few wispy curls framing her neck, but my eyes were 



drawn to a silver necklace, a blue medallion on the end.  

She looked striking. 

“I’ve got an idea about how we can market this year’s holiday season. Let’s chat later.” 

Elena spotted another friend and fluttered away. 

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed an average-looking man standing near an entryway to 

an adjoining room. He was speaking out loud, but no one else was near him. 

A screaming saxophone then grabbed my attention. Listening closer, I could make out a 

jazzy tune being played in the pavilion. 

“Let’s check it out.” I glanced back at the doorway, and the man was gone. 

Stepping into a reception area, the place was buzzing. Two long lines of people wove 

through the vast space.  

“People buying their tickets at the door?” I asked Renee. 

“No, silly. This isn’t a baseball game where you pick up your tickets at the Will Call 

window. They’re donating money to the Cherish Our Kids Fund, which gives them playing 

chips.” 

Arching my back, I could see around the corner, the hallway into the ballroom lined with 

poker tables. 

“A casino night?” 

“I almost forgot. You just showed up hoping to crash the party.” Her eyebrows extended 

upward as she shot me a wry grin. 

I just noticed the black and gold banners affixed to giant walls, promoting the “Casino 

Royale” fundraiser. 

“I’d still like an answer to my question, but let’s get a drink first,” Renee said, taking my 

arm as she led me through the crowd toward one of the bars.  

The band was just inside the ballroom, so we had to shout our drink orders to the bartender. 

Renee asked for a glass of champagne while I ordered a Coke and Knob Creek, a new whiskey 

Justin had recently introduced me to. 

We stepped to the side of the bar, sipping our drinks. I could see Renee’s shoulders and hips 

grooving to the Big Band music. 

She leaned her shoulder against mine, but kept her gaze on the crowd, waving an occasional 

hand. “You ever going to tell me what compelled you to crash a party at the Belo?” 

I didn’t move for a second, realizing this wasn’t something I could shout over the band and 

party crowd. I flicked my head, rested my hand on her lower back, and led her across the 

reception area to a smaller side room. Eight or nine slot machines lined the wall. A few people 

hovered near a small table of hors d'oeuvres. I took her to one of the vacant standup tables, the 

music less deafening.  

Removing my phone from my pocket, I sidled up against Renee. She looked into my eyes 

and smiled. I think she wondered what I was doing. I gave her a straight-lipped smile, then held 

up the phone so that only she and I could view the small screen. 



“She’s a beauty. An All-American girl.” 

“She’s done some modeling, been in a few commercials apparently.” 

“Am I supposed to know who she is?” 

“My assistant, Alisa…that’s her sister Natalie.” I sighed. 

Renee nodded. “Something’s wrong, isn’t it?” 

“She’s been missing for over a week.” 

She gave a single, slow nod, appeared to be chewing the inside of her cheek. “Missing as in 

you fear she’s been kidnapped or…” She peered into my eyes, not wanting to offer the 

alternative. “Then again, maybe she’s still a bit of a wild child who does what she pleases and 

doesn’t care to check in?” 

I turned the face of the phone to rest on the table, but kept my lips close to Renee’s ear. “You 

pretty much wrapped up all the options right there. From what Alisa has told me and from what 

Natalie’s roommates have shared, she goes a hundred miles an hour all the time, driven to make 

it big in the entertainment world. It sounds like she’s addicted to the lure of anything that smells 

like money and fame.” 

“Silver-spooned by her parents?” Renee asked. 

“Doesn’t sound like it. Her parents were more on the receiving end of her manipulations. 

Alisa was as well for a while, but then she wised up and refused to be a pawn in Natalie’s game 

of fame chess.” 

“Renee,” a matronly woman walked by, sliding her hand down my date’s arm. “Let’s do 

lunch. Text me.”  

“You get that a lot, I bet,” I said. 

“It goes with the job. Although she’s someone extra special.” 

I turned my head. 

“The mayor’s wife. She has that kind of personality where she’s either with you or against 

you. So, she’s on my P-one list.” 

“Priority one,” I acknowledged and she nodded. 

A waiter approached us with a tray of snacks, and Renee and I each took one and ate it.  

“Umm,” I moaned out loud. “Best crackers I’ve had since…ever.” 

“Goat cheese crackers with red pepper jelly. Delightful.” 

She took her napkin and dabbed the edge of my facial scruff. 

“Thanks,” I said, feeling a bit conspicuous. 

Her soulful, cocoa eyes held their gaze for a few seconds. I could feel an extra flutter in my 

chest, which caught me by surprise. I glanced away, picked up my drink, and took a quick sip. 

“Booker, I don’t want to pry into your investigative work, but with this case touching your 

close friend, I want to offer my assistance if there’s anything I can do to help you find Natalie.” 

I took in a breath, then held up my index finger as I thumbed through my phone for more 

photos that Alisa had sent me. 

“This man, standing next to Natalie.” 



Renee brought a finger to her chin, which had a faint dimple. “Oh, I’ve seen the face, maybe 

even met him. I just can’t quite recall his name.” 

“Zahi Kareem.” 

“He’s in the oil business, from the Middle East. Saudi Arabia, I think?”  

“Good memory,” I said. 

“Creating bonds with people opens so many doors.” 

“And wallets?” I asked with an arched eyebrow. 

“That’s one of the benefits, yes. You expect to find Zahi here at this fundraiser?” 

“If I were to call his office and try to set up an appointment as a private investigator, he 

might blow me off. Apparently he travels a great deal, so I don’t want him flying off until I can 

find him and question him…to see if there’s anything he knows about Natalie’s disappearance, or 

other information that might help us find her.” 

Renee opened her sparkling silver clutch, removed her phone, and tapped an icon. Her red 

fingernail tapped the screen, punching letters and numbers. 

“What’s up?” I asked. 

“Checking something. Give me a minute.” 

It only took about ten seconds.  

“Perfect,” she said. 

“Find what you were looking for?” 

“Zahi Kareem has been what we call a Bronze supporter at the DPA for the last two years, 

which means he’s donated at least a thousand dollars to support the arts, on top of the shows he’s 

attended. It will be a good discussion point.” She gave me a wry smile. “Time for a second drink. 

Then we’ll make our rounds.” 

“I’m game.” 

Taking my hand, she led us to the nearest bar and we refilled our drinks. We then snaked 

through hundreds of people, most of whom had brought their A-game of cheesy one-liners and 

raucous laughter.  

I heard one guy wearing a plaid tuxedo vest ask another wearing almost the same look and 

style, “What do you call the sound a dog makes when it’s choking on a piece of its owner’s fifty-

thousand-dollar piece of jewelry?” 

The other guy scratched his boyish face, apparently not up to speed on fourth-grade humor. 

“Man, I don’t know. Tell me, come on. Don’t leave me hanging.” He put a hand on his buddy’s 

shoulder. 

The joker responded with, “A diamond in the ruff.” 

Gut-busting laughter broke out in their area. It became contagious, as their dates joined the 

laugh-in as well. If I were still a cop I would have considered issuing them a ticket for assaulting 

intelligence. 

Renee, a step ahead of me, must have heard the same cheesy exchange. She turned her head 

over her shoulder and gave me a smirking eye roll.  



What stuck with me was her warm smile. Under a few layers of crocodile skin used to 

navigate the murky, infested waters of the corporate business world was a true lady, with 

substance and experiences to share. And with all her wisdom, she apparently scoffed at those 

who took themselves too seriously. For a split second, I drifted away and wondered what 

Momma might think of Renee.  

One deep breath later, images crashed into my mind of a conniving, evil woman cloaked in 

the most sensuous body I’d ever seen. Not Renee. The Other One. I could already feel my neck 

getting flushed. To keep my temperature from rising further, I lost myself in the cackles and 

corny jokes around me. It was mindless, but a nice respite from the guilt I’d heaped on myself 

for not seeing what had been right in front of me for months, a pathological murderer. 

While Renee had several opportunities to stop and hobnob with the Dallas elite, she chose to 

say a quick hello, smile, give a pat on the shoulder, and move on. I could see a look of 

determination in her face, and her steps were even more assertive. A woman on a mission. Her 

interest and effort to help me was beyond nice. The more I mingled through the group, I realized 

having Renee at my side was probably necessary to get anyone to listen to me. I’d have to return 

the favor in the future—I wanted to return the favor—and I’d enjoy it just as much as she would. 

Without any warning, Renee pulled us both to a stop, and she turned to look at a painting, 

one of many that adorned the walls of the pavilion. 

“Beautiful sunset,” I said, admiring a sun’s purple hue radiate across a tree-covered 

mountain. “Appears to be a donation from a Dr. and Mrs. Brent Hazelton. Painting is from the 

Smoky Mountains in Tennessee.” 

Renee gazed at the art but acted as if she didn’t hear me. “Over my left shoulder, just inside 

the ballroom,” she said.  

I glanced in that direction. “The one with the red tuxedo vest. Zahi?” 

She nodded. “Follow my lead. I’ll try to get you some time alone with him. Then it’s up to 

you.” 

We paused and gawked at two more donated paintings. Without staring, I could see Zahi 

standing in the middle of a large group, a hand in his pocket. He had a suave veneer. He would 

speak and everyone around him would laugh like Jimmy Fallon had just made a joke. He was 

essentially holding court. 

Just before we turned to “accidentally” bump into the oil magnate, I spotted the same man 

I’d seen earlier in the older part of the mansion. Holding both hands in front of his body, he 

looked around the room as if he had no friends. I pointed him out to Renee. 

“I think he’s part of the security team,” I said. 

“Some of the uber wealthy folks actually bring bodyguards. But they have to blend in. The 

fact that Zahi has one isn’t too surprising. I’m sure there are others among us, particularly those 

watching after the elected officials. I’d imagine we probably have a few congressmen or 

congresswomen here as well.” 

“Good to know.” 



“Follow my lead. Act casual,” she said. 

Renee turned and walked a straight line as if heading toward the food station. I followed her, 

my eyes purposely scanning the room around me, not paying much attention to my immediate 

surroundings. “Hey, Renee, I just spotted Troy and his date. Why don’t we go say—”  

She bumped Zahi’s arm, spilling her flute of champagne all over her arm.  

“Oh my, I’m such a klutz,” she said, taking a step back. 

I walked toward the food table and snatched a few napkins as she glanced up. 

“Oh, my, Zahi? What a coincidence,” she exclaimed. 

I approached them, noticing the rest of Zahi’s group had split up and were not paying as 

much attention. I handed her two napkins. 

“It’s Renee, isn’t it?” he asked. “Dallas Performing Arts.” 

He turned to his flock of followers and said, “Pardon me for a quick moment.” Then, turning 

back to Renee, he brought a hand to her elbow. “I must apologize. I am the klutz.” 

Renee’s smile lit up our space, and I quickly got the feeling Zahi had that effect on most 

women. 

Dabbing her arm and the edges of her shawl, she brought me in. “Zahi, I’d like you to meet 

Booker Adams. He’s a good friend of mine, a supporter of the arts, just like you.” 

“Booker, any friend of Renee’s is a friend of mine.” 

Ever the charmer, Zahi shook my hand in one strong motion. I could see his tux was a 

designer make of some kind. He had a bit of a mysterious look to him, with thick, groomed 

eyebrows, recessed eyes. His skin actually glowed. I think he’d visited a few spas in his time. Or 

maybe they had visited him. 

“Thank you. Lots of money tonight going to another great cause,” I said, extending my arm 

to the rest of the ballroom. 

“It truly is. I’ve seen it with my own eyes, how the Cherish Our Kids teams fly into areas 

ravaged by a natural disaster or even civil war. Their sole mission is to help nourish and heal our 

kids. Can there be any better cause?” 

“Not that I can think of,” I said, crinkling my eyes, realizing he was shorter than I’d 

originally thought. It must have been his gregarious personality that made him seem larger than 

his actual size, a shade under six feet. 

“You just have to share with us what life is like in the Middle East,” Renee said, parking 

herself between Zahi and his throng of fake friends. “You’re such the world traveler, and I find 

that part of the world so intriguing.” 

He released a slight grin, as if she’d just punched his ego button. 

“Well, it’s not everything you see on the news or trending on the Internet.” 

I nodded, as did Renee. Both of us were engaged as if Zahi was the sitting president. 

“Everyone thinks of the desert when they think of the Middle East, my homeland Saudi 

Arabia included. Our land is full of contrasts—striking mountains, beautiful valleys, and scenic 

beaches along the Red Sea.” 



“Sounds like a cool place to visit. How much time do you spend there?” I asked. 

“It’s difficult to predict. Depending on my meetings and time of year, I can be there for 

weeks at a time. Other times, I might only fly through for a couple of days a month. Whenever I 

bring along business associates, I make sure to take them two places.”  

He held up two fingers, both groomed better than his eyebrows.  

“Al Tayebat, a museum in the city of Jeddah, a former palace of a former king. It holds 

beautiful, ancient manuscripts and books, along with portraits and monuments to educate those 

who want to learn more about our land, our people, and our culture.” 

“Sounds quite interesting,” Renee said, reaching out and touching his arm.  

Now she was really stroking his…ego. 

“The second place is more of a testament to our advancements in modern architecture and 

technology. The construction of the tallest building in the world,” he said with a breathy voice, 

his hand sweeping in front of him. “When it’s finished, it will stand over one kilometer.” 

I tried to do the math. 

“A little over three thousand feet?” 

“Almost thirty-three hundred feet. The Kingdom Tower will utilize fifty-nine elevators, each 

traveling at a maximum speed of ten meters per second. It will have a sloped exterior to reduce 

wind loads, the highest observatory in the world. Overlooking the Red Sea, it will be the 

centerpiece to a new development, investing in our economy, our people.” 

Taking a sip of my drink, I could see Zahi’s hairline shine a bit. He was one hell of an 

ambassador for the new way of life in Saudi Arabia. 

I saw it as an opportunity. 

“Sounds absolutely fascinating. I’m not that thrilled with heights, but the construction 

process sounds interesting. I’d imagine when it’s finally complete, there will be a few shops to 

visit.”  

I purposely peered at Renee, who took the cue and made her eyes wide with excitement. 

“When do we leave?” she said with a hand covering her giggle. 

“My jet is at Love Field; we can leave tonight after the party, if you like,” Zahi said. 

He appeared serious.  

“I was just joking. Well, not really, but I have a lot of commitments right here in Dallas,” 

Renee added, who shifted closer to me until our hips touched. It was nice. 

He held out a hand. “That is quite all right. I understand my spontaneous lifestyle is not for 

everyone.” 

Renee nestled her face against my ear. “He’s all yours,” she whispered.  

“I need to visit the ladies’ room. Make sure you guys don’t run off and start gambling 

without me. I’d like to have my date on my arm.” 

She gave me an obvious wink, but I knew she was only setting the ball on the proverbial tee.  

We both watched her glide away, her background as a ballet dancer very apparent, at least in 

my unstudied eyes. 



“She’s quite a woman,” Zahi said. 

Glancing at the Middle Eastern oil magnate, I could see he’d taken a liking to Renee rather 

quickly. 

“I’m a lucky guy, for one night anyway,” I said, shuffling over to the food table just behind 

Zahi. “So, I haven’t seen your date tonight.” 

He held his posture for just a moment. 

“Don’t tell me you brought more than one date? Damn, you do have everything.” I chuckled 

while fiddling with a pair of bent metal tongs to place two pieces of cheese and a cracker on a 

small plate. That wouldn’t do much for my hunger pangs. 

“No, Mr. Adams—” 

“Booker, please.” 

“Of course, Booker. I am a lonely single man tonight. See, I do not have the most cherished 

things in this world. Money cannot buy everything.” 

Cry me a river. I shifted a few more steps away from his personal laugh-in group. 

“Are you not the dating type? Just looking for Miss Perfect to take back to see your family?” 

He wiggled his tie, cleared his throat, as if he was biding time. 

“I’m thirty-nine years old and have yet to find wife material, as you Americans might say. 

But I must keep fighting the good fight.” 

He popped the back of my shoulder right as I bit into my cracker causing a flurry of crumbs 

to fall to the floor. 

He chuckled, saying, “I’m so sorry. Let me get you another cracker…cracka.” 

Turning my head, it seemed like the whole world spun around me in slow motion. Had Zahi 

just spoken to me like he was one of my running buddies from my old hood? Perhaps he was 

simply drunk. 

“Oh, did I offend you? I’m so sorry. I mean no offense. I’m simply a naïve, uneducated man 

interested in learning more of the ‘street jargon’ in America.”  

He gave me the quote salute. I felt like giving him the one-finger salute, but instead I 

quickly flooded my brain with a repetitive thought. He’s just another asshole.  

The diversion allowed me the time to force the bigger picture of this exercise to the top of 

my mind—it was all about uncovering information about Alisa’s little sister.  

I didn’t respond to Zahi’s so-called apology. Looking over his shoulder, I brushed cracker 

crumbs off the sleeve of my jacket. 

“You have an eye for Renee, I can see.” He held up a finger, his dark eyes narrowing as if 

he’d just infiltrated my deepest thoughts. For a moment, it appeared he wore black eye shadow. 

“She’s a classy woman. Perhaps she’s your wife material?” 

He gave me a sly grin, again, acting like we shared a bond. We were males, but the 

similarities ended right there. 

“We can agree on one thing. Renee is a classy lady. She’s a good friend.” I felt the sincerity 

behind my tone of voice. I then attempted to regain my footing in the conversation. 



“I guess you probably go to dozens of these events? 

“I cannot lie. Yes, here in Dallas, Houston, especially in your nation’s capital. I believe the 

term is ‘schmoozing.’” He chuckled again. 

“Do you bring dates to events like these typically?” I asked. 

His eyes glanced away, suddenly disinterested. “Sometimes yes, sometimes no. It all 

depends.” 

“And how old they are?” I asked too quickly. 

I brought my phone within two feet of his face. “Do you know her?” I showed him one of 

Natalie’s modeling shots that Sarah had given us.  

An eye twitched slightly. “She is quite beautiful, but I do not know her.” 

I flicked my thumb across the cell phone screen. “What about now?” It was the shot of 

Natalie and Zahi arm in arm at some similar gala.  

His face went blank, and he shifted his eyes toward me. “What is your purpose in asking me 

that question, Booker?” 

“Did you know she’s only nineteen?” 

He looked away, tipped his head back to drink out of the tumbler. He had the look of a 

runner—someone from the hood that when you pinned them against the wall, they wouldn’t 

admit to any wrongdoing, so they just took off. But I think he knew I wouldn’t just laugh at him 

and let him off the hook. I’d follow him into the men’s room if that’s what it took to get an 

answer. 

Turning to me, he peered into my eyes, then glanced back toward no one at a nearby craps 

table. “I had no idea Natalie was nineteen. That, I swear to you.” 

He almost sounded believable. All charming manipulators do, especially with young girls. 

“It’s not statutory, so you’re safe on that front,” I said. 

His eyes scrunched together. I shifted my line of questions. 

“Why did you not admit that you knew Natalie?” 

Releasing a heavy breath through his nostrils, he spoke directly at me, his volume level 

reduced by fifty percent. “I will tell you now that at one time I dated Natalie. She was quite a 

girl.” 

Another person using the word “was” when referring to Natalie. I could feel my gut twist 

into a sizable knot. 

“When was the last time you saw her?” 

He shrugged his shoulders. “I do not mind talking about her, but why are you, the plus-one 

for Renee, asking me these questions?” 

“I’m a private investigator. No one has seen or heard from Natalie in more than a week. I 

need to find her, make sure she’s safe.” 

“So, you’re not a police detective or with the FBI?” 

“Would that make a difference?” I leaned into that question. 

“Uh…of course not. I just want to know if I should bring in my lawyer for this 



conversation.” 

“Your lawyer is at this fundraiser?” 

“Yes, he is a part of my, uh, what you call a posse.” He grinned for a brief moment. 

I rolled my eyes, ensuring he could see me. 

“Natalie. The last time you saw or spoke to her?” 

He tapped his fingernail against his glass, now mostly filled with watery ice. “That’s a 

difficult one to answer. With all my travels across time zones, I lose track of my days. You can 

ask anyone.” 

“What’s your best guess? Yesterday, last Sunday, two weeks ago on a Tuesday night for a 

pizza buffet?” 

He held up a finger. “It cannot be yesterday. You said she’s been missing for more than a 

week.” 

“I didn’t use the term missing. I said no one has seen or heard from her. I don’t want to play 

word games, so let me be succinct. Have you seen or heard from Natalie in the last nine days?” 

“I’m sorry, but I have not. I’m not trying to elude you. This is truly upsetting news.” He 

pursed his lips, and I could see his Adam’s apple move, as if he were swallowing back a tear. 

I wasn’t buying it. 

“You stopped dating each other prior to nine days ago?” 

“Yes, it’s been at least a month, maybe two since we last ‘dated.’” 

He used finger quotes again. I was glad Alisa wasn’t with me, because she would have taken 

those fingers and crammed them up his Jimmy Durante nose. I withheld the urge to make 

physical contact with the guy, but I could still feel tension building in my arms and shoulders. 

Standing toe to toe, I locked eyes with his, my breath bouncing off his bowling ball 

forehead. 

“Zahi, I hope you understand the severity of the situation. I need to know everything you 

know about Natalie, anything that intersects with your life, anything at all that could be 

important in finding her.” 

My jaw was stiff, my eyes focused and unblinking, which is why I didn’t see the man 

coming up behind me. Suddenly, I felt a vice grip under my armpit.  

“Mr. Kareem, is this man bothering you?” 

The cork popped on my bottle of adrenaline, and I could envision myself twisting and 

chopping my arm upward, delivering two quick shots to his ribs. Then, as he turned, I would 

send a final blow to his kidney, sending him tumbling to the floor writhing in pain. All in about 

two point five seconds. 

Instead, I channeled my bundled energy and forced out a breath while causally clenching my 

arm against my side—as if my life depended on it. Catching the placement of his fingers just 

right, it didn’t take long until he tried to tug his way out of my grip. 

He had no chance. Seconds later, my shoulder and arm muscles firing on ten cylinders, I 

could feel his fingers cracking from the unrelenting pressure. 



“Ahh,” the guy moaned as I glanced over my shoulder to look at him. It was the same 

bodyguard I’d noticed earlier, but with a grimacing red face. 

“It’s okay, Nick. No need to make a scene. I don’t think Booker wants to be kicked out of 

this fine event.” 

“I’m having a grand time. How about you, Nick?” I turned my head back around and 

smirked, my arm still pressed against my side, the bodyguard twisting his torso to try to limit the 

number of bone cracks, sweat beading on the bridge of his nose.  

I finally let go and moved my pivot foot to ensure I was prepared for any type of quick 

response. His mouth hanging open, he tensed his shoulders, glaring at his mangled fingers. He 

shot me a go to hell look, then marched off holding his hand like it wasn’t attached as he spoke 

into his lapel.  

Backups are on their way. 

Amazingly, no one seemed to care or notice our little interaction. Everyone was having far 

too much fun rolling the dice, dancing, or drinking. 

“Where were we?” I asked, straightening my tuxedo coat. “Oh yes, you were about to open 

up and tell me your life story.” I popped him on the side of his shoulder with a little extra zest, 

knocking him off-balance, and I could sense he finally knew I meant business. 

He brought both of his hands together, interlacing his fingers.  

I didn’t think a prayer was appropriate, but if it was more of a confession, I was all ears, 

even if he closed his eyes. 

“Booker, I will tell you everything I know about Natalie Lopes.” 

I placed both hands in my pockets while I surveyed our space, on the lookout for any more 

bodyguards who wanted to get handsy. 

“Natalie and I met on the Dallas party circuit, at an event much like this one,” he said. 

I knew Natalie didn’t have much money, at least not her own. “Was she alone, with a 

girlfriend, or a date?” 

“Usually she was tagging along with a date, but I don’t think I ever saw her with the same 

man. It was never serious, that much I could see. Almost immediately I could sense a connection 

with her. Such an interesting, insightful young lady.” 

Those words had not been used to describe Alisa’s younger sister. I’m sure Alisa would have 

told me if a twin was involved. Surely. 

“Go on,” I said. 

“She had a great interest in learning more about my culture, my way of life. As you can see, 

I’m a proud man. I think that was our common interest.” 

I nodded while interpreting his comments. Natalie saw a single man with more money than 

half the free world, and therefore, she turned on the charm full throttle and acted like Zahi was 

the most interesting man she’d ever met. And it appeared their common interest was nothing 

more than boosting Zahi’s already oversized ego.  

“I’m not going to lie. We became close very quickly.” He raised an eyebrow, which told me 



what I needed to know. 

“Exclusive?” Given the way this guy flaunted money, I was sure his innocent act of being 

the lonely, single man was a bunch of bullshit. I needed to know if another woman might be 

involved, someone who might resent a young, Texas girl stealing the attention and associated 

spending privileges that came with being Zahi’s girlfriend. Or at least the girl riding shotgun. 

He looked at me as if I’d accused him of screwing a goat. “Why yes, of course. As I said, we 

were close. Inseparable. At least for a while.” 

“What did you do together?” 

“She accompanied me on my travels. I shared my wonderful homeland with her. 

Everywhere we went, everyone thought she was warm, genuine. A true American beauty.” 

“Was that your goal, to win the heart of an American girl?” 

“You have no idea. Natalie and I…dare I say, were in love. And I do not use that term 

lightly.” 

He wiggled a finger too close to my face to emphasize his point. 

This guy was a walking contradiction. A jet-setting playboy who was trying to portray 

himself as a virtuous man only seeking a good-hearted woman. The great American love story—

international style. 

Whatever. 

“If you guys were the next Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie, then why did you break up so soon? 

You sound like marriage was a possibility.” 

“It was my travel. It always is. But I cannot help it. It’s what I do. The company has been in 

my family for three generations,” he said, his mood more solemn. “Honestly, this age thing you 

brought up. I’m not sure I would have dated her if I’d known she was just nineteen. But once we 

became lovers, yes, I would have married her regardless of her age.” 

I flipped a business card in his face just as I felt fingernails tickle the back of my neck. Zahi 

took the card. 

“Sorry to keep you boys waiting,” Renee said, sidling up to me. “I ran into one of our top 

donors and had a lengthy discussion about creating a performing arts weekend, with 

performances inside our beautiful facilities as well as outside on our grounds, in the park.” 

I nodded, acted interested. “Zahi and I have gotten to know each other a bit, wouldn’t you 

say?” 

“Indeed.” His energy level had dropped about two hundred degrees. 

“Just you two talked the whole time?” Renee asked both of us with a toothy smile. 

“I got a helpful hand from one of Zahi’s friends, Nick.” 

“He didn’t want to stick around?” 

“He said he had a pressing matter he had to get to.” I tried to hold back the smirk, but it 

didn’t work. 

I held out my arm, and Renee took hold while waving at Zahi. 

“Call me if you think of anything I need to know,” I said to Zahi. 



Zahi held up the card and nodded, then walked away as quickly as his feet could move. 
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“Daddy, why are street lights red, yellow, and green?” 

Tilting my Ray-Bans upward, I shifted my vision to the rearview and locked eyes with my 

little girl. She was anchored to her booster seat in the Saab’s back seat, her spastic legs knocking 

the back of the passenger seat. She’d already created a sweeping scuffmark on the back of the 

leather seat. I’d have to live with it. Asking her to stop moving her legs was like asking her to 

stop talking. Her caramel eyes with flecks of orange had a serious look. 

“That’s just how it’s been since the beginning of time, Samantha. Green is good, so that 

means go. Red is bad, so that means stop. Yellow is in between, so you better slow down.” 

I did my best to provide an answer that would appease a little girl who was growing more 

curious by the day. Fortunately, she was still young enough that if I sounded like I knew what I 

was talking about, she usually believed me. Eventually, she’d tell me I was full of crap, but the 

teen years could wait. 

“But why don’t they use my favorite colors, pink and purple? Purple especially.”  

Her pronunciation of purple still sounded like a toddler, as if she’d been born into a British 

family. 

Pulling her headband out of her thick hair, strands going this way and that, she pointed a 

purple fingernail, which looked more like a nub, at the purple headband.  

“I’m not sure, Mittens. Maybe we can go talk to the mayor and see if he’ll change all the 

lights in Dallas.” 

Cracking a wide smile, her dimples serving as cute magnets, she showed off a missing tooth 

on the top and bottom. Good thing we didn’t name her Jacqueline, like my PI friend in Chicago, 

who’d been called Jack most of her life. With Samantha’s grill, she could have been an Irish lass, 

“Jack O’Lantern.”  

I almost chuckled out loud, my mind interrupted by a quick thought: my father was Irish, 

fair skinned, light hair. Thanks to him, when I was growing up my buddies called me Milky Way. 

But it was an endearing term, so they said. 

Color coordination was big with Samantha’s mother. I’d learned the hard way to go along 

with it. Anything to get Samantha into school with a happy face and positive attitude.  

Once, when I picked up Samantha from her mom’s house, I’d made the mistake of 

commenting on her outfit, which resembled Barney the dinosaur. Purple knickers, purple socks, 

shoes with pink shoelaces, a lime green T-shirt, and a purple sweater. Of course, her mom 

included the accessories, a different purple headband than what she had worn today, and a purple 

cloth bracelet.  

She looked more like a mutant Slurpee, and I said as much. Eva laid into me—she could 

curse under her breath with the best of them—and Samantha interpreted my comments as 



meaning I didn’t think she looked cute. I apologized profusely for ten straight minutes, and her 

tears dried up just before she stepped onto the sidewalk at school. 

Now three blocks from her school, Ignacio Zaragoza Elementary, I hit the first wave of 

traffic, instigated by a large swath of kids crossing the street while an old man waddled out and 

held up a stop sign. One little boy tripped and spilled his books and papers across the road. He 

started crying as he and his mom chased down the windblown papers. Just when I thought we 

could resume our top-notch speed of twenty miles per hour, another little girl ran back to the 

other side of the street where her father held the leash of a black Lab. The girl leaned down and 

kissed the tail-wagging dog on the snout and ran back across the street…then halfway, stopped to 

tie her shoes. 

Oblivious to society. That was the life of a little kid. In some respects, there was some merit 

to not being aware of the world around us. 

“Daddy, where do clouds come from?”  

Diverting my eyes for a split second, I could see Samantha’s hand touching the window, as 

if she wanted to reach out and touch the puffy, white cotton balls.  

I wrangled my brain, trying to find an answer that would end this line of questioning. 

“Clouds come from small liquid droplets or frozen crystals of water that float in the atmosphere 

above the surface of the earth. That’s where rain comes from.” I felt like I nailed it. 

“Crystals?” 

“What about them?” 

“My friend Carlos brought a bunch of crystals to school for show-and-tell. They were all 

sorts of cool colors. We got to touch them. He said his collection was worth ten trillion dollars, if 

he wanted to sell it on eBay. But he doesn’t. He just wants to keep them.” 

“Ten trillion, huh?” I ensured a laugh didn’t escape my lips. 

“I think that’s what he said. Maybe he said ten bazillion. Which one is more?” 

“Trillion. Although a bazillion sounds like a lot too. Do you want to start collecting 

something?” 

Pulling around the corner of Worth Street, my brakes squeaked a bit as I turned into the 

drop-off driveway. One of the teachers working the area waved at me as she walked toward the 

back door. 

“Daddy, why didn’t you and mom get married?” 

And here I thought she was going to ask if she could start collecting stamps, or coins, or 

even dolls.  

“Well, uh…you know, Samantha…” 

The back door opened. “Good morning, Samantha,” the teacher said. 

I turned my head and found Samantha scooting out of her seat, her gaze still glued to me, as 

if I could provide a perfectly understandable two-word answer that would satisfy her inquisitive 

mind. 

“Have a good day, Mittens.” I’d choked and she knew it. 



“Goodbye, Daddy.” She plodded to the front door, twice flipping her head back to the car, 

her cheeks filled with extra air, her chin nearly touching her neck. That was pouty Samantha. 

It hurt to see her upset. But I’m not sure what else I could have said in the two seconds she’d 

given me. Answering the question about what happened, or didn’t, between her mother and me 

was akin to asking why Congress couldn’t agree on how to rearrange the furniture in the Senate 

chambers. It might seem simple to those on the outside, but for those involved—her mother and 

I, in this case—a straightforward explanation would only lead to more questions. I’d only begun 

to do some self-assessment in the last year, and sharing all that with my five-year-old daughter 

wasn’t high on my priority list. It would only create more hurt for her and probably a healthy 

dose of self-pity.  

And that wasn’t Samantha, at least not in her first five years of her life.  

Releasing the clutch, I glided out of the school parking lot, reminding myself to keep it all in 

perspective. Knowing Samantha, she had probably already run into a friend and they were 

discussing their strategy for tag at recess. But I knew I’d have to come up with an answer on the 

mommy marriage front, and quickly. These days Samantha could hurl a wicked curveball when I 

least expected it—this morning being a perfect example. 

Ten minutes later, I inserted my key into the front door at The Jewel, eager to make headway 

in finding Natalie, as well as uncovering who had motive to kill Jade.  

Strangely, the key turned without effort—it wasn’t locked. I pulled the glass and wood door 

open, concerned someone had forgotten to lock up last night. Didn’t Alisa say Dax had been 

subbing for Justin? Stepping inside, I glanced over at the bar. All quiet, and my Dax theory 

pinged my brain. 

My Doc Marten smacked the first step as I headed upstairs to my office when I heard what 

sounded like the nails of a rat clattering across a hollow piece of wood. I paused, calibrating the 

origin of the sound. The rat-tapping noise was coming from the top of the stairs. I bounded up 

the steps two at a time, hoping I’d find the nasty vermin before Alisa got in. She was no girly 

girl, but she’d go postal if she spotted a rat. 

As my head peeked above the top stair, I was stunned to see a dirty blond mop—the back of 

Alisa’s head. 

“Hey, Booker. I actually beat you to the office today. Go figure.”  

She didn’t bother turning around. 

“I thought you were…” I didn’t complete my thought. 

“Thought I was what?” 

“Nothing.” I changed topics. “It’s just after eight in the morning, you know. Have you had 

your two cups of java?” 

She held up a paper cup. “Number three right here. I’ve been up since six doing research, 

studying the data Josh and I pulled from Natalie’s phone.” 

Moving around to my side of the desk, Alisa finally lifted her head and I saw raccoon eyes. I 

tried not to wince. 



“Everything okay?” I’d learned a while back that saying anything more direct about her 

appearance due to lack of sleep was male suicide. 

She lifted her eyes, her face stoic. 

“I mean anything above the extra stress you already feel?” 

She released a tired chortle, pinching the corners of her eyes. 

“I’ve been here before with my little sister running off, no one able to find her for days at a 

time, or dealing with something that got everyone in an anxious stir. It came to be known as 

Natalie drama.” 

“Nice pun.” Good to see Alisa could allow a bit of humor into her mind during this uneasy 

time. 

“I know we have some things to discuss on Natalie. We also need to take some steps with 

Jade’s murder. Can’t forget that.” I found remnants of dried glue stuck to my metal desk, but 

Alisa didn’t pay it any attention. 

She puffed out a breath. “I know we need to dig on the Jade murder case. It makes my 

stomach turn flips, putting her death and Natalie’s disappearance in the same context.” 

“But—” I started, but she jumped in on top of my words. 

“But…we have to go where the evidence takes us on both cases. If they intersect, so be it. It 

doesn’t mean Natalie will end up…” 

I walked around and put my hand on Alisa’s shoulder, and she leaned against it. 

“Thank you for being here, for being in my life, Booker. I’m not sure I could deal with all of 

this shit without you.” 

I felt a lump in my throat. “You couldn’t keep me away. Now, let’s talk about what we know 

and what’s next.” 

I returned to my chair, which released a squeal that sounded like a gaggle of middle school 

violinists—excruciatingly painful. 

Alisa leaned back in the green, padded office chair, circa 1985, which arched her ample 

chest in my direction. It was hard not to notice her curves, especially when she wore a sleeveless 

red button-up made of a thin, slinky material that stuck to just the right places. She’d never 

lacked in the looks and figure department. And since she’d started putting in hours working for 

Booker & Associates, filling any number of roles, my respect for her tenacity and sheer smarts 

had quadrupled.  

I almost felt guilty about doubting her brainpower prior to our little partnership. Actually, 

while I’d been tossing the “partner” term around lately—calling her my assistant seemed to 

demean her importance to me and our clients. It was nothing more than verbal volleyball. I knew 

I’d need to address our arrangement at some point in the future. Just not now. 

Running long fingers through her hair that appeared more frizzy than curly, she kept her 

sights on the screen of her laptop. 

“Josh and I captured all the data off Natalie’s cell phone. I created a spreadsheet for it, and 

I’ve started to study the timing of phone calls and text messages against her modeling schedule 



that we received from Tiara. I also need to pull in what I can find from social media to create 

more of a 3-D view into Natalie’s life.” 

“You’ve done a hell of a lot in a short amount of time. But I guess I should expect nothing 

less.” I ensured she saw my appreciative wink. 

She replied with a straight-lipped smile, no teeth. 

“I’ve got a lot of work left. When I started this, I thought it would be a simple spreadsheet 

table, giving us the information we need to debate the significance of certain messages. That data 

does exist, but from what I’ve seen, it just leads to more questions. Which is why I came up with 

the idea to scrape the social media sites too. I know Natalie liked chronicling herself through 

pictures that she posted. But I already have one barrier. I found it in the last hour. Well, it’s not 

really a barrier, more like a large impediment.” 

“What’s that?” 

“An app called Snapchat. It’s kind of like Twitter, but it deletes the messages after a couple 

of seconds. She had that on her phone.” 

“Think I’ve heard the name. Sounds like an app for teens who don’t want their parents 

checking all of their messages or pictures they send to their friends…or enemies.” 

“Frenemies. That the new term kids use these days. A combo for friends who they can’t 

really trust.” 

I scratched my chin, noticing cobwebs straddling the ceiling in the far corner. “I can think of 

a few folks who might fall into that category.” 

“Don’t we all. If we could only go back in time.” Alisa raised an eyebrow, signaling there 

was a story in her past where she might have been thrown under the bus by some type of digital 

attack. At least that was how I read it. I thought I knew just about all of her stories, but 

apparently I hadn’t been given top secret, ultrasensitive security clearance by whoever hands out 

those types of things. 

I had to guess it was a committee of women. 

“You said you sort of hit a brick wall. Is it brick, or faux brick that’s really made of plaster?” 

“I did a little digging and found out that even though Snapchat says they delete every 

message within seconds of it being posted, gone forever, that’s not exactly true. Apparently, there 

is a way to recover them. It’s just not easy.” 

Leaning on my elbows, I said, “And?” 

“And what?” 

“Super Tech, Josh. I figured you’d already have him lined up to crack that security to allow 

you to see Natalie’s Snap this and Snap that.” 

She pursed her lips. “He’s been so caring and sweet to me.” Bringing a fist to her face, I 

could see tears bubble in her amber eyes. 

“Isn’t that a good thing?” Reading girls and their related emotions was an activity in which 

I’d had a lot of practice, but I still failed at miserably. With Samantha, I was slightly better than 

average, but that’s probably because she’d yet to reach the invisible milestone where females 



evolved into a different species than males. Or had we males simply devolved? I’d let someone 

else untangle that hairball. 

“I wonder sometimes if it’s too good to be true.” 

I opened my jaw, feeling a need to respond, but I wasn’t sure whom I was defending. 

She jumped in before I laid another male-ignorant egg. 

“It’s a number of things.” She started bending fingers as she silently went through her list. 

“I’m just not used to needing someone like I need Josh.” 

Perhaps she noticed a smirk. 

“It’s not like that, Booker.” She wiped a trailing tear. “I’m more the type to do everything 

myself and ask permission later. I don’t need a guy.” 

“I can see that.” 

“But I can tell I need his…appreciation for me. His support.” 

I nodded. “Nothing wrong with that, especially if he’s offering it.” Her reasons sounded like 

excuses for not trusting herself to dive into the relationship. But what did I know? 

“On top of that, I know he’s suffering with his finances. Booker & Associates hasn’t exactly 

been funneling paying gigs his way.” 

Man, Alisa was carrying a hell of a load on her shoulders.  

“I can’t afford to give out charity, but I’ll see what I can do for him helping us with the 

investigation into finding Natalie.” 

She planted a hand on the desk. “It’s not like that. I…I don’t want you to come in and rescue 

me either.” Her watery eyes began to leak and despite desperate attempts to swipe them away, 

they wouldn’t be denied. Within seconds, her face was flooded with dark, snail-like trenches.  

Spotting a box of tissue on the cluttered corner of my desk, I yanked one out and gave it to 

her. She pulled out three more herself and buried her face in the mound of soft, white tissues.  

For a moment, all I could hear was my own heart thumping my chest wall as I pondered if I 

should go over and hug her, let her cry it out on my shoulder. But I held back.  

A choppy, chirping sound came from outside. I turned my head and could see the outline of 

a bird perched just outside the stained glass window, fluttering its wings.  

“Someone’s in a good mood,” she said with her face still covered in white tissue, her nasal 

passages so clogged her voice resembled a trombone sound. 

I tried not to chuckle. 

“Alisa, leaning on people who care about you is normal, especially when you’re dealing 

with all this crap.” 

“I know, but my history plays tricks on my mind. I feel weak if I’m not able to take care of 

myself completely. Am I just stupid, or stubborn?” 

“I vote the second one.” 

She released a phlegmy chuckle. “We need to get back to work.” 

“I’m ready if you are.” 

“Only if you’re ready to deal with…this!” Dropping her hands to her lap, she revealed a face 



that would have made Marilyn Manson jealous. Her eyes bulged behind a camouflaged face. She 

started to chuckle. 

I clenched my teeth, somewhat in jest, which only enhanced her laughter. 

“I’m thirsty. I could go for a cold beverage. Justin still have those G2s in his fridge?” 

“I think so. Can you get me one? I think I need to visit the bathroom.” 

A few minutes later, I cracked the cap on a tangerine-flavored bottle. Alisa took a healthy 

swig of a purple G2. Samantha’s favorite, go figure. 

Minus about ninety-nine percent of her makeup, Alisa appeared a bit more pale, a few lines 

at the edges of her eyes, but naturally pretty. She’d used a massive hair clip—the sharp teeth 

looked like the Jaws of Life—to corral a bunch of hair behind her head, revealing more of her 

neck. 

“Before I show you mine, will you show me yours?” She popped a brow, then took a quick 

slurp from her G2. Sassy Alisa had returned. 

“Last night at the gala.” 

“I’m all ears.” 

I went over every detail of the night, focusing on the confrontation with Zahi Kareem. I 

purposely left out my commentary about Renee, who looked radiant. Just repeating her name in 

my mind created a little flicker inside.  

“And you didn’t kick his ass all the way back to Saudi Arabia?” Alisa’s accent and mindset 

had temporarily reverted to her East Texas roots. 

“Not the right time or place. But I think one of his bodyguards is probably wearing a cast on 

his hand today.” 

I smiled, and Alisa matched it. 

“Do you think he was telling you the truth?” 

“I replayed the conversation in my head all night. Zahi’s not a man who’s accustomed to 

placating people, giving in on anything. His money and power make him think he’s untouchable. 

But it really seemed like his feelings for Natalie were authentic.” 

“I’m sure he has a different woman in every port, given what you described. If that’s the 

case, then there’s got to be a good chance he was bullshitting you. No?” 

“It’s possible, I guess. Something tells me I don’t think that will be my last discussion with 

Zahi.” I popped a knuckle. “Have you been able to figure out anything from the data you pulled 

from Natalie’s phone?” 

Alisa danced across her keyboard, then put a finger to the screen. “Lots of analysis left to do 

with cross-referencing the social media sites.” 

“Have you—” 

“I know…Josh. I’ll call and ask him to help with the Snapchat security.” 

“Good. Continue, please.” 

“All of the phone calls and text messages started trending down the last month before 

she…” Alisa opted not to use the term. I blinked, and she kept sharing. “While she and Zahi 



shared a lot of calls and texts, there was one other number that almost matched that same 

volume. But this one didn’t have a person associated with it.” 

“I’m sure you called it.” 

“It’s a business—East Coast, so it wasn’t open when I called earlier.” 

“What type of a business?” 

“A marketing firm. Checked the website, www.coolbreeze.com, and they’re based in Miami. 

South Beach.” 

I chewed the inside of my cheek, an image of a feisty, sexy Latina invading my mind. 

Maggie Calero had blown through Dallas a couple of months back, at the exact same moment a 

sniper was trying to assassinate a mob hitman, with me in the middle of it all. We bonded over 

the ensuing twenty-four hours, as we both evaded sure death more than once. The former DEA 

agent-turned private investigator had since gone back to her stomping ground, Miami. 

“Have you been able to verify if Natalie had a modeling gig in the Miami area?” 

“According to the report from PPI, it shows that she did a gig. It only lists Cool Breeze 

Marketing Concepts as the client. What got my attention, though, is that the phone calls 

continued for a good month after the gig. No text messages.” 

“Any voicemails?” I asked. 

“If there were, they were erased.” 

“Wonder if Josh could try to recover those?” 

“I’ll ask, but that might go through the cell phone carrier.” 

“True, and then we’d need a warrant.” 

I turned to the window, my eyes mesmerized by the dimples in the stained glass.  

“Didn’t Tiara say they had someone accompany each of their younger female models when 

they traveled for an out-of-town gig?” I asked. 

“She sure did. Tiara called it a tag-along producer.” 

“Can you email her and get the name of Natalie’s tag-along to Miami? Let’s set up an 

interview as soon as possible.” 

“I’m on it.” 

Some progress, and Alisa was helping to drive it, which was a good thing. 

“Okay, I think we need to spend a few minutes discussing our next steps with the Jade case.” 

Alisa’s eyes narrowed as she rattled away on the keyboard. 

I waited a few seconds and gave it another try. “The Jade case. I’m—” 

A door opened and I heard cowboy boots clip the concrete floor downstairs. “Hola, 

Booker!” 

Alisa lifted her eyes to me, a smirk playing on her lips. 

“Paco?” 

“You did say you wanted to talk about the Jade case?” 

“Damn, you’re good.” 

“I can’t take credit for the near-perfect timing of his arrival, but you’d asked me to file a 



missing person’s report with Paco yesterday.” 

“Thanks for doing that. I know it wasn’t easy, but it’s a step in the process. It could help.” 

She gave me a quick nod, more of a business affirmation than a personal one. I got it. 

“Yeah, the more Paco and I talked, the more Jade’s name came up. I knew you and I would 

meet sometime this morning.” 

“Is anyone here?” Paco called out from below. 

“Hey, Paco. We’re upstairs in the office.” 

I met him at the top of the stairs, and we gave each other a bro hug. His head bounced off 

my chest, given his height challenges. “How’s the department treating the best cop out there?” I 

asked, noticing a gold chain sticking out of his Swiss-cheese jeans that looked older than dirt, but 

slightly newer than his boots, the color of dirt.  

“Different shit, different day. Still learning to keep my head down when they really start 

slinging it,” he said. 

“You talking about the same old blame game when shit hits the fan, or more on the street 

side?” 

“Both sides lately. It all rolls downhill eventually. But you know me. I’m a dedicated 

company guy.” He belted out a hearty laugh, a thumb hooked inside his front pocket next to that 

gold chain. “Shiiiit, bitch. Another twenty or so years, and I’ll have a nice little retirement. I’ll 

buy a boat, fish every day, and enjoy the good life for a change.” 

Part of me wished I could be like Paco: settled, married, a couple of kids, PTA meetings, 

insurance policies, dividing up house chores, giving out parking tickets, interacting with in-laws 

and countless other relatives who might resent you, settling a neighbor dispute over sprinklers 

running on off days, car payments, couples Bunko night. All this, while completing mounds of 

paperwork for every action I took on the force while receiving a nearly flat income nudging up 

about seven hundred bucks a year, if the union could squeeze that much from the city turnip.  

Two percent. That was my best estimate of how much I wanted Paco’s life. The remaining 

ninety-eight percent couldn’t breathe if I didn’t have my current freedom. There was some risk 

involved in running my own little business, but in my seven years on the force, I’d witnessed 

people maimed or killed in the most obscure and distressing ways imaginable. I realized that I 

couldn’t sit around and wait for life to happen when no one shared the time left on my life clock. 

It could all end tomorrow, or seventy years from now. 

That sounded like a good long-term goal—the first hundred-year-old PI. 

“What’s up with the gold chain? You got so much bling you just can’t keep it all in your 

pocket?” 

Paco had always shown an affinity to gaudy jewelry, whether it was for himself or his wife. 

He just didn’t have the bank account to support his obsession.  

Slipping a calloused hand into his pocket, he pulled out a pocket watch. I took a step back. 

“What’s your deal, man?” 

“Last one of those I saw was triggering a bomb explosion.” 



He raised a bushy eyebrow. “True dat,” he said. “Nah, man. I got this from Bucky.” 

His voice turned softer and more serious. 

“Jade’s father?” I sensed Alisa pulling up near me. 

“Hey, Alisa.” 

“Hi, Paco. Long time. What you got there?” 

“A pocket watch, old. Handed down two generations, from what Bucky said.” 

He squeezed the latch release, popped open the brass watch and angled it toward Alisa and 

me. 

“It’s a picture of Jade with her grandfather.” 

“No offense, but why did he give it to you?” 

“I’ve spent some time at their house trying to help them with their daughter’s death. Carol, 

Jade’s mom, can barely function, man. It’s tough to watch.” Pretending to hold a glass, he acted 

like he was taking a drink. “You get what I’m saying?” 

For some reason, he didn’t feel comfortable saying Jade’s mom was drinking her sorrows 

away. I’d witnessed the same thing when I’d dropped by. 

“It’s never easy, I know.” Out of the corner of my eye, I watched Alisa, but she kept her 

hands anchored to her hips. 

Paco held up the watch. “Anyway, Carol was breaking down right in front of me. They were 

going through Jade’s things, and she found this watch. She said she couldn’t stand to look at a 

memory of her like that, and she thought I’d been so nice to them, so she gave it to me.” 

“That’s a first, a vic’s parents giving out family heirlooms.” 

“Yeah, I didn’t want to take it. I tried to refuse it, but Bucky looked me in the eye when 

Carol ran into the bathroom, and he asked me to take it, at least for a while. So, I guess I feel like 

I’m renting it. Maybe it’s a good luck charm. It will help us find out who killed her.” 

“Thanks for dropping by. Wanted to discuss that with you.” 

“No problem, man.” Paco appeared to get a bit misty eyed. 

“You want a drink? I’m getting a refill,” I said. 

“Ice water would be good.” 

“Alisa?” 

“I’m good, thanks.” 

“Back in a flash.”  

Paco headed into the office while I hoofed it down the steps, still seventeen if I was counting 

correctly.  

Halfway to the bar, a head popped up from the other side, which literally made me jump. 

“Shit, Dax. You like scaring the shit out of people?” 

“Oh, sorry. Thought you guys heard me come in when you were talking to your buddy 

Paco.” He removed his windbreaker and tossed it behind him while scanning a clipboard with his 

finger. “He’s your old DPD partner?” 

“The one and only.” 



He’d already tuned me out.  

I said, “I’m just getting a couple of drinks, and I’ll be out of your way.” 

He mumbled something, and I noticed a perturbed look etched into his face. I tried to ignore 

it, eager to get back upstairs and quiz Paco on the Jade murder investigation.  

“Thanks.” I carried two glasses filled with ice water between tables that still had chairs 

stacked on top. 

“Hey, Booker,” Dax called out before I disappeared. 

“Yeah?” I kept walking. 

“You guys finishing up soon? I need Alisa’s help with this list of crap I have to finish before 

we can open this afternoon. I’ll never get it done on time without her help.” 

Hearing more than enough Dax attitude, I hesitated at the first step. I tried to keep my 

response measured. 

“I guess you’re helping Justin again today?” 

He popped out a hip, his hand firmly planted on it. “Uh, why else do you think I’m standing 

behind the bar? I’m not here because of the great atmosphere or anything.” He rolled his eyes. 

This was the Dax I’d come to know and loathe back when he was helping David cover up 

his swindling tracks. He came across as if he were born into a royal family, bequeathed 

privileges that the rest of us could only dream about. Perhaps The Jewel didn’t have quite the 

five-star prestige or patrons as Marvel. 

“Dude, you need to dial back a little bit of your attitude.” I glanced up the steps to ensure 

Alisa wasn’t listening and took a couple of steps back toward the bar. “Do you know what 

Alisa’s going through right now?” 

Tapping a finger against his chin, he looked off to the corner. “Damn, those light fixtures 

need some dusting.” 

“What?” Heat invaded my neck. 

“Is it that time of the month or something?” He grabbed the clipboard and flipped to another 

page. 

I walked another few steps closer, my teeth clenched, but I made sure to keep my volume 

low. 

“Listen, dumbass. Alisa’s sister hasn’t been seen in over a week. She’s concerned, and I’m 

concerned, that something bad has happened, and we’re working and praying like hell that we 

find her. So, while she’s trying to live a mostly normal life, she’s got a lot on her mind.” 

His eyes bulged behind his thick-rimmed glasses. “Well, I guess I can handle most of this 

myself. If I have to.” 

I shook my head. 

“What? I’m holding down two jobs myself,” he said with a whiny pitch. 

I’d come to the conclusion long ago that Dax had been put on Earth just to annoy me. Then 

again, I think he had that effect on a lot of people, Alisa included. 

“I can’t fix your life. I’m just asking you to cut Alisa a break, that’s all. But if she knows I 



said anything to you, she’d get doubly mad. So, grow some balls and chill out. Got it?” 

“Yeah, okay. Whatever.” He flipped his back to me and stared up at the glass shelves of 

liquor. 

I huffed out a breath then headed back to the office. 

“Everything okay?” Alisa asked as I handed Paco his glass of water. 

“Just teaching Dax some manners.” 

“You’ve got a better chance with a convicted felon,” she said. We locked eyes, both of us 

thinking about Dax’s boyfriend, David, who could have fallen into that category. 

I changed the topic back to our priority.  

“Hey, Paco. I don’t mean to put you in an awkward position.” I raised an eyebrow, noticing 

he was leaning against the wall…awkwardly. “Sorry, dude. You can sit in the chair next to 

Alisa.” 

“I’m cool. That chair reminds me of sitting in the principal’s office back in middle school.” 

I leaned left, and my swivel chair squeaked.  

“Where did you get this furniture anyway?” Paco walked over and smacked the back of the 

vacant chair. I saw a small puff of dust. 

“Let’s just say it’s second rate,” Alisa added. 

“No offense, but it might be lower than that,” Paco replied, both hands grasping the top of 

the chair. 

It seemed like Paco was trying to avoid discussing Jade’s murder. 

“Hey.” I got his attention, and he looked me in the eye, his face hard. 

“Everything cool?” 

Paco picked at a pilling ball of fabric, releasing an audible breath. “Not sure you recall, but I 

have a niece. She’s eighteen, a wild child if I’ve ever known one,” he said. 

“Yeah. I think we all go through that rebellious streak,” I said.  

“She reminds me of Jade, at least how Bucky talks about her. My niece has been in a bit of 

trouble too. Skipping school, smoking weed, getting drunk. Staying out all night, treating her 

parents like they’re pariahs.” 

“And you could envision your niece making the wrong decision and ending up like Jade?”  

Paco glanced at Alisa then back at me. “Yeah, man. My family, you know, we’re close. I just 

don’t know how to stop it from happening.” 

“You do whatever it takes.” Alisa placed a hand on the arm of the chair. “I’m trying like hell 

to not picture Natalie ending up with the same fate as Jade. Shit, they were friends even.” 

She used a jittery hand to rub under her eyes. 

Paco pursed his lips, laid a hand on her shoulder. “I’m so sorry, Alisa. I shouldn’t have gone 

there.” 

She placed her hand on top of his. “It’s okay. It just goes to show how we’re all impacted by 

this.” 

“Paco, I don’t normally ask you to mix business with pleasure—I save that for Henry. But 



he’s in Hawaii with Cindy. Is there anything you can share about the investigation into Jade’s 

death?” 

He scratched his chin. “Detective Tanner also has a teenage girl. I think it got to him too, 

more than most of the sickening murders he has to deal with. We got to talking, and he gave me a 

few nuggets. First, he’s got a good idea when her body was tossed into the Trinity River. Or 

should we call it the Trinity Moat, considering it’s more mud and garbage than streaming water? 

Regardless, he and his partner found a homeless guy who was eating a late-night snack under the 

fancy new bridge when he heard the body slam into the mud.” 

Feeling my back stiffen, I couldn’t help but lean forward as Paco continued.  

“Tanner said that occurred between two o’clock and two thirty. The homeless guy was 

scared at first. Didn’t move. He said he heard a loud engine drive away. Thinks it was a diesel of 

some kind.” 

“No ID on the vehicle?” I asked. 

“Afraid not. Just the sound of the engine.” 

I grunted my irritation. “Still, I’m sure the DPD has someone who can replay audio files of 

different car engines for the witness to try to narrow it down. Then they can check the video 

cameras at the nearby stoplights to see if there’s a match to the engine sound.” 

Paco smirked. “Man, how did they let you get away?” 

“What?” 

“This whole PI thing has you thinking—” 

“Like a PI,” Alisa interjected, giving me a subtle wink. 

“I’m a quick learner. Anything else from the witness?” Paco’s accolades were all well and 

good, but pats on the back wouldn’t help us find Natalie, or Jade’s killer. In the back of my mind, 

I was still riding the fence on whether the two open cases had any links.  

“The homeless guy waited a few minutes, then walked over and realized the object that fell 

was enclosed in a thick plastic bag, gray. Thankfully, he didn’t try to open it up. The bag looks a 

lot like the ones coroners use, but it had no logo, not a single tag. Tanner’s team is trying to 

determine the exact composition of the material to try to identify the manufacturer. If they can 

find a match, they’ll start pouring through the company’s distributors or sales data to see if they 

sell directly to the public. With any luck, they’ll be able to follow a trail to whoever might have 

purchased it. That could take a while. Even then, it’s a bit of a long shot.” 

I noticed Alisa typing away on the laptop, her brain on autopilot. I was glad she’d been able 

to build a wall between her and the natural urge to respond emotionally to every disturbing word 

from Paco. How long it would hold up, I had no idea.  

“Any word on the official cause of death yet?” 

“Not definitive.” Paco’s eyes shifted to my new partner then back to me. I could see he 

didn’t want to pull the plug on Alisa’s emotional dam, but we didn’t have the time to worry about 

it. 

I gestured with my hand for him to keep talking. 



“Detectives found puncture wounds all over her arms, toes, even her thighs. Initial 

toxicology report showed a heavy amount of heroin in her system.” 

I started chewing the inside of my cheek. “There must be more.” 

“She was beaten up pretty badly. Bruises, abrasions all over her body. Two significant 

wounds to her skull. Lots of blood matted to her head inside the bag. I got a look myself. It was 

one you’ll never forget. Ever.” 

Paco wiped his face, then grabbed his glass off my desk and chugged about half of it in five 

seconds. “That’s not everything. It gets a lot worse.” 

“Sexual assault?” 

“Possibly. MEs will let us know for certain. That’s not what I was going to point out 

though.” 

“Tell us.” 

“There was a fork buried in her eye socket. It was in there deep, man. The toss off the bridge 

probably didn’t help, but her eyeball was just dangling off to the side.” 

Alisa brought a fist to her mouth, and her chest lurched just a bit. 

“You okay?” 

“I’m fine,” she said in a measured tone. She licked her lips and returned her eyes to the 

laptop. 

“Sounds like the vic, Jade, and perp might have known each other. Maybe a crime of 

passion? Even with all the heroin in her system, why would the killer have stabbed her with a 

fork? Very possibly could have been a struggle. If so, DNA has got to be on her somewhere, 

starting with the fingernails.” 

“Strong theories to work with,” Paco said. “One problem. She didn’t have any fingernails. 

They’d been ripped off her fingers. Fucking psycho did this, Booker. A fucking psycho.” 

I wasn’t sure if that narrowed our list of possible suspects, or just made it that much more 

difficult to determine who was leading a double life. 
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A swell of cool air brushed her frigid body, and it trembled in response. Grinding her teeth, 

she did all she could to not rattle the metal cot, not produce any noise. 

Peeking an eye open, the door to her room was ajar about two feet, a faint glow coming 

from the hall. Shuffling and voices in the distance. Was there hope in finally getting out of this 

fucking torture chamber? 

Her heart churned like it was pumping through sludge. Breaths came in slow gasps and she 

could feel the edges of her limited vision begin to blur, a lightheaded feeling brought on by 

nothing more than pure anxiety. She couldn’t afford to pass out or vomit all over herself. The 

sickening odor had already been infused into her body. Even worse, the sound would solicit a 

quick response from Tex and Tongue—the names she’d given the vile, despicable men who’d put 

her through hell. 

But now she was certain she wasn’t the only girl. 

A whimper. Arching her neck, she saw no shadows in the hall, no flickering of light. There it 

was again, this time a bit more distinct, or just louder. It was a girl’s voice. It had to be. It 

sounded as if she was gagged or had something stuck down her throat. Panting, gurgling moans 

followed, and Natalie could hardly bear to listen. 

“Please stop,” Natalie whispered to herself. “Please, please, please stop.” 

Tears pressed the corners of her swollen eyes. They escaped and rolled off her cheek, sliding 

to the back of her neck, crossing two distinct rows of mangled flesh. That beast, Tex, had put her 

through some type of strange ritual, mumbling shit she couldn’t understand. It ended with his 

bear claw holding her head in place while he ran a burning cigarette across the back of her neck. 

Screaming until her voice cracked, biting at his calloused hand, he didn’t stop until he’d 

etched three lines of burns on her once unblemished skin. 

Once it ended, she just lay there in her own pool of sweat, her drug-ravaged body drained of 

all energy. She wondered if she’d ever model again. Her lifelong dream of being discovered, 

ascending the stardom ladder from working commercials, to TV and movies, and on to becoming 

the next Scarlett Johansson, Jennifer Lawrence, or Kate Upton had most likely disintegrated. 

Hollywood wouldn’t accept a scarred actress. 

And she couldn’t give a Nacogdoches rat’s ass. That’s how much she’d fallen. Giving up her 

dreams was nothing compared to being tortured and left for dead. She’d been an immature fool 

as long as she could recall. Her arrogance and lack of good judgment had put her in this life-

threatening situation, with no one to blame or to manipulate into accepting a heaping truckload 

of guilt. 

With her whirlwind lifestyle, it was impossible for most of her friends, colleagues, or family 

to keep up with her. To a degree, she’d planned it that way. She didn’t need or want anyone 



watching out for her, cramping her style.  

And now that only added to her dismal position. No one knew where she was. They 

probably weren’t aware she’d been kidnapped, let alone drugged, raped, and tortured. Hell, she 

had no clue of her location. DC, Dallas, Fort Worth, some meth house in Decatur, an island in the 

middle of the Pacific? She had no frickin’ clue. 

She was alone. Only she could save herself. Willing her tears to stop, she refused to allow 

herself to play silly games. The odds of her making it out of this place alive were disastrous. 

Vegas probably wouldn’t even give the odds they were so bad. But as long as she was breathing 

and able to use her brain even a few hours a day, she’d force herself to take the continued 

assaults and torture if it bought her more time to clear a few more webs, begin to figure out a 

way to escape.  

There had to be a way.  

Just then, she heard bare feet smacking concrete. Lights flickered in the hallway, and a 

sobbing moan grew closer.  

“Leave me alone. Leave me the fuck alone!” a girl screamed outside of Natalie’s sights. 

Slurring her words, the girl’s voice sounded scared, desperate. 

With her neck strained to its limit, Natalie waited to see a figure.  

More feet smacking concrete, more moaning wails.  

“Who do you think you are, telling us how to run our house? Ha!” 

Tongue.  

Natalie’s already tense body stiffened like an igneous rock. Staring at the door opening, she 

saw a thin, moving shadow, more smacking against the concrete. She forgot to breathe. 

“No, no, noooo!” the girl screamed. 

Thwack.  

“Ahh!” 

Was that an arrow being shot into the girl’s body? 

Natalie’s chest nearly split open. 

She heard a person crumble to the unforgiving floor, crying out as she fell. Then an arm 

reached inside her doorway, a stiff hand smeared with red. Blood pooled under the girl’s arm. 

The injured girl cried out again, but there was no energy left in it. Only a futile grunt.  

“You’ve spilled your guts all over the place, bitch. Now I got more cleaning up to do. Cunt,” 

Tex complained with a professional-grade hick accent. 

In no time at all, the arm scooted away, leaving a trail of smeared blood. The whimpers were 

gone. Natalie was sure the girl had been killed.  

Her chest heaved and she jerked her head back and forth, fighting back a surge of emotion. 

She’d only seen the girl’s arm. But she’d heard her desperate pleas, her cries of terror. It felt like 

the arrow had punctured Natalie’s heart and every other organ in her body. 

The wishful hope of light had only brought to life how barbaric her captors were—as if she 

needed third-party confirmation.  



An echo of men growling bounced off barren walls. Then she heard a snap, as if someone 

was cracking open a walnut. The next sound was more of a rippled crunch, followed by two 

more similar noises. Then more animalistic snarls. 

Were they acting out a type of sadistic ritual, similar to what Tex had done to her? 

With her mind begging for a reprieve to take her someplace far away, she began to hum 

softly, drowning out the sound. Just her, the white noise of her hum, and a steady breathing 

pattern.  

A gentle wave washed over her body. It was warm, comforting. Her spastic, sputtering pulse 

had slowed to a measured pace. 

She realized she was in another world. One engulfed by silence all around her. No growls, 

wails, or crying. Just the murmur of the power lines—if that’s what they were. 

She sniffled. 

“Dearest Cybil.” Tongue’s voice jolted her senses. It was close, within a few feet outside her 

door. 

He continued. “I thought you had so much promise. More than the rest. Your beauty, your 

sense of purpose. It saddens me to see you in this…state.” 

She paused, then heard a ruffling sound, as if someone had flapped a cape. 

“But while you gave part of yourself to me, you never fully committed yourself to our cause. 

It’s a crying shame.” 

A snarky, Southern chuckle, most likely Tex. Then he stopped in an instant, as if the teacher 

had silenced him with his killer glare. 

“Oh, Cybil. It’s a shame to see you break down like this, nothing more than a bag of bones. 

Ha-ha.”  

That was Tongue laughing this time. Natalie ground her teeth, a mixture of fear and vitriol 

steamrolling through her bloodstream. 

“Taming the wildest of horses brings me immense pleasure. And you were one of the 

wildest.” The crazed man was speaking to a dead girl. Natalie’s mind could hardly comprehend 

what she was hearing. 

“Just know that I meant no harm. It was all a part of the process, giving you just enough 

leeway to see if you’d run off or show your loyalty. You could have been one who graduated, 

moved on to the next phase of your life. A new lover, a new master. Most likely a new country. 

But fate’s hand dealt you a mixed deck. Some things just aren’t meant to be. Cybil will not 

appear in the caged circle, soliciting bids for a lifetime of service. It’s an honor, and one that you 

will not attain, I’m sorry to say.” 

The man who seemed part snake, part human gurgled back a wet cough. 

“Just know that you are not alone, even as you lie here turning a cool blue. Many girls have 

gone through this same development, and like you, they have failed. Countless girls going back 

so many years I don’t even know. How could I? I wasn’t even around. 

“For everyone else listening, there is still hope for each of you.” 



Natalie’s once calm state had been sucked away. He was speaking to her and other girls 

apparently. The words he spoke felt like a scalpel nicking away at her heart, slowly bleeding out. 

“We live in such a selfish society, no one fully comprehending what it’s like to give all of 

yourself. That’s what I’m asking. You do that, and you will live. Not only live, but experience 

life on a plane that is incomprehensible for the ninety-nine point nine percent of the population to 

fathom. You could be part of that point one percent. It’s freeing. It’s euphoric. Just give yourself 

until you have nothing left to give.” 

Suddenly, a hand reached inside her door, and she squeezed her eyes shut, playing the part of 

the wounded animal. She heard the door slam shut, metal latch lock. Peeking, she noticed a slice 

of light under the door.  

Had they intentionally left the door open before, just so Natalie could better witness another 

girl murdered a few feet from her own cot? It couldn’t have been fake. The girl’s cries had 

permeated her core, a haunting sound that would live in her soul until the day she perished. 

How soon would that be?  

According to Tongue, that was all up to her. But how much more of herself was there left to 

give? He spoke of this caged circle and a better life. It sure as hell couldn’t be any worse than 

what she’d been put through thus far. 

Or could it? 

Licking her cracked and rutted lips, a hint of copper lingered from her last interaction with 

Tongue. No one would swoop in to save her. It was up to her to figure out how to escape. But she 

couldn’t be clumsy or arrogant about the process. 

Her mind felt as sharp as it had since she’d first awakened in Hotel Hell. How many days 

had it been? She tried not to dwell on a fact that couldn’t be verified. But she knew she was due 

another dose of their magic little dust. Thankfully, they’d gotten their jollies by watching her 

snort coke. She’d asked for coke a few days in, when she knew they’d been shooting her up with 

heroin. Both drugs were laced with some type of wacky shit that made her go stir crazy. But, 

they didn’t know that Natalie Lopes had a skill, one that she’d acquired as soon as she hit the 

Dallas party scene. She could snort coke up her nose and only allow a fraction to be sucked into 

her nasal passages.  

Five of the last six occasions, she’d been able to utilize her coke-snorting talents. Once 

Tongue and Tex left her alone, she would frantically blow out the remnants. It still sent her on the 

craziest ride of her life, full of ups and downs, but she guessed she’d only consumed about half 

of what they gave her.  

Her undeniable, self-centered ego had brought her to Hotel Hell, on the brink of death. Her 

mind would be her only vehicle out. 
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Whoever made the joke about walking, talking, and chewing gum at the same time should 

copyright a contemporary version. Walking, talking, chewing gum, and texting at the same time 

were apparently the new definition of talent, but only if it was done with the right amount of 

flair.  

“Gifted,” I whispered, leaning toward Alisa while casting an eye on Bree, the enigmatic 

admin for Picture Perfect Imaging. 

“You can add curling a lock of hair to her list of marketable skills,” Alisa replied. She rolled 

her eyes back so far, I could only see the whites. 

My hands clasped behind me, I rocked back and forth on my toes, as we waited not so 

patiently for Bree to escort us to a meeting room. Thus far, she’d engaged four other ladies in 

brief conversations, unwrapped two pieces of gum and curled them into her rather large mouth, 

and found the time to knock out half a dozen texts, emails, or posts—all while seemingly 

standing guard at the copy machine at an inlet just off a hallway decorated in red and green 

ribbon. During our first visit, our path was rimmed with black, white, and iridescent green 

stripes.  

If the goal at PPI was for all visitors to lose their equilibrium, or possibly even lose their 

lunch, the designers scored a perfect ten. 

Bree chomped away on her gum while curling the lock around her forefinger, her head 

buried in her phone. 

I huffed out a couple of audible breaths, hoping Bree would wake up from her texting coma. 

Apparently, my sighs were nothing more than white noise to her. We needed an intervention. 

“Bitch, you gonna finish that print job or am I going to have to cancel it?” 

A hippy, black woman wearing a nose ring that could have fit around my wrist, planted an 

army boot on the chic tile, head cocked to the side. 

“Yeah, whatever,” is all Bree said, not intimidated in the least. She waltzed over to the 

machine, looking for her printout, then started pressing buttons. 

“I don’t know what happened. I need to run back to my laptop and see what happened to the 

job.” 

“Did you not hear me?” Hips said. “I’m on a deadline, girl. Let me take a look at it.” 

Shoving Bree away, she tapped a touch screen on the printer, then it began to purr.  

“Thank you, I guess,” Bree said, her face curling into a ball of disbelief. 

“Hold on.” Hips shifted to the side, stuck her hand through a shaft, and pulled out a wadded 

piece of paper. “This was your problem.” 

Bree held up a hand, arching her neck away from Hips, as she moved to the back end of the 

copier, waiting on the printout.  



“Progress,” I said to Alisa, who checked her watch. It was close to five on Wednesday 

afternoon. Thankfully, when Alisa had reached out to Tiara just a few hours earlier, asking if we 

could interview the producer who accompanied Natalie on her recent trip to Miami, the director 

of Talent Acquisition has been incredibly responsive. We had a four-thirty appointment to meet 

the producer, who was on her way back from a shoot in San Francisco.  

Suddenly, paper started shooting out of the machine, fluttering all around Bree, who 

attempted to snatch the feathery paper out of the air, but whiffed with each swing of her arm. 

“Dammit!” she exclaimed, bending down to pick up the pages. 

A snort-chortle from Hips. 

“Did you purposely sabotage my printer?” 

“Bitch, you don’t want to go there. No ma’am.” She wagged her finger in tandem with her 

hips. Then her enormous eyes lit up, and she jumped up and down, pointing. Alisa and I both 

followed her two-inch, curling fingernails. While reaching down to pick up the loose papers, 

Bree’s hip-hugging jeans had dipped down and her too-short shirt went the opposite direction. 

We were staring at a fully exposed butt crack highlighted by angel’s wings—a golden tattoo. 

Alisa couldn’t help but release her own snort laugh. Two other ladies walked by and joined 

in the snort fest. 

Bree jumped up, pulled her shirt down, and walked past us with her nose angled quite high, 

unconcerned about the commotion she’d caused. “This way,” she said. 

Veering left, she slid open a glass door into a smallish conference room, a vase of white 

roses resting on a table near a window.  

“Desiree will join you in a moment.” She began to shut the door as Alisa and I sat in black 

chairs made from some type of refurbished plastic.  

Suddenly, the door slid open again. “By the way, I’m not naïve. I know what happened back 

there.” She glanced at Alisa, then peered at me, her ocean-blue eyes providing a transparent, 

mysterious glow. “I have nothing to be ashamed of. I know what guys really want.” 

Was she insinuating that I was hoping to hook up with her? She had no clue. 

At a loss for words, I could only think to say, “Okay. Whatever floats your boat.” 

She pretended to smile, which confused me even more. “I almost forgot, here’s the updated 

client list. I’m busy as hell, but Tiara asked us to help you out as much as possible. Anything to 

find Natalie.” Her lips drew a straight line, then she turned and left the room, forgetting to shut 

the door. 

“Strange bird,” I said. 

“You were really smooth there.” Alisa bumped my elbow.  

I shrugged my shoulders and released a breath, then noticed a few bottles of water sitting on 

a tray next to the flowers. 

“I’m thirsty. Want one?” 

Alisa nodded while opening her laptop, logging in. 

“Wonder what’s up with the flowers?” I could smell the fragrance as if perfume had been 



sprayed in my face. 

I heard someone shuffle into the room. I looked up at the door and saw a girl wearing jeans 

and a loose-fitting, blue T-shirt with House of Blues scrawled on the front. 

“Hey,” she said, slightly out of breath. “Oh, those flowers. PPI isn’t just about the visual. It’s 

about accentuating all of your senses. That’s how they reel in all these marketing firms. I guess it 

works pretty well.” 

“Hi, I’m Booker. This is Alisa. I guess you’re Desiree?” 

We shook hands, then she wiped her hand on her jeans, sitting down opposite Alisa. “Sorry, 

I’m a little sweaty. Been at an outdoor shoot.” 

“Water?” I extended my hand. 

“Yeah, thanks.” She cracked the seal and chugged half the bottle. “I forgot to drink the entire 

time I was out there. Temperature hit ninety, and I spent the entire time trying to hem this and 

hem that on the wardrobe for Sammy and Misty.” 

I nodded, noticed Desiree’s dark pink sunburn, and a white line running from her eyes to her 

straw-colored hair near her ear.  

“Tough shoot?” Alisa asked. 

“They’re all tough, for one reason or another.” 

Alisa shifted her eyes to me then back over her computer screen toward Desiree. 

“I know, I know. I heard you want to talk about Natalie.” Desiree sounded like someone had 

punctured her lung. 

Alisa toyed with an earring, and I could see her leg kicking under the table. She was wired. 

“Can—” 

“I heard you’re her sister.” Desiree pointed a finger at Alisa, leaning forward a bit. “I can 

kind of see the resemblance.” 

“Thank you. I think. We’d like to ask about your trip to Miami. Is that the last time you 

worked with Natalie?” 

“Uh…” Desiree stared into the corner. “Yeah. I’ve got so much going on it’s hard to keep 

everything straight. That was the swimsuit shoot down at South Beach. We created quite a stir, 

even for that place.” 

Alisa inched up in her chair. “Can you give us more insight into what you mean?” 

“The place is covered with hard bodies anyway. Then you add in the crew, cameras, director, 

makeup, costumes, suits…it felt like every person within a mile of our shoot had gathered 

around. They had to call in private security to help keep people back.” 

“Was anyone attacked or threatened?” I asked. 

“Nada. I heard some vulgar comments, catcalls. But most of the talent is used to that type of 

thing.” 

Not wanting to rule anyone out as a suspect, especially someone who knew and worked 

closely with Natalie, I decided to pry a bit. I leaned back, slouching a bit in my chair. It was all 

casual. 



“Did the talent have you really moving that day?” 

“The outdoor shoots are always tough on the talent and the crew. The lighting is changing 

constantly. During this shoot, the sand whipped around a lot. The talent was upset whenever they 

felt sand sticking to their makeup or in their hair. Then, we have these portable costume changing 

stations, and the wind played havoc with those at the wrong time, if you know what I mean.” 

“Did you get the chance to enjoy the city at all?” 

“Pssh.” Her hand smacked the black marble table. “We don’t work nine-to-five jobs. While 

our nickname roles are tag-along producers, we’re anything but just tagging along. We’re 

essentially slaves for our talent and anyone else involved in the project. Anything to make it 

successful.” 

I set the bottle of water on the table and opened both hands to the sky. “Just between us,” I 

said in a hushed tone, “I bet your job kind of sucks. Huh, Desiree?” 

“If it weren’t for a few good friends and a bottle of wine, I think I’d go stir-crazy. I go by 

Des, by the way.” She relaxed a bit, her shoulders dropping a couple of inches. I noticed the 

outline of sweat at her armpit. 

Her gaze appeared to focus on a contemporary painting on the wall behind me, vivid colors 

splashed against the canvas with no apparent pattern or shape. 

“What I just told you. That’s just between us, right?” She looked at me then shifted her 

sights to Alisa. 

“Of course. Just shootin’ the breeze.” I squeezed the thin plastic bottle, and the cracking 

noise bounced off the hard surfaces around us.  

Apparently, she wasn’t convinced.  

“It’s just that I’ve done everything they’ve asked of me since I got here. Everything. It’s not 

the most glamorous work, but I know I have to pay my dues if I’m going to get a break. You 

know, move up the chain.” 

Imagining the natural schmoozing ability of so many employees at a company like this, I 

nodded, at least a tad of understanding of her dilemma. 

“I get it. So, you’ve been working here…” 

Glancing at her hand, she shifted her digits as she calculated. “Three years, four months, and 

seventeen days.” 

“Not that you’re counting or anything,” quipped Alisa with a playful grin.  

“I know, right?”  

Des’ first real smile. It was cute. She had a girl-next-door look. Simple. 

“Where do you see yourself in, let’s say, five years?” I asked, my arm draped over the back 

of the chair. 

Scrunching her forehead, she grinned again, but this one appeared to question my question. 

“Uh, that’s a strange one. Is this an interview, maybe a dating game?” 

All of us chuckled, but I didn’t respond other than nod. 

“If I could write my own script, I’d be working on major motion pictures either as a 



cinematographer or a director. I’m a closet photographer. It’s something I love to do.” 

“Why aren’t you out bussing tables in LA, trying to find the right party to crash so you can 

buddy up with a Steven Spielberg or Harvey Weinstein?” 

“Well…” She pulled a cell phone out of her pocket and tapped the screen a few times, then 

she released a breath. “Like a lot of girls, I guess, I once believed I’d become an A-list actress. 

That’s what I thought when I first interviewed at PPI with Tiara. I’d done the high school musical 

thing, literally, and with PPI’s reputation, I thought that would be my path to TV and movies.” 

She paused, as if she’d already regretted her life’s current course. “It’s kind of funny, 

looking back on it. I recall my interview with Tiara in a room like this one. I had my portfolio all 

laid out. I was dressed to the nines, full makeup, tight-fitting dress, the whole works. Boy, was I 

delusional.” 

“Didn’t go as expected?” 

“Uh, no. She probably thought I was a joke, asking to be a paid model and act in 

commercials. Instead, she just offered me a job as a producer. I recall walking out of here, 

noticing all of these gorgeous people that I’d ignored on my way in. I knew I didn’t fit in. My 

ego took a hit that day.” 

Jealously was a strong motivator for crimes of passion, although with Desiree’s unassuming 

looks and mild-mannered disposition, it was difficult to imagine her flipping a switch to 

Conniving Bitch Desiree. But everyone had a switch. That much I knew. 

“Can you shoot us over your Cool Breeze phone contacts?” I purposely threw out that 

question without any warning, knowing we needed to compare what she had with the numbers 

from Natalie’s phone. 

Alisa slid a business card across the table.  

“Can I text them to you?” 

“Sure,” Alisa said. 

“Hold on one second.” Her two thumbs moved like they were on fast forward and in about 

ten seconds she said, “And sent.” Then she set the phone down, opened her bottled water, and 

gulped until the bottle was empty.” 

I scooted over another bottle. 

“Thanks.” 

“Thinking back to the shoot in Miami, did Natalie buddy up with anyone? Girl or guy?” 

“No,” she said quickly. 

I expected her to elaborate a tad. Perhaps a four-word response? 

I cleared my throat, sat a little taller in my chair. “Do you have a sister or a brother?” 

“Yeah. Two young sisters and an older brother.” 

“If your little sister went missing, what questions do you think you’d be asking right now?” 

I held my gaze on Desiree, my body not moving. 

She nodded, looked down at the table again. “I get it.” 

Suddenly, a hand to my left smacked the table so loud that I flinched. Alisa then pointed a 



finger at Des, her chest lifting with labored breaths. 

“Cut the shit, Desiree. I can tell you’re not telling us the whole truth.” 

Des glanced at the door, as if she was contemplating an exit strategy. 

“I want to find Natalie, just like you. It’s just that…” 

“That what?” 

“For me to move up the ladder, to reach my goals, I can’t be making any waves. Know what 

I mean?” 

“An accessory to kidnapping will end your dreams before they ever start.” 

She lifted her hand abruptly. “Okay, okay.” She leaned back and brushed loose strands of 

hair off her pink face, the sunburn settling in more by the minute. “There was this guy who 

worked for Cool Breeze. He was hitting on Natalie pretty hard the entire time.” 

“How did she receive it?” Alisa asked, her voice calmer, although I could still hear a vibrato. 

“That girl can really work it.” She chuckled. “I’m not saying anything bad, really. She just 

knows how to work guys, whether she’s trying to get in their pants or vice versa.” 

Glancing at Alisa out of the corner of my eye, I primed my leg muscles in case I needed to 

leap forward and stop a mugging. I watched for any signal that she might come unglued. 

Instead, she clasped her hands, shook her head to jostle a few curls out of her vision. 

“You’re saying this guy was—” 

“Big time. I swear it seems like she’s wearing some type of pheromone perfume. Natalie’s 

beautiful, don’t get me wrong. But it’s like she has them under a spell.” 

Des almost sounded resentful of the attention Natalie was receiving. I noticed Alisa’s lips 

drawing a straight line, and she just nodded repeatedly, her eyes never leaving the tag-along 

producer. 

“Hey, I’m just the messenger. You guys asked the questions.” 

“You’re doing fine, Des. We appreciate your transparency,” I said, extending an appreciative 

hand. 

“Trans what?” 

“We’re glad you’re telling us the full story. Do you know if he made any headway with 

Natalie?” 

“Not from what I saw. She gave him the Heisman right in front of everyone.” 

“On the beach?” 

“Later than night, he paid for everyone to go out, hit the clubs. I tagged along, because that’s 

what I do.” She rested her hand against her chest, overplaying the drama a tad. But Alisa and I 

were both too enthralled with where her story was going. A suspect was taking shape with every 

phrase Des spoke. 

Alisa continued the probe. “Who is he, and how did he convince everyone to go out and 

party? Especially Natalie, if she was trying to keep this guy away from her?” 

“Oh, the guy hitting on her was Benjamin Luma. The Cool Breeze CMO.” 

“CMO?” Alisa asked. 



“Chief Marketing Officer, I assume?”  

“That’s the name,” Des said. “It’s pretty common for a bigwig at these companies to take 

everyone out. I guess Natalie felt like she had to go.” 

“Did she ever confide in you?” 

“Not really. She wasn’t really a girl’s girl, if you know what I mean.” 

“I do,” Alisa said. 

“Can you explain her Heisman moment?” 

“Right. We were all out on the dance floor, and Benjamin—” 

“The CMO?” 

“Yeah, Benjamin Luna. He was out there all up in Natalie’s business, trying to grind against 

her and everything. She was so smooth. She just turned her back on him and started dancing with 

some other guy.” 

“Luna get pissed?” 

“Hell yes. Marched off the dance floor and out of the club like a little kid who’d just lost all 

of his Pokemon cards.” 

We all shared a laugh on that one. 

Des’ expression quickly turned south. She winced as she gingerly tapped her sunburned 

forehead. She was starting to look like a tomato that had worn sunglasses while it ripened.  

“Do you know of any other run-ins or incidents that night?” 

She popped a knuckle as her beady eyes glanced to the window then back at me. “Nothing,” 

she said. “Nothing with Natalie.” 

My partner lowered the lid to her laptop. “Des, did something happen to you?” 

Shaking her head, she said, “I wish.” 

“Now you have us curious. Sharing anything you know will only help us find Natalie faster. 

Even information that you don’t think will help could be the difference in finding her.” 

Alisa closed her eyes, but her voice remained resolute. 

“Benjamin had swagger. His majestic blue eyes pulled me in, even while he was paying all 

that attention to Natalie. He had that stubbled beard, muscles everywhere a girl would want in a 

man. You could say I developed a crush on him.” 

Alisa and I both nodded. 

“When he left the club, I followed him to his condo. I got past security and knocked on his 

door.” 

“Did he answer?” Alisa asked. 

“He let me in, but treated me more as a sounding board for his fascination with Natalie. He 

swatted a hand toward the bar and told me I could have a drink. I had three in about twenty 

minutes.” 

“Whoa,” I responded. 

“Yeah, I know, right? Not too smart.” She lifted her open water bottle, knocked back two 

more swigs, then wiped her mouth on her arm. “I think I overdid the sun exposure today.” 



“And then some,” I said. 

Alisa ignored our idle chatter and continued the questions. “How did it end with Benjamin?” 

Pinching the corners of her eyes, she shook her head. “It’s embarrassing as hell, but I lost 

my pride a while back.” 

“So…” Alisa gestured with her hand, an impatient glare on her face. 

Des huffed, arched her neck while rubbing it. “I threw myself at Benjamin. That’s right. I 

went to the bathroom and came out naked as a newborn.” 

“We all have our moments,” Alisa said. “I guess the two of you aren’t madly in love?” 

“Hardly. I groped and pawed at him, but he still didn’t respond. I even put my boobs in his 

face, practically suffocating him. Geez, I’m a piece of work.” She paused, took another sip of 

water. “I would have thought he was gay if he hadn’t been calling and texting Natalie while he 

kept drinking his scotch.” 

“Did she ever respond?” I asked. 

“I don’t think so. He kept ranting and raving over her lack of appreciation for his affection. 

Said he could have any girl. Said he could pay for any girl, but Natalie ignored him.” 

“Did you see Natalie again that night?” 

“I passed out in Benjamin’s condo. I woke up on the couch coiled up in a blanket.” 

“Had you been…?” Alisa asked. 

“Hell no. I couldn’t have gotten laid if I had handcuffs and a thousand bucks. All I got out of 

the deal was one hell of a hangover that next day.” 

“But not so bad where you didn’t recall what happened?” 

“I remember all my embarrassing, forgettable moments. Every last one of them.” 

“Did you speak with Natalie again on the trip?” I asked. I already knew our next step on this 

investigation. 

“We actually sat next to each other on the plane ride home. She complained that we weren’t 

flying first class.” Des chuckled. “Typical Natalie. We had a semi-normal conversation for a 

change. I was even getting ready to tell her about my failed bit with Benjamin. I thought she’d 

get a good laugh, and allow me to not feel so self-conscious about it.” 

Alisa shook her head, while she picked up and organized the mound of loose papers Bree 

had handed us earlier. “Let me guess. Natalie didn’t want to hear about your life. I can just see 

her now, babbling about some shit that sounds really important, like it’s the end of the world.” 

“I guess you know your sister.” 

“Boy, do I. When I see her again, I’m going to…” Her voice faded, as she brought a closed 

hand to her mouth. 

Leaning over, I squeezed her shoulder. “It’s okay, Alisa. We’ll find her so you can give her a 

piece of your mind.”  

She nodded and took in a breath, which appeared to fortify her spirit and focus.  

I got up and reached over to shake Des’ hand. “We really appreciate you opening up. If you 

think of anything else, please call us. You have our card there.” 



Des held it up. “Will do.” She reached over to shake Alisa’s hand, but my partner didn’t 

notice. Her eyes were pouring over the updated client list that Bree had printed off. 

Des shrugged and exited the room. 

“Interesting. Not sure what to make of it though,” Alisa said. 

I sidled up next to her, looked over her shoulder. “Whatcha got?” 

“I guarantee you this name was not on the last client list they gave us.” She popped the 

paper with one finger. 

“Who?” 

“Zahi Kareem.” 
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A jet engine screamed overhead as Alisa and I trudged along in my Silver Streak, moving at 

a brisk pace of about five miles per hour. 

“Damn, that seems awfully low. Sure that’s not going to crash before it reaches the airport?” 

She coiled her neck as she watched the blue and red jet fade into the haze of the low sun, a thin 

film of orange smog lining the horizon.  

“Not so far,” I said, catching a flying earbud in my right hand, slightly annoyed Alisa had 

forgotten we were essentially chained together.  

We’d been sharing a pair of earbuds since we pulled out of Alisa’s apartment complex thirty 

minutes earlier. The other end was plugged into my phone sitting in the cup holder between us. 

We were listening to music, a soothing soprano sax that could have put me to sleep if I wasn’t so 

irritated by being placed on hold for almost ten minutes. 

“Did Zahi’s admin forget we’re on the line?” 

“She did the exact same thing when I called the other day to try to locate her boss,” Alisa 

said, scrunching her eyes from the piercing sun. She flipped down the visor, but realized she 

wasn’t quite tall enough to gain the benefit. She cupped her hand under a flock of hair and turned 

to face me, still squinting from the unrelenting rays. 

A tow truck plowed into our lane, nearly clipping the Saab’s front left panel. 

I punched the horn. “Asshole.”  

“You sure you’re on mute?” Alisa asked, her hand still shading her eyes. 

Raising an eyebrow, I pressed the button on the cord dangling in front of my chest. 

“Thanks.” 

“No problem. Frickin’ Dallas traffic. Can’t get anywhere fast, at least not during drive time.” 

Chewing the inside of my cheek, for the first time in a while, I thought about the luxury of 

being a cop, flipping on the lights and sirens, and watching the cars part like the Red Sea. The 

smooth jazz music playing in my ear helped calm my nerves. 

“How long until our flight takes off?” I asked as we drove by the old site of Texas Stadium, 

the former home of the Cowboys and now just an empty swath of dirt surrounded by intersecting 

highways. We were headed west on Highway 114, the Bush Turnpike off in the distance. 

“It takes off in ninety minutes. But you know what they say about getting through security.” 

Alisa had booked the last flight of the evening, a straight shot from DFW International 

Airport to Miami, to confront Benjamin Luna. She’d insisted on going, even though we 

considered splitting up, her taking the lead with Zahi while I dealt with the man who’d been 

characterized as obsessed with Natalie. How far did he take it with her? We knew he’d called her 

twenty-seven times since the Miami shoot. I didn’t trust a phone call or Skype or any other 

method of digital communication with Luna. I didn’t know him, so I didn’t trust him. I had to 



meet him face-to-face to get a better feel for what he was all about. 

Zahi, on the other hand, was a bit of an enigma. When we had our discussion at the charity 

gala two nights prior, his effusive nature came across as cocky and self-serving, except when he 

spoke about Natalie. He was either a damn good actor or genuinely cared about Alisa’s sister 

who was twenty years his junior. I said the number again to myself—twenty. 

“Hi, sorry to keep you holding, Mr. Booker.”  

I glanced at Alisa and mouthed, “She lives,” then hit the mute button again to turn it off. 

“That’s okay. I’m just stuck in traffic. By the way, Booker is my first name.” 

“Right. Mr. Kareem is still stuck in that meeting. Let me take down your number, and he’ll 

call you at his earliest opening.” 

I figured his earliest opening would fall in between next year and next decade. 

“Not good enough. I need to speak to him now.” 

“No need to be so direct,” she said. “You can be as rude as you like. That won’t free him up 

any faster. Like I said, he’ll call you—” 

“Please tell Zahi that if he’s not on this line in two minutes that I’m calling my friend, the 

assistant DA, and he’ll have Zahi picked up for questioning in the disappearance of Natalie 

Lopes in two hours.” 

“Please hold.” 

Alisa popped an eyebrow. “I like your style.” 

“The fact that Henry’s in Hawaii eluded my memory.” 

“Wonder how he and Cindy are meshing together?” Alisa said. 

“Not something I want to think about or visualize.” 

“Booker, come on.” 

“Just being honest. Maybe I’ll get there, but I’m not there yet.” 

A shuffling sound on the line just as the traffic opened up. I switched to second gear and the 

Silver Streak surged ahead. 

“Zahi Kareem.” He couldn’t have sounded less gregarious, the opposite of the other night 

when he was the center of the show. 

“Hi, Zahi. Booker.” 

“Yes, I know, Mr. Adams. You strong-armed my admin to get me on the phone. I’m here, so 

what can I do for you?” 

“You never told me you were a client of Natalie’s employer.” 

A Corvette to my right honked, then gunned it to juke its way into my lane.  

“Zahi?” 

“Yes, I’m here. Sorry, I was distracted by one of my employees sending me an instant 

message. I’m a very busy man, Booker. The time I spend with you is worth tens of thousands of 

dollars. That’s right, more than you make in a year.” 

I chuckled. “Are you in the eighth grade? You just love swinging your dick around, don’t 

you?” 



“I don’t understand your crass American street jargon.” 

“You’re avoiding the question.” 

“It’s a simple answer. We had some marketing brochures made, and my marketing director 

used PPI for the talent.” 

Alisa twisted her lips. We both were thinking the same thing. His reasoning sounded 

plausible. But why didn’t his name show up on the previous client list? We’d have to quiz Bree, 

or better yet, Tiara at PPI to get that answer. 

I pondered pushing Zahi further, but there was only so much I could do over a phone line. 

And I needed more information. I could feel a prickle at the base of my skull. I couldn’t help but 

think there was more to Zahi’s affiliation with PPI beyond marketing brochures, something that 

crossed into his relationship with Natalie.  

I told him we’d be in touch, and I cut off the line, then focused on maneuvering through 

traffic to reach the south end of DFW airport with just forty minutes until our flight was 

scheduled to leave. 

<><><> 

“Got any more peanut butter crackers?” Alisa asked, her voice crackling like a fire. 

“Those are the first words you’ve spoken in the last two hours, as long as we don’t count the 

grunts,” I said, closing my eyes for a moment. A gust of wind brushed across my face. I could 

smell salt in the air. 

“I’m grumpy. Don’t push me, Booker.” She took a sip of her venti mocha with whipped 

cream and nudged her shoulder against mine as we both gazed across white caps that 

disappeared into a mystical blue ocean.  

Orange rays of a morning sun peeking through a bank of silver-lined clouds shimmered off 

the saltwater, as miniature waves lapped against the Miami Beach shoreline. 

“Damn, this is the life.” I splayed my long legs off a park bench facing the ocean, my Doc 

Marten heels four inches deep in fluffy, white sand. 

“Fuckin’ A.” My partner snorted as soon as the words left her full lips. “When I get no sleep, 

I can get slap happy and crude.” 

I chuckled, then sipped my own venti coffee with extra sugar. Twelve hours earlier, we’d 

hustled into the terminal to check in, only to learn that the incoming flight had been delayed due 

to bad weather in Houston. I spent my first hour of airport captivity saying good night to 

Samantha. What is normally a five-minute call morphed into an endless array of questions, 

covering topics from the planets in our solar system to the motivations of people to eat a 

vegetarian diet.  

She finished our conversation by asking a doozy. “Daddy, chickens come from eggs, right?” 

“Yes, Samantha.” 

“But people don’t come from eggs. They come from mommies.” 



“Right again, Samantha. You’re learning a lot.” 

“But how do we get inside mommies? Can you tell me that? Because if I’m going to be a 

mommy someday I need to know this stuff.” 

I could practically see the spit flying on her last word. “Uh, it’s pretty complicated. But you 

don’t need to worry. You’ll be taught all of that when you get older.” 

“When I’m seven?” 

I wanted to say thirty-seven. “Much older than that, Samantha.” 

She kissed into the phone, and we hung up. 

Two hours later, our incoming flight landed and pulled up to the gate, and unexpectedly, the 

crew walked off the plane. An announcement followed from a woman standing about ten feet 

from me holding a black phone. “We’re sorry to inform you that because of the delay, by 

regulations of the FAA, the current crew has worked the maximum number of hours allowed in a 

day and is no longer legally able to fly to Miami. A backup crew has been called in. We 

apologize for the delay.” 

She then hung up the phone, picked up her purse and a bottle of Izzy, and walked off, 

leaving the station unattended. The flight didn’t take off until almost one thirty in the morning. 

Alisa had drifted off to sleep in the middle of the flight, leaning on my shoulder. She’d probably 

deny her elongated nap if I asked—if for no other reason she wasn’t about to admit she couldn’t 

push through a sleepless night to keep up with me. But I had the wet patch of her drool on the 

shoulder of my Hugo Boss shirt to prove it. 

Once we landed, we bypassed the hotel Alisa had previously reserved and headed east, 

taking Highway 112 across the bay to Miami Beach. We made two stops in our generic blue 

Camry: a gas station so Alisa could get her peanut butter fix, and once they opened, another 

generic American icon, Starbuck’s.  

The jolt of caffeine was doing its thing, and I could feel my mental engine coming to life. I 

glanced at my phone. Ten after eight. I elbowed Alisa, and we both took final swigs of our 

coffees, then dumped them in the nearby trashcan. As we traipsed across sand to the rear 

entrance of the glass office building that housed Cool Breeze Marketing Concepts, I offered a 

gentle reminder. 

“We’re both tired, which means our fuses are short. We’ve got to maintain our cool with 

Luna.” 

“I get it. I’ll be a good girl.” 

“I said it to remind myself as much as you. Coffee might have given me some energy, but 

it’s synthetic energy. This Luna guy says the wrong thing and I might…well, now I’ll just chew a 

hole in my mouth.” 

After a brief stop in the ground-level restrooms since we both looked like we’d spent a 

homeless night on an outdoor bench, we took the elevator up to the eighth floor.  

“Look,” I said as we strolled through double doors with etched waves on the tinted glass, 

“it’s Bree’s Miami twin.” 



The same white-blond straight hair, a prominent pair of eyelash extensions, and even an 

angel tattoo—although this one was drawn on her chest, perfectly symmetrical with wings 

arching across her bulging breasts. I assumed she did that just for the 3-D effect. It worked. 

I found her nameplate with some type of faux diamonds and glitter attached.  

Ashley turned out to be quite accommodating. Acknowledging our long night of travel, she 

offered us a tray of fresh fruit and juice. I took her up on her offer, attempting to infuse my body 

with slightly more natural means. I might have said that we worked for PPI as the new account 

team assigned to Cool Breeze, and had some new ideas to run by Mr. Luna.  

We were escorted into his ocean view office in ten minutes.  

Luna, wearing an aqua silk suit with a cream-colored shirt, was perched behind two screens 

at a glass and chrome two-tiered desk. He was standing, an arm folded across his chest, his free 

hand scratching what looked like perpetual three-day-old stubble as he glared at the screen and 

chewed on a toothpick. I could hear the sandpaper scratch thirty feet away.  

I shifted my glass of tomato juice to my left hand and shook Luna’s hand. It was rigid, and 

he held it for an extra second, as he finally looked me in the eye. I think he saw this as a power 

move, like a dog pissing on a tree to mark its territory. 

“Booker Adams. And you must be Alisa Lopes.” Luna paused and kept his gaze on Alisa.  

If I didn’t know better, it appeared he was sending signals that she was on his sex radar 

screen. 

“Your name sounds a bit familiar.” He extended a hand toward a pair of white leather and 

chrome chairs. I noticed the Cool Breeze logo etched in the back just before I sat down. He did 

the same in a chair twice as plush as our chairs, his arms draped on the sides. He was probably 

pushing five nine, so it wasn’t surprising to see the high-back chair extend another two feet 

above his head.  

A quick image of Al Pacino, a.k.a. Tony Montana, zipped through my mind from the movie 

Scarface. 

“It’s nice to see such great customer service from PPI. I’m a face-to-face guy, so this means 

something. But I would have thought you would call first to set something up, to give us more 

time.” With his elbows anchored on the arms of the chair, he popped the ends of his fingers 

together, his creased eyes holding their gaze at Alisa as he spoke. “Frankly, I’m not even sure 

why you’d fly all the way here. Unless you just wanted a good excuse to take in all of this.” 

Swiveling his chair, he turned to face floor-to-ceiling windows, his arms spread apart as if 

showing off his own personal toy. The ocean view was mesmerizing, especially with the beams 

of sun piercing through cloud pockets. 

“You can’t beat the view.” I crossed my legs and cupped my knee with both hands, 

stretching my right hip. It seemed like my body was still waking up. 

He completed a full loop in his chair, then returned to tapping his fingers.  

“It isn’t just your name. I could swear we’ve met,” Luna said, staring at my partner. 

Alisa played coy, grinning like a compliant female sidekick while curling a lock of curls 



around her ear. In reality, she wanted to leap across the desk and pound the shit out of Miami 

Vice until he spilled everything he knew about Natalie. 

“Benjamin. I can call you Benjamin?” I asked. 

He dipped his head slightly. “It’s all cashz around here.” 

“Good, Benjamin. I think Ashley slightly misunderstood the purpose of our visit.” 

“Yeah? Stupid bimbo. So, why else would PPI fly overnight to meet with me?” 

His right eye twitched slightly, and he continued popping his fingertips. I wasn’t sure which 

was the nervous habit. 

“Can you tell us the last time you saw Natalie Lopes?” 

He smacked the desk, then pointed a finger at us. “I knew it. I told you I recognized the 

name. Damn, I’m good.” 

And full of shit, but I kept to myself for now. “And?” 

Shifting back in his chair, he returned to his favorite pastime, fingertip popping, his 

expression unfazed by my question. 

“Natalie. Geez, it’s been a while. What, maybe a month ago, the last time she and the crew 

rolled through town? Big shoot down on the beach. She could draw quite a crowd.” 

“You haven’t seen Natalie in a month?” Alisa leaned forward, her smile long since gone. 

“Too young to be her mom. Older sister or cousin?” Another smile split his stubbled face. 

“Sister.” 

“We know about your fascination with Natalie,” I said. 

He shifted his eyes between the two of us, a smug smirk washing over his face. “Tell me this 

isn’t why you traveled across the country.” 

“I’m not here to convince you of anything. Natalie has not been seen or heard from in ten 

days. We’re talking to everyone who’s been in contact with her recently. Especially those who 

had…a bit of an infatuation.” 

“You’re not with PPI are you?” 

“You called Natalie twenty-seven—” 

Another smack on his desk. This one sent loose papers flying. “Don’t come into my office 

and ignore me. That’s disrespectful. Don’t disrespect me. Understood?”  

Instantly, I could feel a ring of fire form around my neck. I grabbed a fistful of my jeans to 

keep me from lunging across the table to grab a fistful of Luna.  

From my wallet, I pulled out a card and jabbed it in front of his face. “I’m a licensed private 

investigator. I’m a former cop with the Dallas Police Department. I know people who are in the 

business of prosecuting smug assholes who prey on young women who don’t know better.” 

He shifted his chair back and forth in quick jukes, while scratching his sandpaper face again. 

“So I called her twenty-seven times. Whatever. That doesn’t mean shit.” 

“It means you’re not worth a shit,” Alisa spouted off, her index finger firing a laser beam of 

anger right at him. 

“You were pissed that Natalie shunned your advances. You weren’t used to it. So you hired 



someone to kidnap her.” I paused, shifted my eyes to Alisa then back to Luna. “Or worse.” 

Luna narrowed his eyes. Slowly, the corners of his mouth turned upward until a crooked grin 

formed. A quick chuckle seemed to escape his gut. It paused, then it resumed, growing louder 

with each second, until it finally filled up the entire office. He closed his eyes, rocked his head 

back, his face turning red. 

I glanced at Alisa then back at Luna, for a moment wondering if he’d lost his marbles.  

“Do you know how many—” Luna started but couldn’t finish because of his unstoppable 

laughter. 

I wanted to reach across the desk and pop his jaw with a right cross. But it wasn’t about my 

personal satisfaction.  

“Do you know how many floozies come through this city just like your bimbo sister? I’ve 

been with ten girls just like her since then. She’s nothing more than candy. There’s always 

another flavor just as sweet.” 

Alisa leaped out of her seat, lunging forward, flailing her arms at Luna. He shoved his chair 

back just as I took hold of my partner, catching a misfired fingernail on the side of my face. 

“He’s just baiting us, Alisa. He’s not worth it,” I said into her ear, her body rigid with 

tension, still leaning forward. 

Heat radiated off her skin, and I could see her neck throbbing at a feverish cadence as breath 

pushed through her lips. Her usually warm, amber eyes were shooting red laser beams at Luna. 

After twenty seconds, Alisa’s body stopped pressing forward and her arms began to bend. I 

eased her back into her chair, her sights still firing rocket launchers at the asshole on the other 

side of the desk. 

“Hey,” I said, but her glare stayed on Luna.  

Facing my partner head-on, I grabbed both shoulders. “Alisa, you can’t let yourself fall in a 

hole right now. I need you. Natalie needs you.” 

Her eyes finally met mine, and instantly I could see the faucets flip on. “I’m sorry, Booker. I 

just couldn’t take it any longer. I couldn’t.” She wiped smeared makeup from under her eye.  

“Take in a deep breath.” We both inhaled at the same time and then pushed out air. 

“This ain’t no fucking Lamaze class, you know. You’re still in the office of Benjamin Luna.”  

She glanced over my shoulder, but I shifted my neck to get her attention. “Ignore him. He’s 

just a worthless piece of shit. You’ll be okay.” 

“Thanks, Booker,” she said with a congested tone. 

Turning on a dime, I walked around the desk. Luna lifted from his chair and reached for a 

drawer. Just as his hand pulled the chrome handle out a couple of inches, my knee slammed it 

shut. 

“I’m going to call security,” he barked, his chest bowing up against mine. 

“Is your phone in your desk drawer?” 

“Uh…” 

My breath bounced off his forehead. He didn’t budge. “I think you were reaching for 



something else.” Without changing my sights, my right hand grabbed the drawer handle, pulled it 

open, and found the butt of a handgun. Raising it in my hand, I saw his eyes glance down. 

“Italian-made Beretta M9.” My forefinger reached for the safety—it wasn’t locked. “What is 

a chief marketing officer doing with a handgun in his desk?” I stepped on the ends of his shiny 

leather shoes. 

“Watch where you’re stepping. These shoes cost me a boatload of—”  

Shifting my weight to my toes, I pushed his chest straight back. 

“Ahh!” He tipped over like a blue spruce that had just been chopped down, the top of his 

back falling into his chair seat. With his sport coat up around his neck, his hands began to slide 

down the chair arms.  

I took a step away just as his chair scooted back and he dropped to the floor on his elbows 

with a thud. 

“Shit. I got a bad shoulder,” he said, wincing. 

“What do you know, Benjamin? You and I have something in common.” 

I popped the ammo magazine out of the M9 and stuck it in my pocket. 

“That’s not yours.” 

“I’m just borrowing it.” 

“Borrow, my ass. That’s a theft. I could call the cops on you.” 

I chuckled while placing the M9 in the back of my jeans. “Sounds like a challenge to me. 

Alisa, do you want to call the Miami Police Department? Benjamin here is eager to bring in law 

enforcement.” 

Alisa reached for her purse, pulled out her phone, and began tapping the screen. 

“Hold on, hold on,” he said, on his knees, peering over his desk. “I’ll do the MPD a favor 

and just ask you to leave.” 

“I’m sure they appreciate having community leaders like yourself,” I said. “You never 

answered my question. Why do you of all people have an unlocked gun in your desk? Don’t tell 

me you’ve adopted a new employee motivational technique.” 

“Nunya,” he said while glaring at me. 

I felt certain something nefarious was going on, but nothing extraordinary triggered an 

additional connection to Natalie. “Do you like your job, Benjamin?” 

“What?” he snarled. 

“Do. You. Like. Your. Job…asshole?” 

“Yeah, sure. Whatever. It has its perks.” 

“I’ll make you a deal. We’re going back to Dallas. If we learn that you had anything to do 

with Natalie’s disappearance, or have any knowledge of what might have happened to her, then 

I’m going to fly back and personally deliver your gun back to you.” 

He glanced out the window to the ocean then back at me. “I don’t know anything about her 

disappearance. I just know they don’t teach respect in Texas.” 

“It’s obvious you’ve mastered the art of respect.” I rolled my eyes. “By the way, if we find 



no more evidence connecting you to Natalie’s disappearance, I’ll mail your gun back to you.” 

“You’ll see. Outside of those twenty-something phone calls, I never talked to her, saw her, 

had anyone do anything to her. Nothing. Nada. Zilch.” 

“Let’s hope you’re right.” I walked back around the desk and held out my arm for Alisa. 

“Later, asshole,” Alisa said over her shoulder as we walked out his office door. 

Minutes later, we pushed through the glass door, and the humidity hit me like an eight-foot 

wave. 

“Ooh.” Alisa plucked a toothy hairclip from her purse and hoisted a handful of hair into a 

ball at the back of her head. For a moment, her hair appeared to defy gravity, since the hairclip 

matched her golden locks. 

“What you looking at?” she asked as we tugged open the car doors. 

“Just your funky hair. That’s a lot to deal with.” 

“I’ve had crazy hair as long as I can remember. It only occasionally gets in my way.” 

We meandered through the lot, which was now full of cars, many of which were bright 

colors with only two doors.  

“Any guess which one belongs to Luna?” I asked, shifting our Camry into drive and 

cranking the AC.  

“That’s gotta be it.” Alisa popped my shoulder to look out her window. 

It was a yellow sports car with doors that opened from the side. The license plate read 

PLAYBOY.  

“Hold on,” she said, sifting through her purse. She opened her door and walked to the 

cheesy car, leaning over the hood.  

What the hell?  

She flipped around and jogged a few steps back to the car. Once inside, she looked out her 

window and admired her work. 

“Damn, you’re good.” I kept staring at what she’d written on the hood using a black shoe 

polish pen: Asshole Gigolo. 

She cracked up, then raised her hand and we traded fist bumps.  

“What if we didn’t get the right car?” I asked with a wry smile. 

Curling her lips in, she said, “Whoever owns that car deserves a wake-up call, regardless.” 

“Is there anything you don’t carry in that purse?”  

“All the essentials a woman needs. Nothing more, nothing less.”  

I pulled the Camry up to the edge of the lot facing Dade Boulevard and popped the blinker 

to turn right. 

Looking at her phone, Alisa said, “Let’s go back this other way. Go left on Dade. It’s quicker 

back to the airport, and we’ll get a different view of the island.” 

I took a left, and we cruised at about thirty miles per hour, checking out glass office towers 

and condos all around us, flanked by water inlets. I thought about Maggie, my old sidekick on a 

case a few months back. The former DEA agent-turned PI was based in this area, from what 



she’d told us.  

Maggie had arrived in Dallas to find her father at the exact same time I was in the crosshairs 

of a sniper assassin in North Dallas. We got out of that mess alive, but over the ensuing twenty-

four hours, she shed a lot of tears, and we shared almost every emotion two people can feel while 

hunting down a murderer. It felt like we had a bond, maybe something more, but it was hard to 

tell. Her heart was put through a meat grinder because of her dad. 

I thought about giving her a call, maybe grabbing a quick bite of lunch before our flight took 

off for Dallas. I glanced back at Alisa. While her spontaneous gesture to Luna and every asshole 

like him elicited a needed tension breaker, I didn’t want our visit to Miami to seem like a social 

visit. Her psyche was delicate, and rightly so.  

Despite a few leads and a few terse conversations, we’d yet to stumble on the one piece of 

hard evidence that would open the door to what happened to Natalie. Like Alisa, I’d kept my 

spirits up, thinking, hoping we’d find Natalie alive. I wouldn’t let myself ponder the alternative 

for more than a few seconds. 

But I also knew I couldn’t ignore evidence that steered the investigation toward the worst-

case scenario—Natalie dead. I’d dealt with a lot of arrogant pricks when I worked for the DPD 

and a few since I traded my badge for a PI license. Luna had some shit going on in his life, the 

gun told me as much. But a prick like that didn’t seem like he’d waste more than a drunken night 

on Natalie. While he’d been so infatuated by Natalie that he’d completely ignored the overtures 

from Des, the producer, I just couldn’t see his ego wasting much more time on her. It didn’t fit 

the persona. 

“I need a thirty-second pit stop,” I said, turning into an upscale gas station parking lot. I 

pulled over to the side, parked in the shade.  

“It only takes a guy that long?” Alisa asked. 

I smiled. “You need anything inside?” 

“I’m good.”  

I glanced around the lot and found only one person filling up a white Infiniti sedan. Lifting 

from the car, I walked down the sidewalk to the back corner of the property, a foul odor pinching 

my nostrils. Approaching a white fence that encased two dumpsters, I took another quick peek 

around me, then tossed the Beretta in the left bin and the magazine of ammo in the right bin.  

Back in the car, I pulled out of the lot, heading west on Dade. A towering building on the left 

reflected the sun’s rays directly into my eyes. I’d forgotten my sunglasses, so I had to use my 

hand to hide the glare. Just as quickly, two buildings closer to the road gave us a shadow cover, 

and my shoulders relaxed. My mind went right back to the case. 

“Do you have the PPI client list printout on you?” 

She began riffling through her purse, removing all sorts of shit, including shoe polish, a pack 

of gum, makeup, some type of hair product called Frizz Free, a fist full of keys, a scarred red 

wallet that appeared to have fallen into a running garbage disposal. “I know it’s in here 

somewhere.” 



I bit my tongue, knowing that giving a woman advice on how to organize her life would 

only turn the spotlight on the imperfections in my own.  

“Wait.” She held up a finger then shuffled through the mess of items she’d tossed on the 

floor and picked up her wallet. She unsnapped it, then pulled out a wad of paper about an inch 

thick. I think it had been folded about six times. 

“I didn’t want to lose it.” She winked at me, seemingly waiting for me to react. Instead, I 

looked outside the car and noticed the buildings we were passing had increased in number of 

years built but had dropped in size and quality. 

“What do you want to know?” she asked. 

“I keep replaying the conversation with Zahi on our way to the airport in Dallas. When we 

asked why he was on the PPI client list, he had a good excuse—his company had used PPI talent 

for some brochures and website images,” I said. 

“Right.” 

“I’m struggling to understand why he wouldn’t have told me that when we had our first 

interaction at the gala.” 

“I’ll look at it from another perspective. Zahi is running a thriving, global business. He’s 

always traveling, and there’s no way he can keep up with every detail of the business.” 

“True,” I said. “But Human Resources or Finance doesn’t have anything to do with models 

or talent. Remember, he claims to have loved Natalie. So, you think he’d connect anything that 

had to do with her life, PPI included.” 

Alisa rested her hands on her purse and the crumpled paper, her eyes staring straight ahead. 

Then she picked up the papers and flipped through the pages. 

“What are you checking?” I asked. 

Her finger stopped on a row, then it slid to the right. “Normally, they list the talent and 

producer associated with a shoot. Not on this row.” 

“So, we can’t pull someone like Des into a room and quiz that person about the shoot,” I 

said. 

“But why would he lie about it? That’s the part that doesn’t add up,” Alisa said. 

The passageway narrowed to two lanes as we passed Alton Road, the traffic much lighter. 

“Why didn’t he show up on the earlier list? I’m assuming Bree filtered the data incorrectly 

when she created the first report for Tiara.” 

“You just answered your own question.” Alisa shot a glance at me, arching an eyebrow. 

“Why would Bree filter out any data?” I asked. 

“Maybe the list includes everyone in their virtual rolodex, even people they’d met just once 

at a party, people who could be future clients. Then Bree would have a need to filter the data,” 

Alisa said. 

“Damn, you’re good.” I chewed the inside of my cheek, trying to determine if I still believed 

there was a hole in Zahi’s story. 

“What’s the timing of when Zahi met Natalie to when Zahi’s company used PPI? Not sure 



what it will tell us, but I need to see that information and let it marinate a bit.” 

“According to this spreadsheet, the PPI talent shoot was the twenty-third of February. When 

did Zahi say he met Natalie?” Alisa asked. 

“I believe he said about three months ago. Didn’t give me a specific date. Another follow-up 

for Zahi.” I turned my head to give Alisa the look. 

Wham! 

Out of nowhere, it felt like a tank had slammed into the Camry. The first thing I saw was 

Alisa’s head smack her window, cracking the glass, as my arms were thrown off the steering 

wheel. A heart-splitting wail of metal ripping apart, then the car fishtailed. Another slam right 

into my door, and my neck whiplashed. Looking left, I only saw a black steel grill up to the top 

of my window, and the next thing I knew the car was being shoved down the road sideways. A 

sickening smog of burning rubber filled my senses. 

“Booker!” Alisa yelled out. 

I reached over and draped an arm across her, thinking it could somehow keep her safe from 

the steel monster destroying our car. Just as I took a breath, we got smacked again, this time on 

the passenger’s side. Swinging my sights around, I saw a mangled metal cage. 

“Fuck!”  

A quick memory: We’d started to cross a bridge just before we got hit. The tank had plowed 

us into the bridge’s side railing. The metal fence was about six feet above the railing. 

“Dammit!” The front right side lifted for a moment, then crashed back down. Part of the car 

now hung off the bridge, as the mangled steel cage carved into the windshield, creating another 

ear-piercing whine.  

The crunching and splitting of steel felt like it originated in my gut.  

The momentum eased for a second, and with it, the horrific sounds paused. I glanced left 

and saw the black metal grill just before it slammed into my side again. Alisa screamed like I’d 

never heard before. 

The steel monster was trying to push us into the water, at least a fifty-foot drop, maybe 

more. Sure death.  

“Alisa, unbuckle your seatbelt.” 

She grunted as she struggled to click herself free. Wearing a seatbelt was the best restraint 

for being in a wreck, but the worst if we were trapped inside a car falling to the bottom of the 

bay. 

My feet could feel the shimmering undercarriage of the car scraping the metal railing. 

Then it happened. 

The car popped up for a moment, then slammed back down. But we weren’t level. The 

weight of the car was now more than fifty percent over the edge.  

Finally, Alisa’s seatbelt flew off, and she slid against the door, broken glass all over her and 

the car.  

“Dammit, Booker! What now?” she screamed through cries. 



With oxygen barely reaching my brain, I surmised we had three options: Stay in the car and 

wait for the steel monster to send us flying into the water, trapped inside the car; kick out the 

front windshield and try to grab hold of the metal caging and climb to safety; or jump out of 

Alisa’s window far enough from the path of the falling Camry so it would not crush us when it 

slammed into the water.  

I wasn’t the type to sit and hope for the best. 

I unlatched my seatbelt and gravity dropped me on top of Alisa.  

“Fuck, you’re heavy,” she groaned. 

“Sorry.”  

Peeling myself upward, the car dropped another two feet. How the car hadn’t fallen into the 

sea almost directly beneath us was a miracle. I guessed that the metal railing or cage had hooked 

into a piece of the car. But with the constant slamming, we could be airborne in mere seconds.  

“Alisa, give me your hands.” 

“Why?” 

“I’m going to lower you through the window. We’re going to swing back and forth and then 

I will vault you away from the car as far as possible.” 

“And I’ll fall a hundred feet into the ocean? Are you fucking crazy?” 

“I think it’s closer to fifty feet.” 

“I’ll die.” 

“Do you want to drown instead, or maybe have a piece of metal pierce your chest?” 

“Fuck. Fuck. Fuck!”  

Giving me her hands, I helped her to her feet, which straddled the open window.  

Her knees trembled, and we both glared through the jagged window opening, the bay water 

the color of thick pea soup. She looked up at me with terrified eyes, metal and rubber squawking 

worse than my blue macaw ever had. 

“I won’t let go until we’re both ready.” 

A wretched squeal, then we dropped another foot. I slipped on broken glass, and my leg 

dropped through the open window. Alisa yelled out and almost lost her balance. I quickly pushed 

my way back to a crouched position and took Alisa’s hands.  

“I hate heights,” she said, staring through the hole. “I’m going to die, one way or another. I 

can’t do this, Booker.” She sobbed and looked up at me. 

“Force yourself to picture success.” 

She sobbed more, and her knees shook uncontrollably.  

“Let’s do this. Come on!”  

She grabbed my hands and squeezed to the point where it almost stopped my blood flow.  

“I got you.” I looked straight into her eyes, and I could see fright. But she believed me. 

“Lock your ankles together until you’re hanging below the car.” 

I lowered her through the opening, hoping like hell the steel monster wouldn’t send us 

crashing into the water. Down on my knees, glass burrowed into my skin as I tried to get Alisa as 



much clearance from the car as possible. 

The car shook, and I fell forward against the frame, my shoulder just missing the opening. I 

didn’t let go of Alisa, but she swayed to the side, one arm higher than the other.  

“Booker,” her voice quivered. 

Back on my knees, I called out. “Go with me, Alisa.” I pulled her body away from me, then 

back toward the bridge and me. “On the count of three, okay?” 

“Okay.” 

“One.” She kicked her legs to torque her body farther away. 

I could feel my heart pounding my chest, mostly out of concern for Alisa. What would 

happen when she hit the water? Would it be far enough from the path of the Camry when it fell? 

Would I ever see her again? I had no idea how to launch myself away from the car wreckage. 

“Two.” Like a high wire act, she was fully committed. 

With veins popping out of my forearms, I grunted as I swung her back toward me. 

“Booker!”  

A man’s voice. 

Alisa had hit the apex of her swing, started to kick out her legs. I could feel her loosen her 

grip on my hands, as sweat dripped down my arms. 

“Booker! DEA on the scene!” 

With my arms already shaking from the stress of holding her up, Alisa’s left hand slipped 

through mine. I lunged down and grabbed her forearm just before the right hand slipped out.  

“Hold on to me!” I grunted out. 

As she reached up, I grabbed just below her wrist, still slick with sweat. 

“You’re coming back in.” 

“What?” 

Perspiration drained off my entire body, falling into the bay and Alisa’s beehive hair. I 

forced out a breath and focused my strength to pull her back into the car with me. Her elbows 

appeared, then her beautiful head of hair, followed by the rest of her curvaceous body. 

She hooked her arms around my neck and buried her face in my neck.  

Then she kissed me. 
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The crackle of a handheld radio jarred my concentration away from the crane hoisting the 

mangled Camry back onto the bridge. At least a dozen workers wearing yellow hard hats were 

positioned around the scene, either holding cables to guide the car to a safe landing or to instruct 

the others on how to complete the task. Off to the left, the steel monster—an enormous tow 

truck—wasn’t nearly as menacing as it was an hour earlier from where I sat on the back end of 

an ambulance. The tow truck’s engine was silent, the hood dented and scratched, as two crime 

scene technicians searched the vehicle.  

Glancing to my side, a paramedic wearing rubber gloves cleaned the wound on the side of 

Alisa’s head. She winced a bit, tried to touch her hair, but the young man gently pushed it aside. 

“Hope you got insurance.”  

Maggie Calero had just approached us after huddling with her former DEA buddies for a 

few minutes. 

“Funny.” Then I turned to Alisa. “We did get insurance, right?” 

“Insurance. What’s that?” She rolled her eyes, then the corners of her mouth turned upward 

just a bit. 

“Sarcasm. You gotta love it, especially when I didn’t think either of us would make it out 

alive.” 

Touching the edges of a Band-Aid on the back of my hand, I looked at Maggie just as Alisa 

spoke up. 

“Now you’re saying you thought we were both going to die? What was all that crap about 

picturing success?” Alisa peeked out from under the elbows of the paramedic, her crumpled 

forehead telling me she didn’t appreciate my updated opinion on our odds of surviving. 

Maggie angled closer. “Alisa, both of you are lucky as hell to be sitting here. If Booker had a 

plan to get you out safely, it was probably because of two things: his training and the fact that he 

cares about you.”  

Maggie’s phone buzzed, and she turned away while studying the small screen.  

Alisa looked into my eyes and held the gaze for a few seconds, neither of us flinching, 

neither of us saying a word. She reached out her hand while keeping her head steady for the 

paramedic, and I took hold of it like I had earlier. This time the grip was tender. Her soft fingers 

interlaced mine, and I gently rubbed her hand with my thumb. I pushed back the urge to lean 

down and kiss her hand. I wasn’t sure why—why I wanted to kiss it, why I felt like I couldn’t.  

Or shouldn’t. 

“Okay, you lovebirds,” Maggie interjected, a laugh behind her voice. “You do know that 

life-threatening situations bring people together like nothing else.” 

Alisa quickly glanced at me. 



“But I hear those relationships never work out. Nothing replaces the adrenaline rush or the 

adventure they shared. Sparks don’t fly unless you light a match.” 

Just as quickly, Alisa turned her attention back to the paramedic.  

“I think we’re done here,” he said while removing his rubber gloves. “Your wound isn’t too 

deep, and I couldn’t find any glass. You can take over-the-counter meds for pain.” 

“Thank you.” She squeezed an eye shut while touching the bundle of hair near her wound. 

I felt a tap on my knee. Maggie tilted her head, as if I should join her off to the side. 

Lifting up, my overstressed legs wobbled a bit, and then I shuffled over to Maggie, our 

backs to the paramedic truck. 

“Garza’s got some information on Alisa’s sister. Do you think she’s open to hearing it, or do 

you want to play go-between?” 

As Maggie had informed us once we’d been hoisted safely back on the bridge, Garza was 

the lead DEA agent in charge of the investigation of Benjamin Luna, the man who’d refused to 

tell me why he had a loaded semi-automatic handgun in his office desk drawer. Luna had been 

under surveillance by Garza’s team for the past six months. The DEA was trying to capture 

enough evidence to bring down Luna’s entire drug-smuggling operation, which had grown into 

one of the largest in the region. From what Maggie alluded to earlier, new lines of 

communication with Cuba had also opened up new illicit revenue opportunities for the likes of 

Luna and his band of followers. 

I’d never been so happy to hear about a law enforcement surveillance operation. The DEA 

saved our asses from plummeting into Biscayne Bay with two tons of metal, rubber, and glass 

crashing on top of us.  

Maggie and her former colleague Garza had been huddled at a small outdoor café drinking 

coffee when he received a call from his team saying they’d heard the conversation between 

Luna, Alisa, and me. Once we left the office, Luna called one of his goons and instructed him to 

use his tow truck to shove our vehicle off the road and into one of the many water inlets dotting 

the city. Garza dispatched his team, including a helicopter, to locate us.  

Scratching my goatee for a second, I thought about everything Alisa had endured in the last 

few days. The traumatic events had shredded her emotional fortitude. Yet I knew if I started 

protecting her now, she would eventually find out, then likely fall deeper into despair, thinking 

that no one truly respected her desire to understand every detail of the investigation as soon as it 

was available. I did respect Alisa, which is why I could only answer one way. 

“Thanks for being mindful of her emotions, Maggie. But she needs to hear it at the same 

time I do.” 

She nodded. “Give me a minute.” Plugging a finger in her ear, she lifted her cell and began 

speaking. 

A few moments later, a man wearing a navy blue T-shirt and mirrored sunglasses came out 

of a crowd of folks still working the crime scene. 

Handshakes all around, as if a coin were about to be tossed in among us.  



“We need to talk. I know a quiet place close to here,” Garza said, both arms on his waist. 

With machines still beeping and cranking, it was difficult to hear. We shared head nods and 

followed the DEA agent through the crowd, over to his unmarked, generic sedan. 

During the five-minute drive, I gathered my thoughts about our dual investigation—finding 

Natalie and identifying the person or persons responsible for killing her friend Jade. Earlier, 

when Luna had denied any role in Natalie’s disappearance, it sounded believable. Now, I 

questioned my instincts.  

Had I been wrong about Luna? Maggie didn’t give me any clues about what Garza would 

share with us. Given the absence of conversation in the car, I could feel my gut twist into knots 

by the time tires crunched gravel in a half-filled parking lot. 

As our shoes echoed off the wooden planks on the front porch of Mario’s Cantina, Garza 

lifted his chin toward a silver-haired man wiping down a table on the other side of a screen door. 

“Okay if we take the normal spot on the back porch?” 

Still hidden behind his shades, Garza never broke his stride as we waited for the answer, 

which consisted of a subtle head nod. 

“What can I get ya?” Tossing down four napkins, the man with silver hair appeared at our 

table that overlooked the bay, trees, vines, and shrubs covering the area surrounding us. We were 

the only patrons on the back patio. 

All of us ordered something icy and alcohol-free. 

Sitting on two wooden benches, Maggie was across from me; Garza across from Alisa. The 

DEA agent had a baby face, his face hardly showing any beard stubble. I wondered if he had the 

experience to deal with the likes of Luna and others in the drug-smuggling business. As I’d seen 

up close back in Dallas, people in the drug business don’t play games. They’re either desperate 

or desperately seeking huge sums of money. Murder is second nature, nothing more than a means 

to an end. 

Alisa had stared out the window the entire way over. She hadn’t communicated much at all 

since we’d held hands on the back of the ambulance. Perhaps she was trying to recharge her 

batteries. But I was almost certain that her mind was on her sister.  

As soon as glasses landed on the table, I took a sip and let the carbonation tingle my throat.  

“Maggie says you have some information you’d like to share,” I said. 

“Yeah.”  

He appeared to glance at Alisa, although I could only see the reflection of the silver-haired 

man placing salt and pepper shakers on the tables behind me. I looked over my shoulder. 

“Nothing to worry about with Mario,” Garza said, sipping his drink and releasing an “ah.” 

“Good to hear.” 

“He’s ex-DEA.” 

I looked at Maggie. “Who isn’t ex-DEA around here?” 

She shrugged her shoulders as Garza offered more evidence of a safe haven. “We have this 

place swept for bugs a couple of times a month, just to ensure that no one has found our little 



meeting spot.” 

Mario walked by, and I could see him wink at Garza, courtesy of the mirrored shades. 

“I don’t know if you have an aversion to sunlight, but do you mind…?” I motioned for him 

to remove his glasses. 

“Not a problem.” 

The moment he pulled the glasses off, I knew why he wore them in sun or shade. A cluster 

of pink, mangled skin gathered just outside his right eye. A thin scar, like a fishhook, snaked 

under his eye. 

“I got this on my first undercover assignment.” 

“That sucks.” I wanted to ask if that was last week when he was in high school, but I knew 

he’d earned his stripes even if he did look as young as Alisa’s sister. “Did you get him?” 

“Her. It was a teenage girl high on meth, swinging a switchblade. She was the leader’s girl. 

And yes, we got him, and sent her to rehab.” 

Garza folded his hands in front of his sweating glass and peered at Alisa. 

“I can handle it. Tell me what you know. Please.” Her voice was unwavering, but quiet. 

He closed his dark eyes for a second. “As you’ve heard, we’ve been monitoring Benjamin 

Luna for six months. We’ve followed him with agents on the ground, set up or planted audio 

surveillance in places we couldn’t get a camera, and have a good amount of video. We’ve got 

ninety-eight percent of his life chronicled in one format or another.” 

He paused and took a sip of his drink, and Alisa watched every movement, her body calm, at 

least on the outside. 

“About a month or so ago, your sister Natalie was in Miami—” 

“For a photo shoot. I know,” Alisa interjected. 

“Right. Just to be transparent, we were aware of the multiple calls Luna made to your sister. 

We discussed it internally, but at no time did we feel like your sister was in danger. Not from 

Luna.” 

Alisa twisted her head just slightly, her face suddenly rigid. 

“What’s with the qualifier?” she asked.  

“Our assignment was to track and record everything Luna said or did. If he crossed paths 

with a person who we believed might be connected to his drug operation, then we would splinter 

off a separate team to monitor that person’s movements, the best we could with our limited 

budget.” 

“Okay…”  

Clearing his throat, Garza kept his eyes on Alisa. “While our team listened in the night Luna 

and the crew went clubbing, we heard a side conversation. It was muffled, hard to pick up. It 

involved Natalie.” 

“What did you hear?” 

“At first, every other word, at best. We had to run it through some special software to parse 

out the background noise, pinpoint the voices we wanted to pick up. It was almost dawn before 



the team had a clear understanding of the conversation.” 

“Why give us this full timeline?” I asked. 

“It’s all important. Booker, you should know that,” Garza said, glancing at me. 

He was right, but I could see Alisa’s body growing tense. I wanted to put my hand on her 

shoulder, but she didn’t want care or comfort right now. She needed to hear the truth. 

“Is my sister okay?” 

“I can’t speak for right here and now, but the next morning, our team spotted her at a brunch 

with the crew, including Luna.” 

“That makes sense, right? Despite Luna’s unwanted overtures, she was there to do her job.” 

I poked a finger into the table. 

Garza turned his hands palms up. “That’s why we didn’t reach out to any other authorities 

about what we heard on the audio recording. She appeared to be safe.” 

Alisa brought a hand to her face then shook her head twice. “What the hell are you trying to 

tell me, outside of covering the DEA’s ass in case I sue you?” 

I rested a hand on Alisa’s arm for a brief second. I didn’t want it bitten off. 

“Alisa, it’s not what it seems,” Maggie said. “Give Garza another chance to finish.” 

She plopped her elbows on the table. “I’m listening.” 

“Natalie and this man were heard discussing…a hookup,” Garza said. 

“Okay, my sister’s a slut. No big news there. Is that what this is all about?” Agitation filled 

her voice. 

“It wasn’t a normal hookup. It was a…paid service.” 

Silence fell upon the back patio. Suddenly, the back door swung open, and Mario leaned out. 

“Can I get any refills?” 

Garza lifted a hand, his eyes still locked on Alisa. “We’re good, Mario. Thanks.” 

The screen door banged shut. 

Alisa slurped a mouthful of her drink then pursed her lips. “How do you know for certain?” 

“That’s what our A/V unit does. Monitor audio, parse out the important information.” 

“But what did he say? What did she say? Are you just inferring something out of a few 

words?” 

Garza pulled his phone out of his back pocket and set it on the table. “I thought you might 

want to hear it. I can read you the manuscript or play the recording. Your choice.” 

Alisa glanced at me while saying to Garza, “Play it.” 

He tapped the screen three times. 

“Yo, BVD is in the house. Waz up, bitches?” 

Garza paused the recording. “That’s a local rapper named BVD. According to our agent in 

the club, BVD had just approached Natalie and two other girls. He took her by the hand and 

twirled her around. She didn’t look surprised.” He eyed Alisa before starting the recording. 

“Ready?” 

She nodded, and he tapped the screen again. 



“Wo, is Natalie lookin’ fly tonight or what, fellas? BVD is going to be smacking that tonight. 

I’m tellin’ ya.” 

Garza paused again. “Our agent said Natalie appeared a little embarrassed in front of the 

other girls from the shoot. She took BVD on the dance floor, and they started dancing. It…” 

“Yeah?” 

“It got pretty…uh. They were bumping and grinding all over each other, he said. Then they 

walked over to a table near Luna, and this is what we picked up.” 

He hit the play button. 

“You ready for the night of your life?”  

“Tonight, you’re the man. If you think you can bring it, I can take it, and then some.” 

He paused again. “BVD brought her closer and stuffed a small wad of cash in her cleavage.” 

“Oh shit.” Alisa closed her eyes and shook her head. 

“We can stop it right here?” 

“Keep going,” she said. 

He tapped the screen again. 

“That’s just for being so fuckin’ beautiful. You’re a lot more fly in person than—” 

“I am all that, aren’t I?”  

“That’s just a little pre-bang bonus. Rest of the cash already hit the account.” 

“I’m cool.”  

Garza clicked his phone dark.  

Glassy-eyed, Alisa looked out toward the bay, the same one that nearly had us for lunch 

earlier.  

“We need to find this BVD asshole and question him. He might know where Natalie is. If 

not, we need to find out how this…arrangement was set up,” I said. 

“Not possible,” Garza said. “He was reportedly involved in a drive-by shooting. Police tried 

to bring him in for questioning, but he took off. Hasn’t been seen in two weeks. They think he 

might have hit the open seas in someone’s boat, but they’re not certain.” 

“Fuck!” Alisa’s fist pounded the table. 

I felt the thud in the pit of my stomach. Another dead end. 
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The sky was convoluted. The low, western horizon offered a sweeping tapestry of bronze 

and burnt orange, flanked by streaks of pumpkin and spicy mustard. Due south, a bank of 

darkness ate up the sky, as agitated bolts of lightning sizzled against the distant atmosphere.  

Killing the engine, I sat motionless in my Saab, both front windows down. Men and women 

wearing dark clothes scurried across dusty gravel, stirring up gray plumes that hovered about 

three feet off the parched ground. The Dallas area had gone at least three weeks with no rain, but 

as day rolled into evening, the damp air was thick and clammy.  

My eyes couldn’t help but gravitate upward, the remarkable swirling lights of blue and red 

cascading against the multidimensional sky. The light show appeared choreographed, but the 

dichotomy of the surreal scene created an unsettling split in the universe. At least that was how it 

felt from my vantage point.  

Lifting out of my bucket seat, I closed the door and stood next to my car, twirling my key 

chain around my forefinger—anything to keep my mind off what might be on the other side of 

the yellow tape. 

Every local law enforcement agency was represented at the crime scene in front of me, 

dressed in shades of blue or brown. They were doing their jobs, each one assigned a unique task 

to allow the machine to work as a whole. Having lived on the other side of the tape for several 

years, I knew no one enjoyed their work in these circumstances. But they did it because someone 

had to seek justice on behalf of the victim. 

That’s why Paco had called me just as our plane touched down at DFW. He knew I had a 

vested interest in Jade’s death, and not just because her parents had hired me to find out who had 

robbed them of any future memories with their baby girl. Every life is special, to be cherished by 

those who have it, to be mourned for those who lose it. 

Jade’s connection to Natalie—their friendship as well as sharing the same employer—only 

enhanced my motivation to uncover who was behind Jade’s murder.  

And now there was another murder to solve. I just hoped like hell it wasn’t Natalie’s body 

lying at the bottom of the gulley just beyond a mound of waist-high weeds. 

Swallowing back a dry patch of anxiety, I shuffled my boots in the dust, my mind searching 

for a place that allowed my brain to function at optimal capacity without me plunging over the 

emotional edge. I couldn’t. Alisa knew that Paco had called me to the scene of a murder at the 

Trinity River bottoms, about a half-mile down from where Jade’s body had been located. 

Without saying a word when I dropped her off earlier, I could see she understood the very real 

possibility that her sister was dead, and if it came to it, I’d have to convey the horrific message to 

my partner. At first, I thought it was odd for Alisa not to push to tag along. But I could see that 

her emotional well was drier than Lake Lavon. She wanted me to deal with this initial roller 



coaster of emotions. I was glad I had her trust. 

“Yo, Booker.” 

Paco’s boots crunched against buried gravel, as he flipped the yellow tape over his head and 

approached me. 

“What do we have?” 

“A teenage girl. It’s gruesome, that’s all I’ve been told.” He gazed toward a bank of 

spotlights that had just flashed to life about eighty feet away. 

I’d never seen Paco so personally impacted by a crime during the years we were partners. 

This one was different, mostly because his niece was the same age as Jade. I got it. She was also 

the same age as Natalie, someone we still hoped to save—if she wasn’t lying dead just beyond 

the cluster of police cars. 

Part of me wanted to know if it was Natalie the second I drove up. The other part wanted the 

night to last forever. The last thing I wanted to do was look into Alisa’s eyes and tell her that her 

little sister had died in the most brutal manner possible. 

Taking my eyes from the embankment back to Paco, I noticed perspiration bubbling above 

his crumpled brow.  

“How can we get more information? I can’t leave here until I know for certain if it’s…” I 

said. 

He held out a hand. “I know, man. They haven’t been able to ID the vic. I was told we could 

look at the body.” 

“They knew I’d be with you?” 

“Yeah. Bradford is on the scene.” 

Eva, my ex-fiancée, had started dating Thom Bradford a few months back, just before he 

took over as the sergeant-in-charge at Northeast Division, my old base. While some could argue 

Bradford might have a bit of small man’s complex permeating his core—he barely inched over 

Eva’s five-five frame and appeared insecure at times—he’d been cool with Eva and my daughter 

Samantha. And that’s what mattered the most in my life. 

Paco flipped his head, and I followed. For a moment, I had a sense of déjà vu—both of us 

working a crime scene, the hub of the wheel that turned the investigation, interacting with 

everyone from the entry-level technician responsible for setting up equipment to the families and 

friends of those involved in the crime or who had been victimized. 

Reaching the edge of the gravel, Paco held up an arm for us to stop. I peered down the 

ravine and saw a cluster of activity under the broad cone of lights. 

“Hold on a second,” Paco said, scampering down the small hill. 

Glancing left, I spotted Bradford talking to another officer, who answered with a “yes sir,” 

then immediately jumped in his squad car, and took off. Bradford looked my way and brought a 

hand to his police hat. I nodded. It was our way of acknowledging the favor given and the favor 

received, without doting on it or calling attention to it. I guess I’d have to classify him as one of 

the good guys. 



Knuckles brushed my shoulder. “Booker, they’re ready for us. They’ll let us take a look and 

listen to the initial coroner’s thoughts on cause of death.” 

Normally, I would have thought this was a precious opportunity to acquire information not 

usually shared with a PI, even an ex-DPD cop. Tonight, though, my stomach was launching 

Molotov cocktails in anticipation of what I was about to witness. I needed my Tums, but not 

enough to retreat to my car. Pulling out my phone, I tapped my photos icon and took another 

quick glance at Natalie’s picture. I had one chance to view the victim, and I had to be absolutely 

certain it was her—or not. 

Wiry weeds with lacy ends popped against our pants as we traipsed down the slope, our path 

lined with candy wrappers, crushed cans of cheap beer, and a rusted toaster. Back when I wore 

the blue uniform, either Paco or I would have cracked a joke about the economical alcoholic 

beverage, saying something like, “I wish they paid us enough to throw out good American piss 

beer.” It was a running joke at the precinct that some of the homeless folks who worked the 

streets made more money than a DPD cop.  

No jokes this evening. 

The chatter between detectives and uniformed officers fell into hushed silence as soon as 

they saw Paco and me step to the bottom, the ground still hard and dry. Most of them peeled 

back, stepping aside to hop on their phone or tablet or hold a side conversation. Two guys met us 

about twenty feet in front of the body. 

Paco made the introductions, and I offered quick handshakes to Detective Bobby Sturm and 

the coroner, Dan O’Malley. 

“Booker, you don’t remember me I know, but I was at that horrific bomb blast over at the 

Old Red Courthouse building last fall.” The detective flipped his thumb over his shoulder, then 

shoved his long sleeves up over his elbows, his creased face studying mine.  

My stomach was already doing flip-flops. Drudging up an old, bitter memory only increased 

the intensity. 

“Dust from those red bricks was still crumbling to the ground, but you were helping the 

bride up from the turf. That fucking bomb blew her fiancé to smithereens.” Planting his arms at 

his belt buckle, he spit some chew off to the side, enhancing the feeling that we were standing in 

the middle of a landfill. “Wait a second, didn’t they find out that bitch was behind the whole 

thing, working with that lunatic bomb-maker? Yeah, the craziest shit I ever heard.” 

I guessed Bobby didn’t watch the news or listen to all the gossip around the precinct. I didn’t 

have the urge to fill in the blanks of his story, which was really the story of my life a few months 

back. 

Paco’s dark eyes shifted my way, and I could tell he sensed my unease. He scratched the side 

of his neck, then smacked at it. “Damn mosquitoes. Hope we don’t have another summer of 

people dying from West Nile. Can we take a look?”  

“Not a problem. I understand you might know the vic?” The detective looked at me while 

twisting around and taking two steps toward the body. 



“Sister of my...uh, partner. She’s been missing for over a week.” 

He took in a breath then spit out more chew. “I don’t have to warn you what a dead body 

looks like. Take a look, and I’ll have Dan here share what he knows afterward. By the way, if 

you want a surgical mask, we can get you one. It helps cover the stench.” He raised his hand 

toward another detective huddled under a nearby tent. 

Suddenly, the sky rumbled so loud we stopped in our tracks, sustaining its intensity like a 

thunderous herd of timpani. When it finally died back, a sudden crack of thunder split the thick 

air, a streak of lightening shooting up from the ground on the other side of the levy. 

“Hey, you two quit screwing around and get the large canopy over this crime scene. 

Quickly.” Bobby waved at a couple of officers standing around, thumbs stuck in their belts. 

“Mask?” he asked again. 

“I’ll be okay.” Just beyond him, I could see the girl’s bare feet, one twisted inward at an odd 

angle. I wondered if her ankle had been broken. “Was she stuffed in a body bag?” 

“We’ll get to it, but yes, she was.” Bobby extended his arm and shuffled back a few steps. 

Paco turned to me, and our eyes acknowledged the similarity with Jade’s death. I followed 

my former partner a few more feet, lifting my boots with each step over the mounds of dirt and 

trash. 

“Dear God,” Paco said, crossing himself, peering over tall weeds that encircled the girl. 

I forced my eyes to start at her feet and make my way up, my pulse already clocking at twice 

the normal speed.  

She was Caucasian, thin-boned. I still couldn’t tell if her ankle was broken or if she just had 

flexible joints. At her knees, I spotted a couple of minor abrasions and heavy bruising. Leaning 

to my right, I could see dry blood snaking down from her thighs. 

“Booker, I’m not sure I can stand here anymore, man.” Paco’s voice cracked, and he turned 

away.  

“No problem. Give me another minute.” 

Turning back to the body, I rested my hands on my knees and made a quick assessment. 

Thus far, this girl could be Natalie, if only because of a similar build and frame. It appeared rigor 

mortis had already set in, which told me she’d been dead at least five or six hours, if not more. 

Midway up her thighs was the end of a purple micro-miniskirt hugging her body. I leaned 

forward and found caked blood on the side of her leg, even more moving upward. If she didn’t 

die from some other hideous method, blood loss could have contributed. 

A hand at the side of her waist, palm up. Inching lower to get a better angle, I searched for 

fingernails. Nothing. Only bloody, ripped skin. Wondering if she’d endured the torture before or 

after death, I could feel my body tighten. I forced out a breath.  

Then it hit me like a baseball bat to the face. The rank odor was unworldly, some type of 

bizarre concoction of rotten meat and fish topped off with a sugary odor. A blur of images raced 

through my mind, all the dead bodies I’d seen and smelled during my career. To think of a living, 

breathing human turning into this state reminded me how much we all took life for granted, the 



young and naïve probably more than others. 

My eyes crawled up her forearm, and I spotted puncture wounds, probably needle marks, 

just like Jade. I pondered the thought of some pervert preying on homeless drug addicts. I could 

see a gullible youngster being lured by promises of quenching their insatiable urge for the 

ultimate high.  

Her other arm rested on her chest on top of a matted, crimson stain. The absence of 

fingernails matched her other hand. I shook my head in disgust. She wore a dingy white T-shirt, 

oversized, like it might have been her dad’s. But I knew it wasn’t.  

“Might be something to trace there,” I said quietly to myself. 

Closing my eyes for a brief moment, I pinched the bridge of my nose. I could hear shoes 

traipsing through the lanky weeds around me, a rumble of thunder that seemed closer than the 

last one, almost on top of us. As much as I’d tried to calm my nerves, I knew the sight of this girl 

would define my life for the next few weeks, maybe months or years. Alisa was one of the 

strongest—and headstrong—women I knew. But it was rather obvious that her little sister was 

her weak point, at least the part of her life she couldn’t solve. Maybe those two went hand in 

hand. 

Picturing the vivacious smile that I’d seen in the photo a few minutes earlier, I opened my 

eyes and peered straight at her face. 

My heart nearly vaulted into my throat. It appeared she died with tears flooding down her 

cheeks, her face twisted into a wretched ball of pain and suffering. 

But it wasn’t Natalie. No way.  

My chest lifted, and I could hear breath plowing through my lungs, as if I’d just hauled a 

two-hundred-pound tire across a football field in sweltering temperatures—a distant thought 

from my brief tenure on the Longhorns football team. 

Wiping my face, I glanced at the nameless girl once again. Her hair was dark, shorter than 

Natalie’s, plastered against her ashen skin that appeared to be turning a shade of green. Her nose 

was slightly larger. I wondered if she might have Italian blood in her. 

“What the hell?” Narrowing my vision, I almost did a double take. 

“You’ve spotted the marks on her face, I assume?” 

I could hear Bobby’s country inflection as he leaned in from the other side. 

Paco moved in behind me, stuck his hand on my shoulder. I could sense he wanted to hear 

my feedback on the girl’s ID. 

“No, it’s not Natalie.” I was solemn. I felt of tinge of guilt for wishing death on someone 

other than Alisa’s sister. 

“Thank God,” Paco said, crossing himself again. 

“I’m glad it’s not your partner’s sister, but it just made our job that much tougher,” Bobby 

said, eyeballing me then Paco. 

Dan sidled up next to the detective. 

I pointed toward the girl’s face. “The marks?” 



“Dan agrees with our initial assessment that those marks are consistent with cigarette 

burns.” 

“Pre- or postmortem?” I asked. 

Bobby thumbed the coroner. “We’re dancing outside of my area of expertise. Dan?”  

Dan adjusted his silver, oval glasses, shifting his eyes to me then back to the detective. 

“You can share what you know,” Bobby said. 

“I just wasn’t sure, considering the recent memos to ensure information remains confidential 

and is only released once approved by the higher-ups.” 

“I’m the lead detective, and I say it’s okay. Besides, Booker used to be one of us. You’re not 

working as an undercover reporter, are you?” 

“Ha. That’ll be the day,” I replied, popping an eyebrow skyward. 

“Up,” a man off to my left said. 

Four men each carrying white metal poles hoisted an enormous canopy over our heads.  

“And down,” the man said to the others. “Let’s tie off these three sides and create an 

opening facing north, opposite the direction the weather is rolling in from.” 

In an instant, we were nearly enclosed, with interior lighting positioned in the corners of the 

tent. The cover from the elements came just in time. I heard the pitter-patter of occasional 

raindrops ping the plastic surface above our heads. 

Dan cleared his throat. “So, the marks on her face. I’ll only know for certain once I get her 

back to the lab and conduct a complete autopsy. But by estimating the time of death and then 

assessing the amount of scar tissue on her face, I’d guess the damage was done prior to her 

death.” 

“A sick bastard is behind this.” Paco’s voice was raspy.  

“With the three scars running parallel to each other on each side of the face, I’m wondering 

if the perp was conducting some type of ritual,” I offered while scratching my goatee. 

“I wondered the same. We’ll have to do some research and see if we can find a hit. It might 

help us narrow down the spectrum of sick bastards,” Bobby said, lifting an eye toward Paco. 

I made a note for Alisa to jump on the same task. 

“Do you have any initial thoughts on cause of death, realizing you can’t confirm anything 

until after the autopsy, of course?” I asked Dan, trying to be as respectful of his trade as I could. 

“If I was a betting man—and I’m not one to throw down a wager even on a meaningless 

baseball game—I’d say it had something to do with the massive wound in her back, just left of 

center.” 

My eyes surveyed the body again, looking for an exit wound. 

“I don’t want to disrupt the body any more than we already have,” Dan said, leaning 

forward. “I couldn’t find an exit wound, but I’m eager to confirm how close it came to exiting 

through her chest.” 

“High-caliber bullet, hollow point,” I suggested.  

“At this stage, without any analysis on what I might find in the tissue and blood, I’d say she 



was killed by some type of three-pronged blade, serrated by the looks of the torn tissue. 

Whatever the weapon, the wound was deep. Massive blood loss. Appeared to have split a rib on 

the back side.” 

“Damn,” Paco added, rubbing his face until his bushy eyebrows were askew. 

“So you’re not thinking she could have injected some type of bad drug that killed her or at 

least maimed her so the perp could torture her and ultimately kill her with this blade?” 

Dan chuckled twice. “Like I said, I can run theories by you all day long, but I can’t confirm 

anything until I—” 

“Complete a full autopsy. We know,” Bobby said, slightly annoyed at Dan’s insistence on 

driving home his point. “But she’s got the puncture wounds on her arm. It’s possible drugs could 

have played a role?” 

I thought Dan just gave Bobby a half-roll of his eyes. “Yes, it’s possible. Frankly, if I was at 

home and I’d already had my two Irish whiskeys, I’d be a lot more open with my theories.” 

“I hear ya,” I said, nodding my head. “I can run to my friend’s bar and grab a bottle of 

Jameson.” 

“Don’t let me stop you.” Dan cracked a smile. “But it’s not necessary. I’ve been around 

enough crime scenes to piece together a theory. Typically, I’m never a hundred percent right. But 

I’m also never a hundred percent wrong.” 

“Spill it, Dan. You’re killing us,” Bobby said, gesturing with his hand. 

“I think she had drugs injected into her body. Not sure if she did it or it was done by 

someone else. Angle of the puncture wounds is odd. But I think this torturing probably took 

place when she was at least partially sedated. The burns on her face are too perfect to think she 

was lucid when the perp did this to her. Same goes for the fingernails. But here’s the zinger: I 

think the wound in her back wasn’t planned, at least not specifically. I think she might have been 

running away. Every other injury was personal, directed right at her. The kill wound, though, is 

from the back. Just doesn’t jive with the other wounds.” 

“Unless she was tortured and killed by two different people,” I said. 

“That’s possible,” Dan said. 

“I like how your mind works, Booker,” Bobby added. 

I rose from my knees, feeling an urge to wash my hands, take a shower. I also knew Alisa 

would be waiting for my call. “I appreciate your candor.” 

“Don’t get used to it.” 

The four of us turned toward the canopy opening, the popping rhythm of raindrops overhead 

suddenly more pronounced. It was Bradford, wiping a wet film off the top of his hat. 

“I’m assuming this wasn’t your partner’s sister?” 

“Correct.” 

“Glad to hear it, although the family of this poor girl will eventually have to be told the 

news. It’ll be the worst day of their lives,” he said staring at the body. Then he raised his sights 

back to me. “I did this as a favor. Don’t forget it, Booker.” 



Bradford calling me out in front of the others was nothing less than him sticking out his 

chest just to show off his power. 

“This is my crime scene, and I’m fine with him being here,” Bobby said, narrowing his eyes 

at Bradford.  

“Bobby, perhaps you don’t know how to count stripes.” 

The detective took a step beyond Dan, but I stepped around the body and put myself 

between him and Bradford to ensure a turf war didn’t erupt over my presence. 

“We’re all on the same side, right?” I offered up. 

“Asshole,” Bobby said, looking straight at the arrogant sergeant.  

Bradford let out a smug pssh, reset his hat on his head, and left the tent. 

“One more thing.” Dan directed our attention back to the motionless girl. 

We gathered back around the body as he used a pen to point toward her left hand. Before he 

could speak, Bobby jumped in. “Glad you said something, Dan. This might be the most 

important piece of evidence that ties this Jane Doe to the other girl we found near this spot a few 

days ago.” 

“Jade Rivers,” Paco said. 

Bobby nodded. “Yeah, her. It’s a bit difficult to detect unless you’re looking for it, especially 

with the discoloration of her skin.” 

I leaned as close as I could without falling onto the body.  

“She’s got a blue ring tattooed on her left pinky. It looks like a crown,” Bobby said, holding 

a pen just a couple of inches from the hand. 

I spotted the tattoo, and an icy patch formed on the back of my neck. “Wonder what that 

signifies?” 

“Normally, we don’t pay a great deal of attention to tattoos. Kids these days have so many of 

them, and they get them for so many reasons, usually on a lark.” 

“But this one stands out. Why?” 

“The other girl, Jade, had the same tat on the same finger.” 

Paco dipped his head. “A serial killer?” 

“They were both dropped in the Trinity in some type of body bag. They both have the same 

blue ring tat. Coincidence?” Bobby said. 

“I doubt it, but we need to let the evidence guide the investigation, starting with the ID of 

the vic. Then, we can see where her life might overlap Jade’s. Natalie’s too,” I said. 

I left the scene and made two phone calls. 
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Placing a bare foot on the concrete floor, Natalie felt a rush of adrenaline zip through her 

body. The surface was slick and cold, yet her toes massaged the floor as if she were a cat who’d 

been declawed. 

Tex and Tongue had controlled her every movement, seized every fiber of her being since 

she arrived in Hotel Hell. But they’d yet to tap into her veiled survival resolve. Shit, she didn’t 

know she had it until she woke out of her trance a few days earlier and found herself thinking 

that death was a better option than living—nothing more than a breathing pawn in the sickening, 

cruel games played by the unlikely partners.  

The barrel-chested cowboy looked like a typical Texas hick, like many she knew growing up 

in Nacogdoches, where they dreamed of nothing more than raising a prized steer or pig. If only 

this roper were interested in showing off his prized pig. It was obvious he ranked second on the 

organizational chart in Hotel Hell. He did all the dirty work, from what Natalie could detect, both 

from the sounds emanating under her door and through the walls.  

Tongue gave the orders, but he also seemed to know when he’d pushed Tex too far. Then 

he’d let go of the leash. That’s when Tex turned into one of those animals he should have raised. 

No, check that—an animal doesn’t mutter a bunch of gibberish about Satan, then offer to 

sacrifice a human being, or part of one. Tex’s methods of torture appeared to give him meaning 

in his life, which is why Natalie determined she had no other option but to stop fighting back. 

She had to give herself completely to the pair of misfits. 

“You’ve been drinking again!” 

A jolt of electricity zapped her chest. She froze, staring at the crack of the open door, a sliver 

of light seeping through, her mouth void of a single drop of liquid. An agitated Tongue rarely 

raised his voice, but this time he seemed angrier than ever. 

Part of her knew she must lie back down in her cot, reattach the restraints, and resume her 

sedated, subservient position if she didn’t want to face another round of torture. Actually, if they 

realized she’d been putting on an act, they would surely kill her, inflicting pain slowly, 

methodically, until she would beg them to end her life—if she could even speak at that point.  

“How many times have I told you that drunken sloths like you attain nothing in life? Tell 

me!” 

She heard a mumbled response— “country drool” she used to call it back in her East Texas 

life. But Tex wasn’t some harmless drunk who couldn’t hold his six pack of beer. At his worst, he 

was a disturbed, satanic monster. Perhaps Tongue knew that about his mentally challenged 

sidekick and purposely fed his mind with a plethora of deranged axioms, knowing what they 

would produce. Maybe he sought a kinship to his life’s sadistic passion. 

It just hit her. She recalled reading about a similar personality. An insane, violent man who 



somehow brainwashed a legion of followers to carry out his hideous acts of murder, frightening 

the entire country: Charles Manson. 

Leaning back on her wobbly arms, Natalie, now coated with sweat, peeled her foot off the 

floor.  

Suddenly, a clap of steps approached her doors, then a flap of clothing swished by the crack.  

“I have urgent plans I must attend to. Do not let me down. Do you understand?” 

She held her breath, waiting for a reply, praying Tongue wouldn’t notice her cracked door. 

“Okay. Yes. I get it. I’ll be better. I won’t let you down,” Tex said in a groggy, slumbering 

tone. 

“We have important plans. Exciting plans. You know that. Your work will not go 

unrewarded. You will have the opportunity to reap what you sow. I promise you that.” 

A garbled, wicked chuckle filled up the chamber, then Tex coughed so hard she thought he 

might seize.  

“Repulsive human being, repulsive behavior,” she heard Tongue say under his breath. 

Division among the ranks?  

“Tomorrow will be one of our landmark days, where we share the fruits of our labor with a 

chosen few. It will be special,” Tongue said, as if preaching from a pulpit. “I’m off.” 

What she now believed was a cape swished by the door crack again, and then she heard the 

familiar clap of his shoes on the stairs, the clanging of steel locks and handles, and a massive 

door swing shut, reverberating off the ceiling and walls around her. 

A few seconds clocked by, not a sound to be heard. She attempted to swallow, but her 

sandpaper tongue felt like it was clawing rivets into the back of her throat. 

A low growl came from the hall, as if a rabid coyote had awakened to seek its prey. She 

ceased breathing, her senses on full alert wondering if Tex was heading for her room. Boots 

shuffled across the floor, then keys jingled like bells attached to a sleigh.  

“Veronica,” Tex said in a voice that was meant to sound playful but instead made what little 

hair Natalie had on her arms stand straight up. He’d used the same inflection with her before. 

Too many times to count.  

Was this Veronica’s first time, or had she experienced the macabre rituals with Tex in his 

previous visits? A tear bubbled in the corner of her eye, knowing what Veronica would soon be 

facing. 

Wiping away her millionth tear in God knows how long, Natalie knew this could be her one 

chance to escape. Touching her foot to the floor, she listened intently, hearing the key turn, a bolt 

slide open, the squeak in the hinge of the door. A moment later, she heard another squeak. But 

the door didn’t shut. Depending on his selected ritual of torment, Natalie could have anywhere 

from five to thirty minutes to escape the chamber and run like hell, hoping she was somewhere 

close to civilization. For all she knew, she could be stranded in the middle of a desert or off the 

coast on a desolate island. 

She shoved that thought into the back of her mind, joining thousands of others she’d be 



forced to relive someday. But not now. She had a life to save, dammit. Hers. Despite the 

profound scars, both psychological and physical, she wasn’t about to allow her last days on earth 

to be lived as somebody’s bitch slave.  

Fuck them. 

Setting both feet on the floor, she slowly shifted her weight to a standing position, her left 

arm still anchoring her balance. Her legs quaked. She wondered if this was how astronauts felt 

when they finally returned to the atmosphere and asked their legs to hold up against the pressure 

of gravity. It felt as if someone had strapped a fifty-pound weight to her back. But she knew why 

she could barely walk. She’d had little nutrition, and atrophy had reduced her muscle 

responsiveness to that of a toddler.  

Shuffling a foot while still grasping the edge of the cot, her toes started cramping and 

curling up. She wanted to scream, but instead bit her lip until it bled. Leaning down she grabbed 

the ends of her toes and yanked them backward, hoping they’d be jarred back to life.  

Finally, some relief, and she released a breath. Letting go of the cot, she held out her hands 

like a tightrope walker, her sights set on the door. Three steps, fours steps, five. She grabbed the 

metal frame of the door, then pulled herself upward, trying to remove at least a few pounds of 

weight off her legs. She looked down, the light in the hallway illuminating her trembling knees. 

Noticing her quiver and lack of meat on her bones, a tinge of doubt entered her mind.  

Was she truly capable of pushing through her debilitating condition to not just walk like a 

two-year-old but also perform like an All-District athlete? She’d played youth soccer as a kid, 

and she knew she had tenacity in her body. A few were faster, others might have been stronger, 

but no one pushed her around without payback.  

But this would take an Olympic effort, she knew.  

Opening the door no more than a foot, she peeked her head into the hall for first time since 

she’d been there. Doors like hers lined both sides, an open area at the far end, where Tex must 

have been drinking. She saw moving images on a TV screen in the far corner, a tray sitting to the 

side of an old-time La-Z-Boy chair.  

Every time Natalie had heard someone enter or leave Hotel Hell, they walked by her door 

then up the stairs. She turned in that direction and saw her nemesis—nine or ten steps, at a steep 

angle, leading up to a rusted, green metal door twice the size of the one to her room. Twisting her 

head in the other direction, she pondered if there was any small opening, even a vent, for her to 

slither through. 

A step into the hall, and she craned her neck to the right to check Veronica’s door. It was 

nearly shut, only cracked enough to slide in a single finger—not that she would get near it. Just 

then, she heard Tex rambling. 

“Ooh, Veronica, we’re going to have so much fun. It’s a night to celebrate, darlin’. Our last 

ritual together. Think about that. Everything we’ve experienced together. Almost brings a tear to 

my eye.”  

He chuckled, then Natalie heard metal objects clanking off a tray. Squeezing her fist, she 



grappled with the notion of hearing another girl tortured when she was in a position to do 

something about it. 

An idea popped into her head. Was there a way she could slip into Veronica’s room 

undetected, grab one the metal instruments from the tray—one of which was likely a type of 

scalpel—and slit Big Tex’s throat? 

That thought stayed afloat for no more than a couple of seconds, about as long as it took her 

fist to lose its strength. She mouthed, “I’m so sorry,” to Veronica’s door. 

Taking in a fortifying breath, she knew the goal of freedom couldn’t be just about saving 

herself. Veronica and every other girl clinging to life behind each of the doors motivated Natalie. 

For once in her life, it wasn’t all about her.  

Licking her lips, she looked in both directions then zeroed in on the main exit. Maintaining 

visual contact with Veronica’s door, Natalie braced her back against the painted cinder block wall 

and shimmied toward the steep staircase. She attempted to raise her feet off the ground, trying to 

avoid any shuffling sounds.  

Extending her arm against the pockmarked surface to ensure she kept her balance, threads of 

her loose-fitting, grimy T-shirt draped down her bony arm. Every inch she pulled away from the 

door, her pulse added a couple of extra beats. For what seemed like months, she’d longed to be 

anywhere but her room of torment. Now she viewed it as a refuge, if only because the creaks and 

smells, and yes, invasions of privacy, were entrenched into what she knew as familiar. Her world. 

It was working, the brainwashing. They wanted her to feel beholden to them. They wanted 

her to feel a kinship, as if they were family whom she couldn’t leave behind. Images flashed 

across her line of sight—images of blood and body parts—and her heart fluttered in her chest.  

Grinding her teeth so hard she could taste the bitter enamel, a rush of rage enveloped her 

core. Her body temperature must have shot above a hundred, as she felt her temples and neck 

throbbing with fury, her lungs sucking in air like a runaway train. Darkness rimmed her vision. 

She was about to lose her mind at any moment, a horrific, ear-piercing scream clinging to the 

edge of her crusty lips.  

Don’t let Tongue and Tex win. Your life is worth more than their hate. 

She repeated the phrase three times until she could feel herself take control of her breathing 

cadence, her mind once again thinking rationally.  

Wasting no more time, Natalie continued her slow trek toward the staircase, less than ten 

feet away. Focusing on the act of moving her knee up and shifting left, she was able to keep her 

pulse under one fifty.  

Finally, her left ankle bumped against concrete. Each step appeared two-feet high. She 

rubbed her eyes, then reassessed the task at hand. No railing for her to use, and really the steps 

were only slightly higher than normal, maybe just ten inches or so. She thought about dropping 

to her knees and crawling, but she’d lose eye contact with Veronica’s door. And once she hit the 

ground, who knows if she’d be able to push herself upright.  

Eventually, the muscles in her legs would fire, come to life, allowing her to move quickly. 



Right? 

She paused for a second and heard Tex snarling, as if he was feasting off his latest victim, 

ripping flesh from bone.  

She pushed the sickening thought aside and focused on Mount Everest. 

Desperate for more leverage, Natalie pressed her fingers against the wall and boosted her leg 

upward, then used every ounce of strength to will her body up to the first stair. 

Uggh! 

A grunt had escaped her body. She shut down her vocal cords, her body as still as an East 

Texas squirrel camouflaged against the bark of a tree in the Piney Woods. She only heard more 

snarling in the distance. Tex was too much in his element to notice her little squeal. 

Glancing at her right forefinger, a piece of shredded, blood-soaked duct tape stuck to the 

area normally dedicated to her fingernail. That had been yanked off by a pair of pliers her second 

night in captivity. Her punishment for spitting at Tongue during one of his revolting advances, 

she’d barely felt the pain when it occurred—she was higher than a kite. Later, once the drugs 

wore off, she cried like she’d never cried before, mixing in intermittent screams, the physical 

pain unbearable, and the mental anguish of knowing they would use any means available to 

control her every movement, even more agonizing.  

When she awoke a few hours later, she felt pressure against the top of her finger. The duct 

tape had stopped the bleeding, but it came with a stark warning from Tongue. 

“That was nothing more than a tap on the wrist. Misbehave again, and we’ll force you to 

gnaw off your own toe and eat it.” He hissed and disappeared into the black hole. 

Opting to use only three fingers and a thumb, Natalie heaved herself up another step. And 

another. She could feel her muscles showing signs of life, at least some of them. Her calves still 

felt tight as drums, which impacted her ability to truly push off her foot, or to run. But her quads 

felt stronger, giving her more stability, and even her shoulders had a renewed sense of vigor. 

Taking in another pocket of air, she surged up one more step. She repeated the breathe-and-

boost process six more times, reaching a small landing. Instantly, she gripped the door handle, 

and it turned. She pulled, but it was blocked. She tugged again and again, but she only heard a 

metal rattle. 

Natalie glanced back down the hall. Still vacant. Turning her attention back to the fortress 

door, her heart sank. 

“Stupid shit,” she said under her breath.  

The frickin’ door had a keyed padlock. Of course it did. How else would they keep their 

chickens in the coop? She recalled hearing a key chain jingle when Tex had unlocked Veronica’s 

door. 

She had to get the key chain without Tex knowing. But it was in the room with him and the 

poor girl. How? 

Screw it. She didn’t fall into another internal debate; she just slumped to her ass and scooted 

down the stairs. The first couple of drops caught her off guard, and her teeth clapped together. 



The last several went smoother, and in no time, she found herself walking, not shimmying down 

the hall. She didn’t exactly look like runway material, her stiff legs reminding her of Herman 

Munster in a video game she’d once played.  

Placing her hand against her partially open door, she could feel her heart pumping like a 

motor running with no oil. She had no idea how she’d secure the keys without being caught. Tex 

was a sick, reprehensible excuse of a human being. But after the verbal thrashing he took from 

his boss, Tex would undoubtedly use Natalie’s rebellious act to prove he was worthy of being a 

partner to Tongue. If he ever got started on her, death would be her easiest way out. 

Natalie shifted closer to Veronica’s room and peered through the small crack. All she could 

see were flickering shadows off the far wall, but a foul smell singed her nostrils. She pushed the 

door ajar another couple of inches and couldn’t believe her eyes. 

With his back to the door, Tex bounced up and down next to the cot, his hands in the air, 

chanting incomprehensible gibberish. He was naked, his flabby, hairy ass illuminated by the 

flames emanating over the cot. Some type of barbecue pit had been constructed and in it, an 

animal was being burned. 

A sacrifice. 

She guessed it was some type of bird. Possibly a bat? She hadn’t seen one of those since she 

visited Austin a year earlier. Being swarmed by a thousand bats had creeped her out, but 

watching Tex kill a bat for no other reason than fulfilling his demented desires was beyond sick. 

Taking a quiet step closer, she could see Veronica’s face, her eyes closed. She was either dead or 

heavily sedated. Wait. Was that blood smeared across her face? Another step and Natalie saw 

blood streaked across her nude body.  

For a quick moment, Natalie searched the room for a weapon, ideally one of those scalpels 

she knew Tex enjoyed. An elevated tray sat right next to him. She’d have to be a ninja warrior if 

she expected herself to snatch the instrument off the tray and inflict death on Tex before he could 

fling his tree trunk of an arm and swat her against the wall. 

The keys. She didn’t see them on the tray, but she did spot his oversized Wranglers.  

Down on her hands and knees, Natalie crawled closer to the scene. Suddenly, Tex shifted 

toward Veronica’s feet and began smearing more blood on her body. Natalie stopped for a second 

then kept moving, her fear temporarily blocked. 

A foot away from the jeans, she reached out a hand. She saw a jerky movement, and she 

froze. Lifting her sights, she saw two round eyes. Veronica was staring her down, then her eyes 

shifted back to Tex. In her periphery, Natalie watched Tex tinker with the pit. Veronica turned 

back her way, her eyes screaming at Natalie. She had no idea what Veronica was trying to tell 

her. Hell, she could be brainwashed and trying to get Natalie caught. 

Not possible. Not Veronica’s enormous, dark eyes. They spoke of fear, but also awareness. 

She wasn’t drugged.  

Natalie reached for the jeans, and Veronica flipped her head, her eyes shooting darts. Natalie 

had come too far not to take a final risk and attempt to steal the keys. 



She grabbed the jeans and searched the pockets. Nothing.  

Fuck! 

Wait. On other side of the cot, she spotted keys resting on the cold floor. She began to move 

toward the cot, then out of nowhere, Veronica released a crying wail. Tex shifted her way. 

“I told you not to disturb my service, bitch.”  

Crawling backward, Natalie heard a gagging sound. She couldn’t see what he was doing to 

her, but she feared for Veronica’s life. Retracing her crawl, Natalie’s foot reached the door just as 

Tex moved back to the pit. Natalie then noticed a piece of the bat sticking out of Veronica’s 

mouth. Tears flooded Veronica’s face as she peered at Natalie. 

Realizing Natalie would likely be spotted, it was obvious that Veronica had purposely 

deflected Tex’s attention.  

She had saved Natalie’s life.  

Natalie wanted to return the favor, but now wasn’t the time. She crawled out of the room and 

slid back into her own cot and attached the restraints.  

She’d live to fight another day. Thanks to Veronica. 
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I looked up just in time to see a pigeon crapping two feet above my head. The plastic shell 

that covered would-be passengers for the DART bus—Dallas’ answer to rapid transit—was 

coated in dollops of bird crap, a myriad of shapes that proved one thing to me: birds knew what 

they were targeting.  

The squatty woman wearing a hairnet standing next to me shifted her eyes from the wet 

stain back to something in front of her…or nothing at all. It was difficult to tell.  

“If people would stop feeding birds all the crap they eat, then the birds won’t be crappin’ 

everywhere we stand. It’s that simple.” She paused, pulled out a tissue and blew her nose, then 

stuck it back in her purse. “But people can’t help themselves. No, sir. Some folks only want that 

instant gratification. Meanwhile, their leftover French fries will kill that bird faster than a 

shotgun blast to the gut. I ain’t lyin’.” 

“I hear ya.” 

A yellow and white bus roared in from the east, rocking to a stop in front of our station. 

“I just want someone to figure out a way to get rid of my hay fever.” She climbed onto the 

first step of the bus then turned back to me. “You comin’ or what? Someone’s gotta keep me 

company as I prepare to bite my tongue just so a preppy thirty-five-year-old lawyer can tip me a 

buck fifty.” 

I stared for a second too long. 

“This ain’t your personal limo, you know?”  

“Uh, sorry. I’m waiting on a friend.” 

“Suit yourself.” 

Ha-chew! 

Two men deep in conversation sitting in the front row raised their elbows to shield their 

faces. The lady stepped into the aisle, apparently oblivious to her own germ warfare. Before she 

had a chance to sit, the driver zoomed away, leaving a plume of exhaust. It mixed nicely with the 

bird crap.  

Glancing to my right, I spotted a driver of a different kind leaning against his black Cadillac 

Escalade. He was clean cut, wore a dark suit, and was reading something on his tablet. I 

wondered if he doubled as a security guard. He was facing the Bank of America building, one of 

the crown jewels of the Dallas skyline at night. At just after ten in the morning, it was a bustling 

vertical city, people coming and going, and deliveries being made, everything from flowers to 

donuts. Only one other person I’d seen in the last two hours required a personal driver. 

Peering around the corner of the DART shell, I noticed the driver pull a phone out of his 

pocket, swipe his thumb across the bottom, and tap the screen. He gazed at the main entrance of 

the building for a moment, then opened the car door and tossed in his tablet. He resumed his 



position next to the SUV, his hands clasped in front.  

Perhaps he’d received the “go” signal.  

His signal was my signal, so I stood more upright, my eyes scanning the vast swath of stone 

and concrete for his boss, Zahi Kareem. 

A minute passed and the white clouds above splintered apart, allowing a warm sun to radiate 

off the concrete. The driver casually touched his temple, wiping away sweat, perhaps. Then he 

pulled out his phone and looked ahead. Zahi must be running late. 

I took in a breath and felt a yawn emerging from my gut. Last night had been a long one. I’d 

called Bucky Rivers while walking back to my car, giving a high-level debrief of what I’d just 

witnessed. When I told him about the tattoo ring around Jane Doe’s finger, and how the detective 

said it matched the one on Jade’s hand, I asked Bucky if he recalled seeing it before Jade was 

kidnapped. 

“Hmm,” he said out loud. “Nope, she didn’t have it.” 

“You sure?” 

“Hell yes, I’m sure. A couple of weeks before she…well, she helped me paint the kitchen. 

We laughed about how the blue paint splattered all over her, in her hair, everywhere. I helped her 

clean off, even washed her hands in paint thinner. It reminded me when she was young and we 

did stuff together.” 

Bucky let me go before he burst into tears.  

Minutes later, I dropped by Alisa’s place and personally gave her the news—the dead body 

was not her sister. Her immediate reaction was calm and controlled. She merely nodded and said, 

“Thank you for telling me in person.” 

A moment later, her chin quivered, and she collapsed into my arms as tears streamed down 

her face.  

“I don’t know why I’m crying. Maybe just relief that it wasn’t Natalie, but afraid as hell she 

could be next.” 

I just caressed her head and rubbed her back. She wasn’t looking for me to say a word. 

Once she calmed down, I went into her kitchen and poured her a glass of water. 

“Screw that. Give me the hard stuff,” she said through a stuffy nose. “It’s in the cabinet next 

to the fridge.” 

“Can’t.” 

“Why the hell not?” She arched her back, giving me a vibe like I’d just taken away her right 

to vote. 

“We got work to do. Well, I need you and Josh to work in tandem.” 

She shook her head, then grabbed a napkin and blew her nose. “I’ve totally ignored him the 

last few days. He’s left me voicemails, sent me text messages, just asking if I needed anything, 

groceries or someone to talk to.” 

“Well, now you’ll get your chance to talk, while you work.” 

I explained the two paths we needed to pursue, researching the possible symbolism of the 



ring tattoo, as well as hacking into Natalie’s phone again—Josh’s specialty. I was hoping Natalie 

would have her bank app on her phone, and given some creative ingenuity, or by digging around 

the apartment that she shared with Sarah and Dominique, they would gain access to her account 

to identify all her deposits in the last six months. 

Alisa wasted no time in calling Josh, and they both committed to working all night. 

Glancing up, I saw the driver begin to move. That was my cue. Curling out of the DART 

shell, holding my phone with two hands like I was watching an important program, I casually 

walked down the sidewalk. At just under fifty feet, I spotted Zahi marching toward the SUV. I 

hoped he wouldn’t recognize me. 

At just under twenty feet, I slowed down, moved behind a gray-haired man who was 

cleaning his glasses and walking. I had to time this perfectly. Peering over the man’s shoulder, I 

saw the driver open the door and Zahi curl his body into the seat. Just as the driver started 

shutting the door, I moved quickly around the older man. The driver turned his back as I got to 

the rear bumper. I then hopped off the curb to the driver’s side, opened the back door, and slid in 

the back seat before the driver knew what had happened. 

“Morning, Zahi. Did you get a chance to see last night’s top ten plays on SportsCenter?” I 

held out my phone, my forehead crumpled. 

Zahi’s expression was priceless. He jerked his head in my direction, held up a hand, and 

froze. 

The driver reached for my door, but I smacked my hand on the lock. He popped the handle a 

couple of times then peered through the window. He must have seen my single-finger salute. Not 

two seconds later, he jumped in the front seat while pulling something from his coat.  

My Sig Sauer P226 X-Five was already propped on the tan, plush leather seat. 

“If this were Dallas a hundred fifty years ago, you’d be dead.” 

Mr. Clean pursed his lips, locking eyes first with Zahi then with me. 

“Zahi, don’t tell me he thinks you’re going to overpower me while I have my Sig aimed at 

his eye socket?” 

“Booker, put the gun down. I’m sure we can work this out without acting like wild 

heathens,” Zahi said, his limbs still suspended in the air. 

“I’m here to cut through all your bullshit, and I can’t do that until we’re on even ground. 

Clean-cut, give up the gun. Now.” 

The man paused, his face turning red.  

“Hey, aren’t you that guy from the gala the other night? Zahi’s top-notch security detail?” 

He nodded.  

“Cool. So you know the routine. Hand me the gun through the opening next to the seat. Grip 

side toward me.” 

He did as I said, although his jaw muscles flexed the entire time. “Show-off,” I said, taking 

his gun and slipping it under my leg. 

“What?” He looked perplexed. 



“Nothing.” 

“Are we going to talk or continue playing cowboys and Indians?” Zahi asked while moving 

his hands slowly to his knees. 

“I’m good. You good, Mr. Clean?” 

“Good,” he said monotone, rolling his eyes.  

“Zahi, do you want Mr. Clean standing outside or inside the car? Your choice. I don’t care, 

but I don’t want his presence to keep you from sharing everything with me. And I mean 

everything.” 

“No worries. I’m late for an appointment. Curt can drive while we talk…like civilized 

human beings.” 

I eyed Curt, a.k.a. Mr. Clean. “Okay, I’m jiggy with it. Mr. Clean, you drive.” 

He twisted in the seat, shut his car door, and secured his seatbelt. 

“Two things before we leave. Promise me you have no other weapons in this car.” 

Mr. Clean looked in the rearview mirror, leaning forward so he could eye Zahi, who nodded. 

“Do you have to ask him when to take a piss? Give me all your weapons.” 

“It’s under my seat. I’m reaching down to get it now.” 

I pressed the barrel of my Sig against the back of his head to make sure he didn’t think he 

had a chance. 

He handed me a smaller pistol, a three-inch barrel, grip first. 

“Carrying permits for these?” 

“Well…” 

“Save it.” That was someone else’s job, but it also told me the character of the folks Zahi 

employed. 

Mr. Clean cranked the engine. 

“One more thing. You need to speak into your lapel and tell whoever is listening that I don’t 

want to see any of your butt buddies swarming this car while we’re having our…civilized 

conversation.” 

I turned to Zahi. “Agreed?” 

Zahi waved his hand, then pushed up his sports coat and checked the time on a watch worth 

more than my condo. “Are we finally finished with the games? I have a business to run.”  

He seemed agitated. 

Mr. Clean put the SUV in drive and pulled away from the curb.  

“Mr. Clean,” I said.  

“Yes.” 

“I didn’t hear you tell your cohorts to leave us be.” 

I heard a sigh, then in a hushed tone Mr. Clean told whoever was listening that everything 

was clear. 

“Good boy.” 

Twisting my head toward Zahi, I kept my firearm on my knee pointed at the driver. They 



didn’t know that I’d slid the safety on. 

Zahi stared at the gun for a second then pulled his eyes up to me. “Finally. Tell me, Mr. 

Adams, what’s so fucking important? Tell me.” 

“Natalie.” 

“What? I’ve told you everything about her. I opened up to you much more than I ever 

planned, even sharing my personal feelings for her. This is ludicrous and a violation of my 

rights.” He held up a finger as if he were making a speech to a legion of protesters. 

“I don’t want to argue the past, Zahi. But the first time we spoke, it took more than a little 

coaxing to get you to tell me the truth…or what you portrayed as the truth.” 

I wrapped my arm around the seat and popped Mr. Clean on his upper arm. “How’s that 

shoulder these days?” 

He forced out a breath, then brought the SUV to a stop at a red light, still in downtown.  

A few horns beeped around us, but the noise sounded like the nearby cars were wearing 

silencers.  

“You don’t like ambient noise, do you?” I asked Zahi. 

He gave me a confused look, the palms of his hands turning upward. 

“Scrap that. You were trying to convince me that you’ve told me the whole truth and nothing 

but the truth so help me…fill in the blank. Right?” 

“I do not lie,” he said, his voice suddenly calm. 

“I’m going to ask you a few questions, and you’ll have one opportunity to answer each 

question. One.” 

“Or you’ll kill us like it’s the Old West?” 

“I’ve got a friend who could hack into your company’s internal network and bring the whole 

thing down, divert money to a charity in South America, or just load some embarrassing pictures 

on your website.” 

“Just ask your questions.” 

He already looked beaten down, so we were off to a nice start. 

“When was your first date with Natalie?” 

Shaking his head, he looked away. “I don’t know. I think sometime in March?” 

“That wasn’t a confident answer. Do you need to look at your calendar?” 

He twisted his mouth this way and that, like he was chewing cud. I got the sense he didn’t 

appreciate being under anyone’s thumb. 

Without saying a word, he yanked his phone from his inside coat pocket and flicked his 

thumb across the screen. He punched the glass as if it were an electric typewriter. I recalled 

Momma using one of those when I was a youngster. 

“And?” 

“The third of March. That was our first date,” he said, returning the phone to his coat pocket. 

“Final answer?” 

His eyebrows almost met in the middle of his forehead. “Yes, it’s my final answer.” He 



turned his head to the window and mumbled, “Asshole.” 

I ignored his opinion of me. 

“Do you know or have you ever heard of someone named BVD?” 

Another confused look, or so it appeared. Given Zahi’s thespian-like qualities, it was 

difficult to determine fact or fiction, or in his case, a loose interpretation of both. 

“BVD? Is that the acronym for a company name?” 

“It’s the name of a rapper in…you tell me.” 

He released a chuckle while leaning forward and straightening his coat. “I’m sorry, but I 

don’t interact with rap stars.” 

“Big Vice Daddy.” 

“Excuse me?” 

“BVD stands for Big Vice Daddy.” I studied Zahi’s tan face, looking for any hint of 

familiarity with the name…or what it stood for. 

“The name means nothing to me. And frankly, I think rappers are a bunch of thugs with no 

musical talent.” 

While I knew he was partially correct, I couldn’t let it go. “What the hell are you talking 

about? Kanye West, Eminem, and what about Jay Z? He could buy your ass twice over.” 

“Those people do not mix with my people.” 

“Can you smell the shit you’re dishing out?” 

He waved me off then checked his watch. “Curt, how close are we?” 

“Another ten minutes, Mr. Kareem. Lots of road construction today, sir.” 

Zahi looked at me as if I were subjecting him to torture. Actually, the reverse was true, but I 

had a method to my madness and now was the time to throw a high heater just under his chin. 

“You cross paths with a lot of pretty young girls, do you not?” 

“Is that a crime? I don’t think so.” 

“Kind of like your…harem?” 

“You’re making a poor attempt to make it seem like I’m a polygamist. But I’m not married 

to one woman, let alone several.” 

“You’re right, it was a poor choice of words.” 

He nodded, acknowledging my inferior use of language. 

I cleared my throat. “Do you have a side business where you…sell time with your flock of 

girls?” 

He choked then broke out into a full-fledged cough. “Are you calling me a pimp?” 

“You used the term, not me.” 

“That’s insanity.” 

His voice came across a tad hollow. Just then, my phone buzzed, and I pulled it out and read 

a text from Alisa. 

Got access to Nat’s account. Got 2k near time she was in Miami, another 2k march 3. Other 

payments too. 



I typed in a response. 

Who made the payments? 

Zahi glanced at my phone then turned back to the window. “When I get to my appointment, 

I’m getting out of this SUV and walking inside the building. That’s a statement, not a question.” 

I held back a response, hoping Alisa would know the answer. A blue wave of text flashed on 

the screen. It read: 

PPI. Nothing from Zahi—not directly. 

Adrenaline flooded my body, but I drew in a breath and kept my cool. 

“I’m not a cop. I don’t have the penal code open ready to write you a ticket. I only want the 

truth…to help find Natalie.” 

Turning to me, Zahi’s eyes softened, and he gave one nod. “Yes?” 

“Did you pay Natalie to have sex with you?” 

His eyes shifted away for a split second then back at me. “No.” 

A quick image from my past shot through my mind: Henry quizzing the head coach and 

athletic director at the University of Texas back when we were still in school. He came across 

like a lawyer on center stage years before he’d received his law degree.  

I asked myself how Henry would view Zahi’s one-word answer. 

“Did you pay PPI to have Natalie have sex with you?” 

Scratching his chin, I could see his Adam’s apple pop out as he swallowed, his eyes gazing 

at a cluster of trees in a small park. 

He finally turned to look at me. “I don’t pay to have sex with anyone. Why would I? Look at 

everything I have to offer.” 

I sensed his wheels turning as fast as mine, which only told me he knew more than he was 

saying. Eyeing my handgun for a moment, I knew I wasn’t a violent man. It shouldn’t take 

threatening a person’s life to get the truth. 

“Zahi, I’m not stupid. I can see there’s something there. If you ever cared for Natalie at all, I 

need the full truth.” 

He glanced at his driver then pushed air through his nose. “I’d seen Natalie on the social 

scene a number of times. She caught my eye, and I think I caught hers.” 

I could have questioned his opinion of himself, but I wanted to see how far he’d take this. I 

simply nodded and continued staring at him. 

“I gave her my card and asked her to call me if she was interested. And…” 

He paused. 

“This stays between us,” he said, laying a hand on the seat between us. 

“I’m no cop. I only want to find Natalie.” 

Lifting his chest, he said, “Instead of receiving a call from Natalie, I received a call from 

PPI, saying I needed to book my time with their talent. At first, I didn’t understand what she was 

telling me. She never actually used the word prostitute, but after a couple of minutes, I realized 

that’s how they viewed Natalie. As a prostitute. Can you believe it?” 



Zahi turned to me with lines etched into his face. 

“What else did they tell you?” 

“The woman was very businesslike. She gave me the terms of the arrangement, the pricing, 

everything. It seemed like I was buying a hot sports car over the phone.” 

His analogies were interesting, but I focused on pulling out more information. “So, 

obviously it didn’t deter you from using the service, going out with Natalie?” 

“I thought it would only be one date, honestly. I found her intriguing and witty. And yes, 

beautiful. She surprised me with how much…substance she had,” he said, rubbing a thumb into 

the palm of his opposite hand. 

“Did you—”” 

“You don’t have to say it. No, we didn’t have sex. I could tell she expected me to, but I 

didn’t try. We had a wonderful evening and a simple kiss goodbye.” 

“But there was a second date?” 

“Of course. I couldn’t stop myself. And yes, I paid for it. She was different, I tell you. But 

we didn’t have sex on that date either.” 

It seemed liked he wanted a pat on the back. 

“I would ask if you ever ran out of money, but I doubt that’s possible.” 

“True. Money is not really a concern for me.” 

“What made you guys break up, then…if that’s what you want to call it?” 

He pursed his lips, his hands fidgeting more. “I think I paid for four or five dates. But she 

could see I wasn’t just looking for…”  

“I get it.” 

“We started opening up, talking more about life and what made us happy. Then…” He 

snapped his fingers. “Just like that, I stopped receiving phone calls from PPI before our dates. 

We started dating like a real couple, and it was nice. We did everything together, simple things. 

We took walks in the park, went to the movies, out to eat. I dare say, we were falling in love.” 

His voice had lowered a half octave. As he stared out the window, his eyes seemed lost. 

I wanted to remind Zahi that Natalie hadn’t even turned twenty years old, but I knew it 

wouldn’t help find her any faster.  

“Thanks for giving me the scoop. But if you guys cared so much for each other, why aren’t 

you still dating? If you were, it sounds like she’d be safe.” 

He pinched the corners of his eyes. “Damn girl. I knew she’d find trouble.” He curled his 

hand into a fist then slowly let it drop onto his knee. 

“What? What happened?” 

“I cannot say. I’m as clueless as you are, it appears,” he said. 

“Tell me why you broke up.” 

He punched his thigh then pointed a finger right at me. “Because I couldn’t deal with her 

screwing all of her customers while we dated. It just wasn’t right.” 

While I’d suspected as much, hearing Zahi admit it took the air out of my lungs.  



“But why did she keep doing it?” 

“I kept asking her the same thing,” he said, his arms now in constant motion. “I gave her all 

the clothes she ever wanted. I offered to pay for her rent, insurance, anything for her to stop. She 

wouldn’t listen to reason. She only said that she wanted to make it on her own, with no one’s 

help.” 

Shaking my head, I scratched my goatee. “Crazy.” 

My phone buzzed, and I glanced down. Another text from Alisa. 

Call me. 

I tucked my gun away just as Curt spoke up. “Two more lights, Mr. Kareem.” 

“Thank you, Curt.” 

Another text came in from Alisa.  

I’m following you. Pull over. Need to talk. BTW, this is Des. 

What the fuck? I jerked my head around and peered through the heavily tinted window. 

Wait. There it was, Alisa’s faded green Toyota Corolla, at least a dozen years old. She was at the 

wheel, but I noticed at least one other person in the car. I squinted. It looked like Des, the PPI 

producer we interviewed, Was Alisa okay?  

My pulse took off in a sprint, and I reached for the door handle while the SUV was still 

moving.  

“Something wrong?” Zahi asked. 

“Not sure. I gotta get out of here.” I glanced behind me and spotted the green machine 

pulling closer. 

“Just up here on the right, Mr. Kareem,” Curt said. 

“One more quick thing. You mentioned these phone calls from PPI to take your payment, set 

up your date with Natalie. Do you know if their talent management business is just a ruse for the 

prostitution business?” 

“That I do not know for certain. I asked very few questions.” He shrugged his shoulders. 

“Did the PPI person give you her name? Would you recognize her voice again if you heard 

it?” 

Pressing his lips against his teeth, the man with great power, money, and influence seemed 

stressed by the question. Zahi gripped the leather seat in front of him, squeezing until his hand 

shook. “Booker, I want you to know how important finding Natalie is to me. I’ve had my 

security detail look into her disappearance.” 

Swinging around in my seat, I looked him in the eye. “Do you know where she is or who 

took her?” 

“I’m sorry. I wish I did. They couldn’t get very far without creating…an incident.” 

“But you do know who was on the other end of the phone…essentially Natalie’s pimp?” 

Shaking his head, he said, “It was Tiara. She never said her name, but I’d interacted with her 

at a few social events. Without a doubt, it was her.” He cleared his throat, his eyes finding the 

floorboard. “In person, Tiara was a vision of loveliness. Strange to think of her as a conniving—” 



He cut himself off. 

Curt veered right and sidled up next to a curb. Two glass buildings, each about ten stories 

high, were on the other side of an open swath of concrete. I noticed two pretzel vendors drawing 

a crowd, one anchored at each end of the courtyard. 

“Are you sure there’s nothing else I need to know?” 

He put a hand on my forearm. “Just know that I pray every night that Natalie is okay. I 

cannot wait to see her again. Not that I think we have a chance as a couple, but she brought so 

much positive energy to my life, everyone’s life she touched. You have my support. Find her, 

Booker. Find her.” 

We both left out of opposite doors, but for the first time, it felt like Zahi and I both wanted 

the same thing. 
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I ate my knees as rubber squeaked off the concrete surface. The jerky g-force nearly gave me 

a whiplash, ramming my head into the sloped ceiling of a car meant for tiny human beings. 

“Ouch,” I said, rubbing the contusion. 

“Sorry, Booker. I’m just a little frantic and all.” 

Hunkering over the steering wheel, Alisa’s body was angled forward as if she were skiing 

down a slope. Her movements were stiff, her hands red and white. 

“Oh shit balls, that blue sedan has been following us for the last two blocks.” 

A guy sitting to my left in the back seat of Alisa’s tiny Toyota flopped across the back seat 

like a fish out of water. 

Des was riding shotgun, apparently in charge of texting, while Alisa guided the four of us 

around the city. 

I took another look at the guy to my left. Wearing the skinniest of skinny jeans, tennis shoes 

with no socks, and a burgundy T-shirt three sizes too small, the anxious kid with a block of 

charcoal hair that would put Elvis to shame was chewing his nails. 

“Where are we going, anyway? And what’s with all the, uh…” Locking eyes with Alisa in 

the rearview, I flipped my head toward Elvis. “You know, the paranoia?” 

“We can’t just roam around in public hoping someone doesn’t take us out. I won’t talk 

unless I’m safe. And right now I can’t say we’re safe,” Elvis said, my brain barely able to process 

his rapid-fire response. 

A little nugget of anxiety formed in my gut, afraid that this somehow was connected to 

Natalie. But it was battling my investigative instinct that we needed to detour this traveling party 

to the Uptown PPI offices.  

Tiara had lied to us a few days ago—that was painfully evident. But Zahi’s declaration 

didn’t settle anything. It only flooded my mind with more questions. How big an operation was 

she running? Was it truly part of the PPI business? Was Chas in on it as well, or had Tiara set up 

a rogue operation solely to enhance her personal bank account? For some reason, my thoughts 

went straight to the Hollywood Madam, Heidi Fleiss, and her public trial that ended up exposing 

a ton of A-list clients. Tiara must be extremely well connected, at least in that area. I wondered 

how far someone would go to keep his or her name out of the public eye. 

“Booker, did you hear Garrett? He doesn’t think he’s safe, which means no one in this car’s 

safe,” Alisa said, her eyes shifting from the rearview to the side mirror. 

“Why can’t we go back to The Jewel?” I could feel everyone else’s tension penetrate my 

core. I tried to sit up in my seat, but I banged my head again. “Dammit.” 

“Not possible. They might be watching the bar. It’s too obvious,” she said, sounding more 

like an undercover FBI agent. 



Pressure built along the crease of my hairline. “Hang a left here.” 

“Here?” Alisa yelled. 

“Yes, here!” Gripping the headrest in front of me, I felt the tiny car surge right. I wasn’t sure 

how Alisa kept all four wheels touching pavement. 

“Shit!” Des exclaimed, slamming a hand to the dashboard. 

“Now where?” Alisa asked. 

“Take this left on Field.” Ducking lower so I wouldn’t bang my head, I turned and peered 

through the back window. Typical day traffic for Dallas. I had no idea if we were being followed. 

“Can someone tell me why we’re trying to evade an imaginary tail?” 

“I think Garrett might be overstating his—” 

“Screw you, Des. Walk a mile in my shoes, why don’t you?” Garrett, who might have been 

shorter than Alisa, sat taller in his seat while yanking down the end of his T-shirt. 

“It’s okay, Garrett.” The last thing I wanted to do was witness a pissing match. I couldn’t 

waste time dealing with this crap. “Alisa, my conversation with Zahi…I learned a lot and your 

text helped.” She connected with my eyes, and I think she could tell I had urgent information to 

share and act upon, but I couldn’t share it in front of a PPI employee. 

“Let’s just get to a safe place, and you can tell me everything,” she said. 

I trusted Alisa’s instincts, so I gave her the benefit of the doubt. “Go left on Cedar Springs.” 

Running through a yellow light that turned red, Alisa gunned the car to fifty mph, the engine 

whining like an angry horse. 

“If we get pulled over by a cop, we won’t make any progress on any of this shit. Slow your 

ass down.” 

Alisa ignored me. “Where now?” 

I was making it up as we drove along. “Umm, take a left here on Lemmon.” I said it just 

because the light was green. Twisting my head around, I couldn’t find another car within two 

blocks. This whole thing seemed unwarranted.  

“And?” Alisa said as I noticed Garrett still going to town on his fingernails. 

We breezed past Wycliff, scooted under the tollway, and approached Inwood. David’s 

restaurant, Marvel, was close by. Caught up in the surroundings, I wondered if my best pal, 

Justin, was inside the swanky Asian fusion restaurant hatching another business idea with the 

former investment consultant. 

“The airport is just ahead. Where to next?” Alisa asked as Des shook her head.  

I thought for a second. “Keep going straight.” 

“Into Love Field?” 

“Why not? Go into the long-term parking lot and find a spot on an upper floor.” 

Alisa twisted her head to look at me but didn’t challenge my direction.  

Five minutes later, she cranked her parking brake and shut off the engine. 

Silence resonated for about ten seconds. Opening my door, I practically fell onto the 

concrete. On all fours, I noticed a smattering of cars and not a single visible person. 



“I think we lost the Russian spies,” I deadpanned. 

“It’s safer in the car,” Garrett said, crossing his arms against his chest.  

Alisa and Des looked at each other and got out of the car.  

Des then said, “Garrett, this is weird. Just get out here, stretch your legs, and tell them your 

story.” 

Garrett twisted around in his seat, peering out the back window. 

“Yes, for the love of God, please tell me why we raced across Dallas to elude an invisible 

assailant,” I said. 

Alisa sidled up next to me, and I spoke into her ear. “If Garrett doesn’t fork over his 

information, then you and I need to huddle real quickly. I think we’ll end up making a quick visit 

to the PPI offices.” 

She nodded, then crossed her arms, tapping her sandal on the concrete. “Garrett. Out. Now.” 

“Fine.” He lifted out of the car, pulling a pack of smashed cigarettes from his back pocket. 

He lit a bent Marlboro and blew smoke out of the side of his mouth. 

“I can’t tell you how stressed I am.” 

I looked at Des, who shook her head in annoyance. “He hasn’t told me the full story, but I 

just know it has something to do with Natalie.” 

“Finally, some information,” I said, splaying my arms. “Garrett, Alisa’s sister has been 

missing for, what, ten, eleven days? Anything you can tell us about Natalie can only help us find 

her.” 

Another puff on his cigarette as he buried a hand in his tight, front pocket. I swatted smoke 

drifting near my eyes. 

“My parents live just outside of DC in Alexandria, Virginia.”  

Squeaking tires came from our left, and the four of us turned that way. We watched a sports 

car follow the path downward to the next floor of the garage. 

“Continue,” I said. 

“I was at a shoot in Virginia Beach the previous week, so I drove up the coast and stayed a 

few days in Alexandria. I hadn’t been home since I graduated college and moved to Dallas about 

a year ago.” 

Alisa flicked her hand, urging him to get to the meat of the story. 

“It was Monday evening; the sun was still up, but it was dusk. Shadows covered the 

sidewalks,” he said, his eyes shifting. “I was walking down King Street with one of my old 

friends, just shooting the shit, talking about old times in Dorm Sixteen. The sidewalks were 

crowded, people coming in and out of trendy bars and restaurants. A lot of the DC crowd lives in 

Alexandria, and they love getting in a nightly cocktail hour before heading home.” 

I got a visual of Uptown, where chic met flamboyant—although I knew Alexandria was 

more like a prized artifact, Uptown a synthesized accessory. 

“Anyway, my buddy and I are just meandering down the sidewalk, when all of a sudden 

Natalie steps out of a bar with some guy and is, like, literally six feet in front of me.” Garrett 



extended stiff arms then shook them up and down. 

“When did you see her?” I asked. 

“Uh…last Monday night. I was due at a photoshoot in Austin on Tuesday, so I flew out that 

Tuesday morning.” 

Alisa reached for my arm—for balance or to jump into the conversation, I wasn’t sure. “Did 

you speak?” 

“I tried. I was shocked as hell to see her all the way in Alexandria, Virginia.” Garrett took 

another drag on his cigarette. “I said her name and walked up to her. For a moment, I could see 

her look into my eyes, like she wanted to say hi, but then suddenly she acted like I didn’t exist.” 

“What happened next?” 

“My buddy asked—” Garrett stopped, shuffled a foot on the sandy concrete. 

“Asked what?” Alisa said directly. 

“He asked me, ‘You know that stuck-up bitch?’ I told him that I worked with her.” 

With a hand planted on her hip, Alisa wagged a finger at Garrett, but I spoke up first. “This 

is important evidence, don’t get me wrong. But why the hell were you so paranoid about being 

followed and needing to meet in an obscure place to tell us this story?” 

“Fuck.” He pulled in another drag, the rim of the cigarette glowing orange. “It was who she 

was with, dammit.” 

“Who was it?” Alisa said. 

“Someone I know, kind of. The summer before I graduated college, I joined my cousins for 

a tour of the Capitol. They live in Nashville, and they called up their senator’s office and asked 

for a private tour.” 

“Okay…” I said. 

“Well, I went along, and it was pretty cool and all. But after we finished the tour, I kind of 

got into it with the senator’s receptionist. She was being rude, making fun of what I was wearing, 

so I said something.” 

All three of us were leaning forward. 

“The senator’s chief of staff walked by, overheard us arguing, and stepped in. He actually 

put his hands on me.” 

“He assaulted you?” I asked. 

“I’m not a China doll, so he didn’t really hurt me. But he grabbed me by the T-shirt and tried 

to toss me out of the senator’s office. He cussed me out, called me all sorts of names, said I 

wasn’t worthy of being in the Capitol. I shot him the bird as I walked away. Then he really lost it 

on me, saying I was nothing but a misfit. People had to hold him back; he was spitting all over 

himself like a frickin’ animal. My favorite term he called me was ‘a crack-smoking, piece-of-

horseshit faggot.’ I just smiled at him.” 

I scratched the back of my head. “Damn. Sounds intense.” 

“That’s why I’ll never forget Edwin R. Storrow.” Garrett snuffed out his cigarette on the 

ground then lit another one in five seconds flat.  



“So you’re saying that Natalie was in Virginia hanging out with this chief-of-staff asshole?” 

Alisa’s eyelids quivered, and I could sense she was about to fall into another emotional hole. I 

stepped next to her. “Hey, Garrett’s just the messenger.” 

She looked me in the eyes then drew in a deep breath. Turning back to Garrett, she held up a 

hand and said, “Sorry. I don’t mean to put you in my crosshairs.” 

Garrett moved toward Alisa then hugged her neck. “You know I only want the best for 

Natalie. It’s just all so stressful right now.” He stepped back and took another puff. 

“That’s why you think you were followed, because Storrow has a government position?” 

He nodded, pulling the cigarette away from his lips. “As Natalie walked away, she peered 

over her shoulder at me, so I know she recognized me. But then he grabbed her hand and jerked 

her attention back to him. Given what I’d experienced the previous summer, I knew he was one 

mean son of a bitch. He could have recognized me, gotten more information from Natalie about 

where I lived.” 

“You didn’t call the cops to tell them you saw Natalie?” 

“Shit, I didn’t know she was missing until this morning.” 

I gave him a quizzical look. 

“Remember, I’ve been in Austin, out of touch with what was going on until I walked in the 

office about three hours ago. I ran into Des here, who told me the news. It hit me all at once. 

Natalie in Alexandria, Storrow, everything.” 

Des stepped toward Garrett, taking his arm. “Do you think this Storrow asshole might have 

done something to Natalie?” 

Without looking, I could feel Alisa radiating heat. 

Garrett’s breath shortened as he nodded and said, “Yeah, I think he’s capable of something 

bad. He’s got nothing but hate flowing through his veins.” 

Running fingers through her frizzed-out hair, Alisa peered at the car, or nothing, her stress 

lines growing deeper at the outer edges of her eyes.  

Lowering my voice, I guided Alisa off to the side and said, “Zahi told me he paid for 

Natalie, but it all went through PPI, as you know. Tiara set it all up, collected his payment. So 

Storrow might be one of Natalie’s…” I didn’t want to use the term and watch her crumble. “I 

think Zahi really cares about her, if that means anything.” 

I reached a hand over to Alisa’s back. As soon as it touched, she pitched left, marching to the 

driver’s side door. She reached in, took her phone from her purse, and tapped her thumbs like a 

rabbit’s foot.  

Waltzing back to our side of the car, Alisa kept tapping and swiping the screen. 

“Done,” she said, clicking the screen dark. 

“What’s up?” I asked, wondering if she’d taken the action that had entered my mind. 

“Your flight to DC leaves in fifty minutes. They had two seats left.” 

I nodded. “Good. Thanks. Can you pop your trunk?” 

She walked around and pulled the trunk release lever. 



I removed my handgun and stowed it inside the spare tire well. “Leave it there until I get 

back.” 

“Shouldn’t we call the FBI or something?” Des asked, her voice pitching higher. 

“We might end up there, but if we waste time dealing with the Feds, it could be a day or 

more before they take action, if they do anything at all. This Storrow guy has DC connections. I 

don’t want to play that game and lose.” 

“Am I understanding that you guys think Natalie is a prostitute?” Des asked. 

Glancing at Alisa, I turned back to Des and Garrett. “It looks that way, yes. PPI is involved 

in some way. I can’t say to what extent, or even if it’s run by the company. It might be run by a 

single person. All this intersects somehow. I’m hoping Storrow will give me the details.” 

Des brought a hand to her face, still pink from her sunburn. “I just can’t believe it. It’s so 

messed up.” 

“I heard rumors,” Garrett blurted out. “Our girls being used as hookers. Not all of them, but 

occasionally I’d hear something that made me wonder.” 

“Really?” Des sounded agitated. “I must be naïve or just clueless.” 

Checking the time on my phone, I put my hand on Alisa’s shoulder. 

“I can’t miss my flight. Quiz Garrett here to see if there’s any more real evidence. Then call 

Paco and tell him everything I told you about Zahi, Tiara, and what I’m doing in DC. He may not 

be able to do much professionally, but it’s good for him to know.” 

I took a step toward the terminal, but Alisa grabbed my arm. “Thank you.” She leaned up 

and kissed my cheek.  

I turned and gave her a bear hug. “It will be okay. I don’t know how, but I just know we’ll 

find her.” 

With a final wink, I flipped on my heels and jogged to the terminal. 
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It was like watching a colony of ants after someone kicked over their mound, as droves of 

suits exited the Dirksen Senate Office Building. Leaning against a large, red oak, I had one eye 

on my phone, re-reading the dossier on Edwin Storrow that Alisa had forwarded. A hoard of 

eager beavers rushed past me. At least a few federal government employees had something 

important to accomplish after work, it appeared. 

But I only cared about one special employee. The chief of staff from the Tennessee senator’s 

office. 

“That’s all well and good, Mark, but it’s our time to drive home a message. We can’t waste 

the opportunity. The American public is expecting us to push this agenda.” 

Speaking at a volume so everyone around him would know he was involved in a 

conversation vital to the sanctity of our American way of life, a polished, middle-aged gentleman 

wearing a gray pinstripe suit and fancy wingtips, blew right by me while speaking on his cell. In 

addition to his lack of volume control, he was also a hand talker, his free arm gyrating like he 

was free-forming graffiti on the side of a building. 

I twisted my shoulder back, avoiding contact with his whirling appendage. He was either 

clueless to his surroundings or was so consumed by the pursuit of power that he believed acting 

like an ass in public would actually help him achieve his goals. 

I knew DC was full of people just like him. The man, who I guessed had an Ivy League 

education, adjusted his glasses then crossed Constitution Avenue as cars lurched to a stop and 

horns blared. I might have said something had I not turned around and spotted at least a dozen 

just like him. 

It was a lost cause. 

But losing wasn’t an option when it came to my purpose in the nation’s capital. Alisa, Josh, 

and I had been working nonstop the last four hours to increase our odds for success. 

I typed a text to Alisa but didn’t hit send just yet. Per our plan, I first needed to spot— 

Wait. There he was, ambling down the last few steps of the Dirksen Building. I’d embedded 

his picture in my mind, and it was a perfect match: a large man, near my height of six three but 

with far more girth. His head looked like a mountain in spring—bald on top, with an outline of 

hair on the sides, unnaturally black. It didn’t match his Hitler-like mustache, a bushy patch of 

silver.  

I guessed he tipped the scales at close to two seventy-five, maybe more. A red, power tie 

played in the light, southerly breeze, flapping against a pale blue dress shirt, encased by a 

midnight blue suit. His pants were a couple of inches too short, and they popped off his ankles 

with every purposeful step. I imagined he had a definitive goal in mind as he left his office late 

Friday afternoon. Alisa had already seen to that. 



Pulling out his phone, Storrow checked the screen just as he walked past me, then he slid it 

back into his suit coat pocket, his ski-sized wingtips testing the soundness of the concrete with 

each clod-hopping step. 

I waited a few seconds then slipped into the flow of pedestrian traffic moving east on 

Constitution. A couple of blue-collar guys were sprinkled in the wave of people, so I didn’t stand 

out more than usual. The procession moved forward half a block, then stopped so fast I almost 

ran into a woman in a pantsuit, wearing a pair of running shoes. We’d hit the Second Street 

intersection. 

The bubble of suits grew exponentially in mere seconds, then someone uncorked the plug 

and people spilled into the streets. Thanks to his height and bald head, I kept an eye on Storrow 

crossing the street. A good number continued moving east, while a smaller set turned north on 

Second, including Storrow.  

Thus far, he’d followed our script.  

Two young women chattering away went around me on either side. Wrapped in pencil skirts, 

their toned legs moved in double time, as three-inch heels clipped the concrete, sounding like a 

group of street percussionists. Up ahead I saw a man with dreadlocks and a dog on a leash 

stopping the procession of people. I noticed Storrow pause, unaffected by the dog or man, 

looking for a way around them. 

The two women who had just passed me—one with a larger-than-average backside and the 

other with a prominent nose—stopped instantly when they spotted the dog. 

“Ohh, he’s just a cute little fella. Aren’t you just the cutest little doggie in all of DC?” The 

wider load leaned down to pet the cocker spaniel, and I wondered how her skirt withheld the 

pressure. Her friend joined her at knee level, and the dog took to her, practically jumping into her 

arms, licking her snout. Everyone observing noticeably winced, except for Storrow, who’d 

somehow gotten twisted into the leash. 

“You homeless people should be put in jail for shit like this. Get your fucking dog away 

from me,” he said with vitriol.  

The two women jumped to their feet, wagging fingers at Storrow. 

“It’s men like you who think they own the world. Guess what, it’s not all about you, 

asshole,” said the woman closest to him, her nose being smacked by his wayward tie. 

“Whatever,” Storrow said, flailing his arms while stepping out of the leashed web and 

continuing his path toward what I believed was a bar at the northeast corner of Second and 

Massachusetts.  

The guy with dreadlocks just stared at his little pooch, seemingly oblivious to the 

altercation. 

Stepping into the street, I avoided the entanglement and resumed my trek down Second, now 

about twenty yards behind Storrow. A couple of other folks gabbed on their phones, but the 

decibel level had dropped considerably, so much so I could hear the chief of staff’s heavy feet 

pounding what had turned into high-end brick pavers. 



Approaching C Street, I removed my phone. Just as Storrow’s wingtips stepped into the 

road, I punched send on my text to Alisa. About ten seconds later, I heard a distance ring and 

Storrow pulled out his phone, first staring at the screen, then raising it to his ear while walking. 

I could only imagine the theatrical performance Alisa was giving the power broker. 

Storrow slowed to a stop, swung his head in my direction, then back the other way, still 

speaking to his “friend” on the other line. Suddenly, he thrust the phone away from his body, his 

mouth half open. Looking beyond me, he cleared his throat then turned into a small alley near a 

cluster of trees. I passed by, seemingly disinterested, my eyes looking straight ahead. 

The fix was on. 

As soon as Storrow disappeared into the green brush, I flipped around and followed his 

footsteps, moving heel to toe. Rounding a corner of dense shrubs, I spotted the oversized Chief 

of Staff about twenty feet away, peering in between branches. 

“Delilah, where are you hiding? I’m here, Delilah. I’m ready to take you in my arms.” 

I would have laughed my ass off if Storrow hadn’t looked so pathetic. The dog in heat turned 

his back to me while calling out for his mystical lover—a.k.a. Alisa—who had coaxed Storrow 

into following the trail into this abandoned space. He was under the impression that he’d made a 

secret admirer in the last couple of weeks when speaking to a group of tourists in the senator’s 

office. Apparently, texting him a couple of pictures off the Internet showing a voluptuous blonde, 

along with the perfect balance of seductive temptation and innocent girl-next-door conversation, 

created a sex-starved Storrow. 

Lifting my knees, I moved in closer, my eyes doing a final scan of the area to ensure we 

didn’t have any unexpected visitors.  

“Delilah? I know you’re here,” he said, cupping his hand to his mouth. 

I whistled softly, and he turned around with a smile splitting his ugly mug. His face dropped 

instantly, jiggling from the sudden motion, his hands rising above his waist into some type of 

defensive karate position. 

“Don’t come near me, maggot. I’m fully trained to inflict bodily harm on people like you.” 

His eyes looked over my shoulder. 

“Looking for Delilah?” 

Bewildered eyes cocked forward, and his arms dropped automatically. As if a switch 

instantly flipped, he jerked his head left and right, searching the backside of the buildings around 

us, looking on rooftops, high in the trees. 

“Don’t tell me this is one of those sting operations,” he said, twisting around in a full circle 

so fast his coat fluttered liked a cape. “What are you, FBI? I know, you’re the fucking press, 

aren’t you?”  

He snapped his fingers a foot in front of my face, but I didn’t move or change my 

expression, stern but solemn. 

“You wearing a wire?” He moved closer, as if he was going to frisk me, but he looked into 

my eyes and thought better of it. “I know, there’s gotta to be a camera and mics hidden all around 



in this little cove. You don’t have shit on Edwin R. Storrow. Nada.” 

“Shut the fuck up.”  

The lines in his face changed their course. Standing taller, he sucked in his gut. “What did 

you just tell the chief of staff to this nation’s most influential senator…boy?” 

He was baiting me, just like my old sergeant with the DPD a year earlier. Back then, I let my 

anger dictate my next move. I only had one purpose for Edwin R. Storrow. 

“If you think you’re drawing me into doing something that will be caught on the cameras 

positioned around here, you’ve not read this situation very well. You need to ask your boss for 

some Emotional Intelligence training.” 

He turned his head like a confused dog. 

“Forget it. It’s above your head, obviously.” 

“I knew there were cameras set up. Well, you don’t have anything.” He threw his arms up 

then smacked them on his trousers, his demeanor bordering on hyper.  

“Who said there were cameras? It’s just you and me, muchacho.” 

“You’re full of shit.” He poked a finger in my face, then turned his middle finger upward 

and flipped off all the birds watching from the tree. “Fuck everyone watching this. I’m going to 

sue your ass and anyone connected to this little sideshow. Oh, I can’t wait to start making phone 

calls.” He rubbed his hands like he was about to carve a juicy turkey. 

I shook my head, amazed at what kind of idiot I was dealing with, yet also wondering how 

this guy might have been involved in kidnapping Natalie. 

“Storrow. I need information from you. You give that to me, you’ll never see me again.” 

Resting a hand just above his belt buckle, he chortled while attempting to suppress the belly 

jiggle. “I’m not stupid. This is nothing more than pure entrapment. My lawyer is going to tie you 

to a skewer and roast your ass until it’s charred.” 

“Well, I could use a bit of a tan.” 

“Funny. You really think I’m going to stand here and listen to more of your bullshit? Screw 

you,” he said, starting to take a step around me. 

Throwing my arm upward, I caught him square in the chest, his forward progress instantly 

halted. He looked down at my hand then back in my eyes.  

“I only want to talk. Don’t give me a reason to take it beyond that.” My eyes never left his. I 

could feel my neck throbbing at an increased pace. I took in a few deep breaths, creating an 

internal restrictor plate to keep my pulse in check for now. 

“Damn shoes, I think I have a rock in them. Give me a second.” His voice had turned into 

that of a cheap shoe salesman. He dropped to a knee and stuck a finger in his shoe. 

“I don’t have much time,” I said, taking a quick survey of the area to ensure no one would 

interrupt our conversation. “Storrow. Stand up.” 

He jumped out of his position, tossing dusty gravel in my eyes, then took off running the 

opposite direction. Tiny particles of rock scratched my eyeball. But I didn’t have time to deal 

with it. Tears flooded my face as I darted forward seven or eight steps, then kicked my Doc 



Marten left, clipping Storrow’s enormous foot.  

He dropped liked a California redwood.  

“I think I heard teeth rattle,” I said while I pulled my eyelids over my eyes. 

“Fuv you.” Lying flat on his stomach, he brought a hand to his chin, where a trickle of blood 

oozed between his fingers. 

“Were you trying to say, ‘Fuck you’?” Ignoring my comment, he glanced around and saw no 

one, then he started yelling out loud. “Help me. Someone help. I’m been robbed by a black fug.” 

I dropped a knee into his back, pulled out a bandana I’d purchased in the Reagan National 

Airport souvenir shop, and pulled it around his mouth, gripping it in my hand. 

“Listen to me, asshole. You’re going to tell me everything you know about Natalie Lopes or 

I will fuck you up. Got it?” 

He paused for just a second, and I tugged on his gag, yanking his blubbery neck backward. 

He released two loud grunts. “Okay,” he sputtered around the bandana. 

I eased up on his bridle, but I didn’t entirely remove the gag from his mouth. 

“Start speaking.” 

“What do you want to know? She’s just some girl I went on a date with.” 

“You’re married with two kids, right?” 

“So. What’s your point?” 

“You’re a piece of work.” 

“Hey, I’m no different than every other guy out there. I was just looking for a good time. 

She was there, so I—” 

“Did you pay to have sex with her?” 

Another pause. I gripped the bandana tighter, but he held up a hand. 

“Hold on. Yes, I paid for her services.” 

“A week ago Monday?” 

“Yeah, I think that was the day. Sounds right.” 

“Where did you take her?” 

“Went to a bar in Alexandria, then finished up at the Ritz in DC. What’s it to you? Do you 

want a piece of her?” 

I shoved his face into the stained concrete and smashed it around. 

“You’re a sick bastard. Did you know she’s only nineteen?” 

“The younger they are the tighter they are, they always say.” He laughed. 

I rammed my elbow into the back of his head. “You’ve got to be the dumbest man in DC, I’ll 

give you that.” 

Still feeling gravel scratching my corneas, I wiped my eyes. “When’s the last time you saw 

her?” 

“I told you, last Monday night.” 

“Did she just leave your room, or did you drop her off somewhere?” 

Just then, a gun snicked only inches from my ear. I froze, but my gut exploded into my 



throat, and I had to swallow the bile, careful not to nudge my head. 

“You…you get your ass off M-Mister...Storrow.” The voice was quivering, young, and male, 

but higher pitched. 

“Okay, I’ll get off his back nice and easy.” I spoke with a soothing calm, hoping his finger 

wasn’t as jittery as his voice. Not wanting to spook him, I kept my gaze straight ahead and I 

began to edge my body upward. 

“You’re just one of those homeless hooligans, aren’t you?” 

“What’s your name?” I asked. 

“Ignore him, Bradley. He’s just a hooligan,” Storrow said, rolling onto his butt to face me 

and his little buddy. “He mugged me. Told me he wanted to sodomize me. Can you believe 

that?” 

“You’re one sick son of a bitch!”  

“Bradley, he’s lying,” I said. 

“Shut up, do you hear me? Shut the fuck up, or I will put a bullet in your head.”  

He bounced his gun off my head. Instinctively, I threw a hand back, and a knot had already 

formed. Something wet slid between my fingers, and a waft of copper passed by my nose. If I 

had to guess, it was a small-caliber pistol, maybe a three-inch barrel. I’d bet my life’s savings he 

couldn’t hit the side of a barn from ten feet. But I wasn’t going to find out. 

“Listen, I’m a former officer for the Dallas Police Department. I’m investigating the 

disappearance of a young woman, just nineteen years old. How old are you, Bradley?” 

“I’m…I’m twenty-one. I’m just an intern working in the senator’s office.” I heard his feet 

shuffle. Sounded like hard soles. He was probably wearing dress clothes, so it would be difficult 

for him to move quickly.  

“I’m a private investigator, Bradley. My license is in my back pocket. You’re welcome to 

check it out.” 

“You don’t need to check a damn thing, young man.” Storrow scooped his lard ass off the 

concrete, and I saw the blood stains splattered on his blue shirt. He dusted himself off. “This man 

is wanted by the DC police for numerous muggings and, reportedly, at least one rape.” 

“What?” I exclaimed. 

“Jesus Christ, sir. I…I…what should I do?” Bradley asked Storrow. 

“Just hand me the gun. I’ll keep him here until you get the police.” 

A pause, and I slowly turned my head. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Bradley’s 

boyish face, a couple of pimples, no facial hair to be seen. He looked like a gangly high school 

kid and seemed just as naïve. 

“I know,” Bradley said, pulling out his phone. “I’ll call nine-one-one, of course. Then I don’t 

have to leave him alone with you, sir.” 

Storrow walked past me over to the intern. “Bradley, I think it’s best to hand me the gun and 

personally go find an officer. Just run across the street to the office, find a Capitol security guard, 

and bring him back. Do you understand?” 



This prick belittled everyone under his thumb, which only made me wonder how he treated 

Natalie. 

“But…but, sir, I can’t—” 

“Yes, you can, and yes, you will.” Storrow’s callous baritone seethed with vicious 

indignation. 

Eyeing the pair, I summoned all my energy and quickly thrust my leg backward like a pissed 

off donkey. The heel of my foot caught Bradley square in the chin, and he dropped straight to the 

ground, his gun flying off to the side. 

“Shit!” Storrow yelled, lunging for the gun. 

Planting my pivot foot, I swung my body around and whipped my other foot directly into 

Storrow’s protruding gut. He fell to his knees while holding his belly.  

I grabbed the gun and stuck it in my jeans. 

Two minutes later, I’d used their belts to bind their legs and arms around two small trees 

about ten feet from each other.  

Bradley was conscious, shifting his jaw back and forth. “I guess you just proved you are a 

hooligan. You going to sodomize us? Wait until my dad hears about this.”  

I turned to Storrow, who rolled his eyes. He knew who had the upper hand. 

“Bradley, listen closely. You’re going to be the star witness at Storrow’s trial.” 

“What? You’re flipping crazy.” 

Wrapping my bandana around Storrow’s mouth again, I held it like reins on a horse. “Talk, 

asshole. Natalie. Where did you last see her?” 

“That two-bit whore?” he mumbled. 

I rammed his forehead into the tree.  

Bradley seemed more shocked at Storrow’s language. “Sir, who are you talking about?” 

“Shut up,” Storrow growled while biting the wadded-up bandana 

“I can use your head like a battering ram, and you’ll lose lots of brain cells. Given what I’ve 

heard, you don’t have many to spare.” 

He tugged his arms, but they hardly moved an inch. Exasperated, he said, “She wouldn’t do 

what I wanted. Said she was too much of a lady.” He used a prissy voice. “I just wanted to screw 

her up the ass. Isn’t that what all whores are used to?” 

“Who the hell are you?” Bradley said, his face contorting. 

Gripping the reins of the bandana, I brought Storrow’s head back, prepping him for another 

tree slam.  

“Stop!” 

“Talk, dammit!” 

“When she wouldn’t let me…you know, I called a guy, and he came and got her.” 

“Called who?” 

“Called himself Randal. Looked like a big Texan, brass belt buckle, boots and all.” 

“He was here in DC?” 



“Flew in from Dallas, I think. I don’t know for sure. I gave her a little sedative, hoping she’d 

relax a little, but she just passed out. I thought about it, but it takes all the fun out of it.” 

“He just picked her up and carried her out. And that’s the last time you saw her?” 

“Yep.” 

“Anything Randal tell you about Natalie?” 

He paused. “I don’t want my face bashed in anymore, so I’ll tell you. Remember, I’m just 

the messenger. He said, ‘We have a way to deal with girls who don’t cooperate. We train ’em like 

animals and sell ’em like steers. Then they won’t have any choice but to give in to their 

owners.’” 

A jolt popped at the base of my skull.  

I found Storrow’s phone and scrolled through his recent calls. 

“Which number is it?” 

“Fuck you.” 

Without hesitation, I rammed his head into the tree. “Which number?” 

His finger pointed to one with a 214 area code. Dallas. 

I turned and chunked the gun onto the roof of a nearby building. 

“The FBI will be in touch with both of you.” 

“Who’s going to let us go?” Storrow asked. 

“I’ll ask that guy with the dreadlocks and little dog to drop by and untie you.” 

I jogged all the way to the nearest Metro station, dialing Alisa at the same time. 
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Three women with gray hair who didn’t speak a lick of English finally took their wrinkly 

paws off Natalie. Standing on a small, round platform, the nineteen-year-old felt different than 

she had since she was snatched from the DC hotel room days ago. She first touched her legs. 

They were smooth, covered with a sheen of lotion. Taking in a breath, she smelled strawberry 

and peaches with a hint of vanilla. Quickly moving her hand to her hair, she could feel it was 

clean and soft. She pulled a lock around to her nose, but a wrinkly hand reached over and 

smacked her wrist. 

A woman with three chins wagged a threatening finger in Natalie’s face, barking orders at 

her in some foreign language.  

Closing her eyes for a brief moment, she recalled the last couple of hours. An injection that 

first made her woozy then knocked her out. When she awakened, she was shivering, naked, 

sitting on cold tile with a drain next to her butt, her breathing restricted by a burlap sack over her 

head. A woman tugged it off her head, then water blasted her body from three directions. The 

power of the water chipped away days of filth, sweat, blood, and other substances she couldn’t 

repeat in her mind. The water ceased, firm hands grabbed each arm, and she was guided into a 

warm room with heavy lights, carpeting, colorful clothes hanging on racks.  

That’s when the geriatric team began their transformation. For Natalie, it felt like she was 

being molested—an all-too-familiar memory since she checked into Hotel Hell. But she knew it 

was pointless to ask them to be gentle. There was a purpose to this makeover, and it wasn’t to 

build her self-esteem. 

Her fingers rubbed silk, and she eyed her outfit—if two pieces of material could be 

classified as an outfit. Barely covering her breasts, her top was a muted orange, nearly see-

through, a single spaghetti strap clinging to her bony shoulder. A purple sarong wrapped her hips 

and not much more.  

Her eyes caught a shade of blue wrapping around her left pinky finger. Holding out her 

hand, she noticed the shape of a crown. She racked her mind trying to recall when she’d received 

the tattoo. 

Suddenly, her body lurched forward, and she realized her round podium was propped on a 

conveyer belt, reminding her of an airport baggage system. It approached a thick curtain, two 

men on either side. They didn’t look familiar. She could hear music and a person’s voice over a 

speaker on the other side of the curtain.  

A hand gripped her arm, and she whipped her head to see the yellow teeth of Tex. 

“Stay on this podium. Smile, dance like you want to be bought. If no one buys your ass, 

we’ll be forced to kill you.” 

She was going to be sold like a piece of meat, a sex slave, given her sultry appearance. 



As he released her arm, she saw something strapped to his shoulder, then the podium jerked 

forward, and the two men peeled back the curtain. Darkness filled a vast space. She could only 

see the conveyor belt a few feet in front of her. Ten feet in, the podium stopped, and a cone of 

light encased a girl on her hands and knees. 

A distant ring pierced Natalie’s ears, and she moved her jaws, trying to pop them. 

Attempting to stand, her balance was off, her body feeling an odd combination of mental haze, 

but blood rushing through her veins, as if she could run a mile without stopping. It must be the 

toxic mixture of drugs she’d been given in preparation for being taken to this place. An arena?  

Running her fingers down her arm, she felt goose bumps form. There was a slight chill in 

the air, but still, her skin felt divine, the pleasant smells lingering in her senses. She felt human 

for a change, and it was difficult not to be thankful for that. 

Blue and gold lights now swirled around the center cone, where a girl near Natalie’s age 

stood up. 

“Good evening,” a man’s voice boomed from speakers all around her as light music played 

in the background. 

“Our next lovely young lady—number 8294 in your program—stands five feet nine inches 

tall. A former member of her high school drill team, she’s extremely flexible. Please show them 

how you can do the splits,” the voice spoke into the dark arena. 

Taking tiny steps, she twirled around the podium, looking up into the darkness.  

“Number 8294, please do the splits.” The voice was stern but composed. 

Natalie watched the girl kneel down, then slowly spread her legs until they were parallel to 

the podium. Her front ankle appeared to hang off. 

Dance club music made Natalie jump, the bass thumping in her core. 

“Number 8294, please dance for our guests,” the voice said. 

Suddenly, a soft light blinked high in the darkness. 

The voice chuckled. “I’m sorry. We’ll start taking bids in two minutes, at which time you’ll 

be competing for the services of the beautiful 8294.” 

The chill had worn off, and Natalie could feel her ears turn warm as she peered at the 

spectacle in the middle of the darkness. We’re like fucking cattle.  

Natalie watched the girl begin to dance, sort of. The scantily clad girl tried to put her arms 

above her head, but she didn’t put forth much effort, or maybe the drugs had zapped her energy. 

Then Natalie recalled Tex’s words of warning: “Dance like you want to be bought. If no one 

buys your ass, we’ll be forced to kill you.” 

Running fingers through her hair, Natalie paced back and forth on her podium, every fiber in 

her body begging to yell out to the girl to dance, to do anything to live. No matter what 

happened, life trumped every other option. She knew she’d questioned that thought a great deal 

in the last several days, but with life came hope. And despite what lay ahead, wherever she’d be 

taken, she’d never give up hope to figure out a way to escape and return to her old life, but not 

her old ways. 



Just then, Natalie noticed the girl had stopped moving, putting a hand to her face. Then she 

cupped both hands around her mouth. Lifting her chest, it appeared she was yelling, but Natalie 

couldn’t hear over the deafening music. She leaned forward as the girl turned her way. 

“All of you sick perverts can go burn in fucking hell!” Natalie heard the girl yell out. 

“No, no, no. Please don’t do this,” Natalie said. Tears bubbled in her eyes. She knew what 

Tongue and Tex were capable of. Adding the limelight of this perverted cattle call, they would 

spare this girl no pity. Bile ascended into Natalie’s throat, and she continued pacing on her 

podium. 

Suddenly, the girl vaulted off the podium, disappearing into the darkness. Not two seconds 

later, a low bank of lights flashed around the rim of the arena, illuminating the girl. 

Whoosh! 

Natalie lurched to the side as an arrow zipped by her head. In the blink of an eye, the 

spinning blade pierced the girl’s back, and she dropped to the floor, her limbs twitching. 

“Ha ha. I love my new toy,” Tex said, walking past Natalie, carrying a bow. 

With the music still blaring, he ambled past the empty podium over to the girl, who appeared 

to be convulsing. He bent down, put his finger on her neck, then removed a gun from his back, 

holding it at his side.  

“Please be patient as we clear the floor and resume our program. Thank you.” The voice 

sounded unconcerned, as if this were a normal set change. 

Natalie released gasping breaths, tears flooding makeup down her face. She could see small 

rooms encircling the edge of the arena, the silhouettes of at least one person in each booth. Out 

of nowhere, Tongue entered the floor of the arena from the opposite side, near where the 

conveyor belt disappeared behind another set of burgundy curtains. She’d never seen his face all 

that well. He had dusty blond hair that blew around with every authoritative step. A black cape 

fluttered behind him as he marched toward the body.  

Even from her distance, Natalie could see crimson draining down the girl’s torso, dripping 

onto the concrete surface. Natalie’s hands shook and she could taste the vomit at the edge of her 

throat. Her podium started moving, and she almost fell off. 

It was obvious they were queuing up the next girl to be sold, and she was next in line. With 

the hum of the conveyor buzzing under her feet, she took in three deep breaths, trying to rope in 

her runaway emotions.  

Tongue arrived at the bloody scene and appeared to bark at Tex, pointing at the girl barely 

moving on the floor. The man in charge jerked the gun from Tex’s huge mitt. He held the gun to 

the girl’s head. Twisting his neck, he yelled back at Tex.  

He was going to put a frickin’ bullet in the girl’s head. Natalie felt dizzy, her mind ready to 

disintegrate from the vile acts of cruelty.  

A metallic crackle pierced the air. Just as Natalie flinched, Tongue fell back, clinching his 

shoulder. He’d been shot.  

A second later, the arena went pitch black, and fireworks erupted. 
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“Who the hell shot him?” I muttered to myself. I’d been lying face down on the concrete 

under a bank of temporary bleachers for more than two minutes when all hell had broken loose—

the girl jumping off the pedestal, a fucking arrow piercing her back, the blond-haired guy with 

the cape marching over and grabbing Randal’s gun, poised to shoot her. My finger was less than 

a second from pulling the trigger. I was almost certain it was the prick CEO of PPI, Chas Novak. 

I had him dead center, but I heard another crackle from the other opening, near Natalie.  

Now gunfire sounded from all over the arena, looking as if it had been invaded by a swarm 

of lightning bugs. They could all kill each other, as far as I was concerned. I just had to get to 

Natalie. 

Sliding out from the bleachers, I took off in a sprint, trying to keep my tall frame under four 

feet. Only the flashes of gunshots gave me any indication of where I was.  

There! Natalie at ten o’clock, hands over her head as she huddled on top of the podium. 

Veering left, I picked up speed. A bullet clipped the concrete next to my foot, spitting hard dust 

in my eyes—the second batch of the day. Ignoring the grind against my eyeballs, I thrust out my 

free arm, searching for the conveyor belt. 

Wham! 

Found it, at least my knees did. I grunted, then I heard a girl’s voice. More gunshots flew 

overhead, some coming from nearby. I ignored them and focused on Natalie. 

Moving down the conveyor belt, I called out her name. No response.  

I reached out. Two hands swatted my wrist. 

“Natalie?” 

“Please don’t hurt me.” Her voice shook, but I could hardly see the outline of her body. 

“I’m here to help you. I’m Booker, Alisa’s—” 

“Holy shit,” she said, then the sound was muffled. 

“Natalie,” I whispered into darkness.  

No response. 

Did I just see legs moving? 

“Natalie!”  

Nothing.  

Using my hands, I took two steps and felt around the podium. She wasn’t there. I climbed 

over the podium to the other side of the conveyor belt just in time for another bullet to whiz by 

my ear. Hunkered down, a tiny light split the wall thirty feet in front of me. I was almost certain 

Randal had Natalie by her hair, her legs kicking up a storm.  

Darting out of my stance, I hit top speed in ten feet and barreled through dark curtains. The 

drapes tripped my stride, and I tumbled to the floor, sliding on slick concrete. People ran all 



around me, including three older women seemingly speaking in tongues. Lifting my gun, I yelled 

for everyone to get down, but no one listened or maybe they didn’t understand English. 

I quickly scanned the area, a room filled with makeup stands, chairs, and racks of clothes. 

Pushing myself up, I ran through a door onto the concourse. Screams to my right. I flipped 

around in my Weaver stance and saw Natalie being dragged through a metal door fifty feet away. 

I hoofed it that direction and slammed my back against the cinderblock wall next to the door, 

which remained open. Flipping my head inside for a split second, I only saw darkness.  

I blew out a breath and whirled my whole body into the room, my gun set in front of me. I 

heard a struggle. 

“Randal, I know who you are. If you want to live, let Natalie go and have her walk this 

way.” 

Moving my gun left and right, I heard people running by outside the room. Then I heard 

shoes clipping the floor. A second later, Randal’s frame appeared twenty feet away. I squinted. 

What was he— 

“Ahh!”  

Natalie screamed, and I could see her jump on Randal’s back just as a whoosh sound ended 

with a thwack.  

Looking down, an arrow had grazed my left biceps and pinned my shirt to the wall. I ripped 

my arm away, a burning sensation running up my shoulder. I dove forward and rolled, then 

jumped up just in front of Randal, who was swinging his arm at me, the jagged end of an arrow 

just a foot from my chest.  

I dropped to my knees then swung my leg around, ramming his knee.  

He screamed, but didn’t let go of the arrow. I raised my gun, but he slammed his fist into my 

jaw then swiped the arrow at the gun. The three-pronged blade caught the palm of my hand, 

sticking to the meaty part.  

Natalie came up from behind and jumped on Randal’s back, digging her fingernails into his 

eyes. He stumbled a few steps, grasping behind his back. He finally got hold of her arm and 

tossed her into some metal shelves. 

Yanking the arrow tip out of my hand, I set myself and lunged forward, ramming my 

shoulder into his chest, churning my legs with everything I had, sending both of us barreling into 

darkness.  

Wham! 

We ran into a wall. Air spilled from my lungs, and I fell to the ground. Randal wobbled a bit, 

then towered over until he crumpled to the floor. Leaning over him, I found blood on the back of 

his head and a small hole. 

The lights came on. 

“I’m so glad to find you well, Natalie. And you, too, Booker.” Chas stood at the doorway, 

one shoulder a bloody mess, a large pistol aimed at my head. Natalie crawled next to me. 

“Tongue,” she said to herself. 



“Tongue, indeed,” he said. He opened his mouth, and a long tongue spilled out of his mouth, 

at least a foot long. 

“Jesus, I can’t take anymore. Please!” Natalie begged. 

“I thought you enjoyed our interactions, Natalie.” 

“You’re sick and disgusting. You can shoot me dead right here, but I can’t play the games 

anymore.” She grasped my arm, and I could feel her trembling. I moved her behind me. 

“It’s far from over, my girl. I’m going to kill your friend here, and then you and I are going 

to take a trip…to a galaxy far, far away.” His hand swung in front of him. 

“Drop that gun before I blow your brains out your eyeballs.” 

A girl dressed like Natalie had sidled up next to Chas, the barrel of her .45 pressed against 

the base of his skull. 

“Is that Veronica?” he asked calmly. 

“Drop it. Now.” 

Releasing a devilish smile, he uncoiled his tongue again, his eyes devouring us. I could see 

at that moment he didn’t care about his life, only our death. I dove to the right with Natalie 

shielded by my body…and the gun fired. An eye blink later, another pop.  

Air poured from my lungs, and I lifted my head, quickly checking for blood on Natalie. A 

woman who looked like a genie from a bottle in bare feet stood over me. 

“Kylie Irving, FBI. He’s dead.” 

Then Natalie sobbed.  



23 

One month later 

 

“Daddy, how many stars are in the sky?” 

I twirled little Samantha closer to me and kissed her neck. Lurching backward, her giggle 

filled the air, and within seconds, it became contagious among many friends and family who had 

joined the evening celebration at the park down the street from my condo. 

“Oh, Mittens, it’s hard to say.” I glanced at the pink sky, noticing a cluster of lights in the 

distant horizon. 

She narrowed her chocolate eyes, then brought up a finger and wagged it a couple of times. 

“I thought daddies are supposed to know things like that.” She held out her arms, palms facing 

the sky. 

Standing behind me, Paco elbowed me, then took a swig of his bottled beer. “Tread lightly, 

my friend. She still thinks you’re Superman.” 

Justin walked up at just the wrong time. 

“Of course, Booker is Superman. Who did you think he was, the Green Lantern?” 

Ignoring my buddies, I picked up my little girl and sat her on my knee. I brought my face 

next to hers and peered into the sky. “Stars were made millions of years ago, when ginormous 

clouds stuck together and—” 

“Like cotton candy?” 

“Yeah, like cotton candy,” I said. “But they didn’t taste that good, and they didn’t leave that 

sticky goo on your fingers.” 

She released a short giggle, but kept her neck arched toward the summer sunset. “So, where 

did the clouds come from?” 

“I think the person who can give you the best answer on that question is your Uncle Henry.” 

She slipped off my lap and raced toward the swing set, where Henry was pushing one of 

Paco’s little girls. 

Alisa sidled up next to me as Josh jogged over from the parking lot. 

“Sorry I’m late,” he said, huffing out a breath. “Happy Birthday, by the way.” He stuck out 

his hand, and I shook it. 

We’d just celebrated Samantha’s sixth birthday the previous weekend, a dozen little girls 

pillaging what I found out was called a bounce house. Eva had found one in a nearby suburb.  

“Really?” I glanced at Alisa. “What happened to us calling this our new annual summer 

celebration?” 

“It’s your birthday, Booker. Deal with it.” She took a step and punched my shoulder. “You 

only turn thirty-two once.” 



Justin leaned in, cupping his hand around his mouth. “If you’re thirty-seven, you’ve 

celebrated your thirty-second birthday five times.” 

“If I weren’t so happy, I’d yank your ponytail and tie it around your…one nut.” 

Laughter broke out in our little group as Justin’s face turned as red as Natalie’s shirt.  

“Look at her. She’s having a blast playing with kids half her age,” I said to Alisa. We 

watched Natalie jumping around, laughing with the kids, who all thought she was a hoot. 

“She’s come a long way, working out, eating like a horse, finally gaining back some of her 

lost weight, and working with a counselor to get past those…memories,” Alisa said. “She’s 

enrolled in summer classes at El Centro. Said she’s considering majoring in education. Wants to 

be a teacher, maybe a school counselor.” 

“Yeah? You must be proud.” 

“More than ever. But when I suggested she get that ring tattoo removed from her finger, she 

didn’t hesitate in saying no.” 

I squinted my eyes, giving her a perplexed response. 

“Said she never wants to forget how precious life is. 

“She’s grown up a lot, Alisa. Really cool to see,” I said, sipping my Heineken, a wrap 

encircling my hand. 

“How’s the wound healing?” Justin asked. “You know I signed us up for a softball team, 

right? Can you swing a bat? That’s all I care about.” He chuckled and popped my shoulder. 

I turned and saw Momma and Uncle Charlie in a heated debate, likely all riled up about the 

name of a street in South Dallas. We all needed to have a cause, I realized. 

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Josh walking back to his car. Alisa ambled back to us. 

“Trouble in paradise?” Justin blurted out, standing next to the bucket of iced drinks. 

Alisa flicked a wrist toward our friend, ignoring him and his question, then walked over and 

grabbed a beer. She popped the top and took a swig, then shuffled near Cindy and Natalie, who 

were talking as much with their hands as their mouths.  

“Did you tell Samantha I was a cosmologist?” Henry kicked a soccer ball my way. 

I pointed my toe, let the ball roll up my leg, juggled it three or four times off my thigh, then 

gave it a roundhouse kick and sent it flying toward the swing set. 

“Incoming,” I yelled out. 

Samantha and Paco’s girls chased after the ball like a pack of dogs. 

“Sorry I haven’t had a chance to catch up with you since you and Cindy got back from 

Hawaii.” 

“Dude, no problem.” 

“You guys good?” 

“Yeah. We had a blast. Got to know each other much better. She’s quite a lady.” 

I let that sink in, realizing how much I respected the assistant DA. 

“Thought you might want to know that Randal has finally agreed to cut a deal. He’s given us 

valuable information that will allow us to close a lot of cold cases. Many parents will finally 



have closure. And the FBI is following the slave-trade trail to several countries.” 

“Jade’s parents,” I said, watching the little kids play “keep away” from the big kids. 

Henry nodded, then kicked a rock across the grass.  

“Anything I need to know?” 

“Randal confirmed that it was in the genes. Chas’ father not only started PPI, he also created 

the torture chamber in the basement of that old home near Bachman Lake twenty or thirty years 

ago, funneling girls through there before killing them or selling them to the highest bidder.” 

“He passed that on to his kid? That’s just demented.” 

“Thank God that Alisa and Josh were able to connect the blue ring tattoo to the Novak coat 

of arms. They made the connection before the authorities did.” 

“They’re quite a team,” I said. 

“Think about this crazy shit. The number they assigned Natalie was 8295. From all the 

research the CSI unit has completed on the data files, Chas’ father started off with girl number 

one.” 

Shaking my head, I could feel my gut tighten. “Eight thousand girls have gone through his 

trafficking process? 

“It appears that way, yes.” 

“Did Tiara know?” 

“Doesn’t appear that the prostitution side had any connection to Chas’ torture chamber or the 

trafficking business,” Henry said. 

“I know Josh and Alisa learned that Tiara used to be a madam in Nevada before changing 

her name years ago and moving to Texas.” 

Henry nodded, knocking back another swig of beer. “I thought you said Guidry would show 

up?” 

“Yeah, he and Kylie are in town, but I think they’re celebrating some dating anniversary. I 

got a feeling they might not make it.” 

“Hell, she deserves the Purple Heart for what she did, going undercover to try to break up 

the trafficking ring.” 

“Guidry called it Operation Ringworm. His idea.” 

I winked at Henry, then sipped my beer, never feeling more appreciative of my life, my little 

girl, all my friends, even if Alisa had spilled the beans about my birthday. 

“Daddy, you get to blow out the candle now.” 

Turning around, Samantha walked toward me, balancing a double-decker chocolate cake 

with a single candle in the middle. Cindy led the “Happy Birthday” chorus.  

I leaned down to blow out the candle, then looked up in the sky.  

“One wish, Daddy. That’s all you get,” Samantha said, shoving hair out of her face. 

I blew it out then picked her up, tickling her tummy.  

“What did you wish for, Daddy? Tell me. I gotta know.” 

“He can’t tell us, Samantha,” Alisa said. “Then it won’t come true.” 



“What are you talking about? It already has.” I put an arm around Alisa, kissed the top of her 

thick locks. 

Someone kicked the soccer ball, and everyone chased after it, leaving Alisa and me alone, 

the tiny candle illuminating her amber eyes, full of hope and anticipation. She still had her arm 

around my waist, then she suddenly let go, sipping her beer. 

“Can I cut you a piece of cake?” I asked. 

“Josh and I decided to take a break,” she said, ignoring my question. “We’re still friends and 

all, but there was something missing.” 

I nodded, realizing how close we were for her to share something like that with me. 

“Josh is a good guy. I thought you saw yourself having a family in the future. Are you cool 

about everything?” 

Lifting her chest, she pushed out a breath and nodded. “I’m in a good place,” she said, 

watching Natalie pick up Samantha and twirl her around. “A real good place.” 

We watched as Justin chased after the ball, attempting to leap between the chains of a swing. 

He clipped his shoe on the seat and fell face first into a mound of wood chips.  

Alisa and I nearly spilled our beers we laughed so hard. She grabbed my hand to keep her 

balance. 

I flinched. That was my bad hand. 

“Oh, I’m so sorry. I wasn’t paying attention. Are you okay?” She took my hand, turned it 

palm up, and touched my fingers. 

We each took a step forward to where our hips touched. Looking into my eyes, Alisa rested 

her hands on my chest.  

“Have I told you how much I appreciate everything you did to find my sister?” 

“A couple of times, yeah. Only for you,” I said, realizing how it sounded after the words left 

my mouth. 

She popped my chest once.  

Looking beyond her shoulder, I saw Henry on his phone, his face contorted. Still in his 

phone conversation, he walked toward us. I could tell he had news to share. 

I wrapped Alisa in my arms, and she pressed her head against my chest as we rocked back 

and forth.  

Leaning back, she grabbed my arms. “My sister experienced a hell that is hard to fathom,” 

she said. “And along the way, I know I was a basket case. But you stuck with me the entire time. 

You were my rock.” 

I smiled. “You’ve done a lot for me, for us. You’re quite a woman, Alisa. I’m lucky to have 

you in my life.”  

Meeting me halfway, we kissed for the second time in a month. But this one wasn’t born 

from sheer drama or near loss of life. 

Samantha ran up as our lips parted, our eyes still holding each other. 

“Daddy, are you going to get married or something?” 



I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. Alisa jumped in. 

“It’s cool to have great friends. And your dad’s one of my best friends.” 

I shot Alisa a quick wink, wondering if we’d just redefined our partnership. 
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My first mistake became vividly obvious two minutes after the taxi driver zipped out of Joaquin 

Balaguer International Airport. Without even tapping the brake, the bushy-haired driver barreled 

the hunk of metal into a herd of vehicles, leaning the rust-covered four-door so hard to the left 

we clipped the front fender of an open-bed truck carrying chicken coops. I slid across the glazed, 

plastic-covered backseat, slamming me against the door—which then flew open.  

Clinging to the door, my momentum shoved me out into traffic, my ass nearly grazing the 

pavement at about fifty miles per hour. My eye caught the same black fender we’d just hit, only 

inches from the swinging door. Fighting a potent centrifugal force, I muscled up to where my 

hands had a solid grip of the window opening. Just as I torqued my torso to thrust my body into 

the backseat, the car tumbled over clumps of hay, sending me straight up, then back down.  

Something popped at the hinge, and the door dropped a good six inches.  

The shocks must have been made from sponges as metal scraped the pavement, sending 

sparks into my eyes. Sensing I was seconds away from tumbling into the chaotic traffic and 

ending up as road kill, I swung my right arm toward the frame of the car and grabbed it. Using 

my opposite arm to push off the flapping door, I hurled my body into the backseat. The second 

my butt hit plastic, the door snapped off the frame and cartwheeled down the road, splitting 

traffic in half. 

At age thirty-two, I thought I’d just experienced my first heart attack. 

But that was just in the first couple of miles when my heart palpitations hit meteoric highs. 

Horns blared all around us. The driver simply saluted his fellow road warriors and pulled 

something out of his pocket and lit it up. He inhaled twice, then grinned, gazing into the cracked 

rearview. “Bueno Focus.” 

As my breathing motored liked a jackrabbit, my eyes squinted against the remnants of hay 

fluttering into the car. “What?” I asked, realizing he probably couldn’t speak a lick of English. 

“Bueno Focus.” He tapped the discolored yellow dashboard, showing off teeth the same 

color. 

If I didn’t know better, I’d say the amused cab driver was part of a movie set featuring the 

worst stunt drivers on the planet. I just then noticed the logo on the wheel and pieced together 

what he was trying to tell me. His Ford Focus was a good car. 

I would have agreed, maybe about fifteen years ago.  

The cab hit a patch of traffic, and we crawled along for a while, which only drew more 

stares. Scared eyes glanced at me as if I’d taken part in some atrocity. Releasing my clutch of the 

front passenger seat, I tried to ignore the shifting heads and beady eyes, and leaned against the 

plastic, finally able to take in a deep breath. 

I smelled pot. I swatted the air under my nose, shooting an eye toward the driver, who 



instantly jerked the car onto the graveled shoulder and gunned the little four-banger. At the next 

opening, he veered left without so much as glancing in his mirrors. We nearly side-swiped a 

convertible sports car. I grabbed the front seat and promised myself not to let go until we reached 

our destination.  

Twenty minutes later, Meat Head made a beeline toward a tiny opening in front of Hotel 

Don Juan—parallel parking apparently wasn’t part of his driving test. He shoved the fourteen-

foot car nose-first into a ten-foot space, popping the right front tire onto the curb. 

For whatever reason, I chose not to slide out the open-aired side. Instead, I heaved myself 

out the right side, grabbing my brown leather duffel bag. 

Which leads me back to my list of mistakes. The second one hit me in the wallet. I should 

have negotiated a price before I got in the car. 

“¿Usted paga o te conduce a mala parte de la ciudad?” 

In some many words, I was able to piece together that I had to fork over fifty US dollars or 

he would keep driving me until he reached the bad part of the city. 

Not willing to put my life on the line to save a few bucks in a country I knew nothing 

about—and realizing I could bill my new clients—I handed over three twenties and held out my 

hand through the driver’s side door. 

“¿Diez?” I wanted my ten bucks in change. 

Cackling up a wet lung, his eyes hidden under wrinkled flesh, he popped the clutch, and the 

vehicle screeched away, barreling over my sandaled foot, leaving a plume of polluted smoke.  

“Uggh!” I yelled out, hopping on one foot. I would have shot him the finger if I didn’t think 

I’d draw the ire of his taxi-driver brethren hovered around me. Maybe he was in a hurry to go 

find his door. Or maybe he’d dump the car and use the fifty bucks I just gave him for an upgrade. 

“Mother…” I said, under my breath, wiggling my toes to determine if the three thousand 

pounds of torque had displaced any of the hundreds of bones in my foot.  

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed a guy waving an arm. I turned my head while still 

leaning over and bending my toes, my leather duffel bag sitting next to me. 

“Our Lady of Divine Providence.” Eyes wide with reverence or fear—I wasn’t sure—a kid 

crossed himself. “That is my church. I made a pledge to never curse, and to call out all others 

who do. There is a better place. And I can take you there.” 

He’d yet to blink once.  

“Sorry if I offended you,” I said, noticing peach fuzz above his lip. “It’s just this ass…uh, 

almost killed me driving like a bat out of hell, then ripped me off, and ran over my frickin’ foot. 

Welcome to Santo Domingo, I guess.” 

I turned my attention back to my foot, but a quick blur snapped my head right. The little 

heathen had stolen my bag—a very expensive bag at that. 

“Fuck!” My patience meter was redlining as I darted off to catch the little shit. The way the 

locals were playing me, I must have had “Naive American” plastered on my forehead.  

Weaving through people like slalom skiers, I wasn’t gaining much ground, even though the 



kid didn’t look a day older than thirteen. I caught the flash of his red shirt hurtling a small stone 

wall, the bag’s straps draped over his back. He was a pro at this and probably knew exactly how 

to elude any tourist ballsy enough to chase after him.  

Veering right, I took a sharper angle and leaped over the same stone wall farther down, just 

as he looked back. 

That was his biggest mistake. 

He didn’t see the bellman crossing the path with a cart full of luggage. The kid went 

airborne. 

“Poco mierda. Debo llamar a la policía y lanzar su culo sin hogar en la cárcel,” the bellman 

yelled at the kid, who appeared woozy just as I ran up. 

I couldn’t understand much of his rapid-fire Spanish rant, but I did get “police.” Also, 

because of past experience with my Latin ex-fiancée, Eva, I knew that he’d called the kid a little 

shit.  

Couldn’t blame him. 

I held out my hand for the kid. His lips drew a straight line as he glanced left and right, 

perhaps looking for a better option, wondering if I would lead the procession to the local 

precinct.  

“Are you hurt?” 

He brushed himself off, even though he’d landed on cushy luggage. “I’m good,” he said. 

“Just seeing how fast you are.” 

“How old are you?” 

“Old enough to drive in Santo Domingo.” Crooked teeth split his face, and he lifted his arms 

wide, as if laying claim to the entire bustling city.  

“Figures.” 

“You going to call policía?” 

The bellman continued muttering phrases under his breath as he started reassembling his 

cart. 

“Why don’t you help him?” 

The kid forced out a breath. “Not my trabajo.” 

“Help him.” 

Forcing out a breath, the kid picked up the remaining bags and reloaded the cart. The man 

turned to me and said, “Gracias, señor.”  

“De nada.” 

I picked up my bag and tried to acquaint myself with the layout of the hotel grounds. Off in 

the distance, I spotted the aqua ripples and whitecaps of the Caribbean Ocean and started 

walking in that direction, quickly realizing my foot still hurt. 

“Damn driver,” I said to no one. 

“You like that bag, don’t you?” 

Glancing down, the kid’s bare feet smacked the stained concrete. 



“You speak good English.” 

“The land of Dominican Republic is filled with many surprises. Welcome to my land,” he 

said, taking a bow while walking. 

“Yeah, thanks.” I stopped in my tracks, holding up my hand so the kid wouldn’t plow into an 

older couple walking across our path. They both wore wrap-around shades. 

“Hip,” the kid said, a smile escaping his face. 

“What’s your name?” 

“I’ve been a called a lot of things in my life. I was told when I was younger that my parents 

named me Sebasten.” 

I shot him a look. He was playing the sympathy card. I immediately felt my pocket for my 

money clip.  

“Usain Bolt.” 

“The fastest man in the world,” the kid said, raising a dramatic arm to the blue sky. 

“You’re about as fast as a lightning bolt.” I chuckled once, knowing the joke was on me. 

“Tornillo. That’s bolt in Spanish.” 

“You must run track in school?” 

Shuffling his feet, I could hear them scratch against the hard surface. Callouses. He rested 

his smallish hands in his pockets, but his fingers poked through. Suddenly, I felt sorry for the 

little shit who tried to rob me. 

“School’s not my thing.” 

“You never told me how old you are.” 

“Catorce.” 

“Fourteen, huh?” 

“You know Spanish,” he said. 

“Un poco.” 

He lifted his chin. “No worries. I know Spanish, English, even a little Italian and French.” 

“How did you learn all those languages if you’re not in school?” 

“I observe people. I listen to them, mimic them. Helps me understand what they want out of 

life. Then I know what to sell them.” 

I smacked my leg and cracked another chortle. “Bolt, you’re too much. I don’t need to be 

sold anything.” I craned my neck over the crowd.  

Flicking his hand against my shoulder, he said, “You’re looking for someone. A special lady 

perhaps?” He shot me a wicked grin. 

If he only knew how special she was. “Right now, I’m meeting someone at a place called 

Barra Azul Océano.” 

“The Blue Ocean Bar. It’s not easy to find in this huge metropoli.” 

“You mean, metropolis?” 

“Sí, that. Follow me. I can take you there. Anything you need in Santo Domingo, Seb…I 

mean, Bolt can get it for you. Anything.” 



Bolt wove through the crowd, following an endless maze of paths lined by lush vegetation, 

water features, and even a few more Bolts looking for patsies like me, it appeared. I’d let the kid 

stick around a while, but I knew not to turn my back on him. 

In one hotel door, out another, then circling down a curved stone path, Bolt jumped into the 

sand and extended a hand. “I offer you Barra Azul Océano.” 

Typical seaside bar, thatch roof, or so it appeared, a few tables, patrons drinking fruity drinks 

with umbrellas, all of whom looked like clueless tourists. I glanced at Bolt, suddenly concerned 

I’d escorted the fox into the hen house. He flipped his longish hair out of his eyes, then stuck his 

hands back in his pockets. He looked slightly uncomfortable.  

My eyes gravitated back to the ocean for a moment. It was calming, allowing me to reflect 

on why I made the two-thousand-mile trip from Dallas. 

To hunt a cold-blooded killer—my ex-girlfriend.  

“Are you hoping a beautiful mermaid appears?” Bolt’s hands outlined an hourglass figure.  

A flashing image of…her prancing across my condo floor dashed in and back out of my 

mind.  

“There have been stories, that much I can tell you, mister. Lo siento mucho. What is your 

name?” 

“Me llamo Booker.” 

“Ahh. Mr. Booker.” 

“Nope. Just Booker.” 

A clanging bell just over my shoulder. Turning away from the ocean, a bartender swung a 

small rope, banging the little ball against a cast iron bell that had seen better days. Suddenly, a 

group of dancers, jugglers, and two men blowing whistles appeared at the end of the path. The 

patrons jumped from their chairs and started clapping their hands, shaking their hips. The group 

paraded through bar area. Bolt smacked my arm, urging me to join in the revelry. I played along 

and clapped. Bolt nudged me again, pointing out I wasn’t keeping the beat. 

That just showed how much my mind had shifted to thinking about…her. 

The parade marched away from the bar, and everyone applauded. A second later, I was being 

scrunched against the bar. 

“Was that some type of signal?” I asked Bolt, withholding the urge to thrust my body 

backward and send three or four guys barreling into another table. 

“Happy Hour. That’s how a lot of these tourist hotels and bars show that it’s time for Happy 

Hour.” 

Now I understood the rush of patrons. Pulling my phone from my shorts pocket, it showed 

straight-up five p.m. local time. 

The same man who clanged the bell tossed down a napkin. “Drink for you?” 

Glancing around, I thought, Why not? then pointed to a drink a few feet down the bar from 

me. “I’ll have whatever that drink is with the red umbrella.” 

“Oh yes, our special, Ron de Fuego.”  



“Rum of fire?” I just wanted to stay lucid for my meeting. Surveying the area, I didn’t see 

anyone matching my contact. 

“Hacer que dos bebidas, señor,” Bolt said, bouncing his finger off the bar. 

“Really? You thought I wouldn’t notice?” 

The bartender opened his arms, and I waved the kid off. “Just one. Gracias.” 

“But, Mr. Booker, I helped you find this bar. I can see you are here for a purpose. Do you 

not owe me one?” His voice pitched higher, finally cracking.  

Bolt might act like he was twenty-something, but he was still a teenager. “I made sure the 

bellman didn’t call the police after I chased you down when you stole my bag. Don’t you owe 

me one?” 

I gave him a smirk. He shrugged his shoulders, releasing a toothy grin. 

“Can’t blame a man for trying.” 

I popped his shoulder. “You’re hardly a man. What’s the drinking age in the Dominican 

Republic?” 

“Sixteen,” he said, placing his hand on the bar. “So, I’m really not that far away.” 

The bar man arrived with my drink, condensation dripping down the side. “It’s eighteen. 

Don’t listen to him.” He shifted his eyes to Bolt, shaking his head while walking to help another 

customer. 

“Nice one, Bolt. You think you can manipulate everyone to get what you want? That might 

work on some folks, but one of these days, you’re going to con the wrong guy.” 

If anyone could spot manipulation, outright deception, it was me, given my recent history. 

And I wasn’t thinking about the legitimate cases I’d worked since I started up my PI business 

eight months ago.  

His eyes moved to the ocean over my shoulder, then he nodded. “You are right, Mr. Booker. 

I’ll show you that I can be an honest person.” 

My first thought was that he wanted more time to figure out how to lull me into thinking he 

was harmless, and then I’d end up explaining to authorities my association with a known thief. 

“We’ll see.” 

I led us to a table at the edge of the bar area, less crowded, not as noisy. Just then, I noticed a 

man standing at the entrance, cleaning his sunglasses with the end of his aqua T-shirt. His 

shoulders didn’t fill out his stained, white-linen jacket. Slipping his glasses back on, flesh 

drooped all over his face. A prominent, dark mustache was speckled with gray, which matched 

the color at his temples. He started walking our way, scanning the area. 

Lifting from my seat, I felt my chest thump a little harder. I was about to finally hear the 

scoop on where I could find the murdering temptress who had rocked my world. 

“Bolt, you need to go sit at another table for a while.” 
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No sooner had I sat down across from Tito Valdez, an old friend or relative swooped in and 

literally plucked the wiry detective from his chair, shaking him like a rag doll while laughing and 

hugging him at the same time. 

While the reunion dragged on, I slurped another mouthful of Ron de Fuego, three types of 

rum soothing my nerves. I released an audible breath, partly wishing this trip was purely 

recreational.  

The other part of me was ready to confront the seductive blonde who had killed two talented 

performers all because they had simply spoken to me. After assaulting my mom, she manipulated 

me one last time before using my own gun to knock me unconscious and leave town without a 

trace. A week later, I read a note she’d left me, where she admitted to teaming up with a terrorist 

who had created chaos across Dallas by setting off bombs, killing dozens. She used her seductive 

ways to convince the warped twerp to make a spectacle of her wedding with Ashton Cromwell, 

the young heir to the Cromwell billion-dollar empire…well, at least half of it, since he had a 

brother. Cromwell was blown up while hanging from the top of the Old Red Courthouse in 

downtown Dallas. 

A sandy breeze blew my napkin off the table, but I snatched it midair. Sipping my drink 

again, I peered around Valdez and his boisterous friend, and spotted Bolt sitting at a table, 

drinking a carbonated beverage I’d purchased for him, yik-yaking away with a waiter. I had a 

feeling he was convincing the guy to dump all of his money into a timeshare Bolt was selling on 

the east side of the island in Punta Cana.  

I wondered if Bolt’s parents were still on the scene. He was independent, that much was 

certain. A survivor.  

I thought about Ashton Cromwell’s parents, Fulton and Muffin, the clients who’d hired me 

to hunt down their almost daughter-in-law. Just a week earlier, they’d called me to their estate off 

Strait Lane in north Dallas. They’d heard the same news that I’d been told the night before. 

Henry, my old college buddy and current Dallas County assistant district attorney, had 

interrupted the end of a friends-and-family summer party to tell me there were unconfirmed 

reports that she had been spotted in Santo Domingo. We’d heard similar news a few months 

earlier about her being seen in Hong Kong. The Cromwells said they couldn’t take the 

uncertainty. They needed closure and would pay me anything it took to bring her to justice. 

Watching their emotions churn into a boiling mess, I felt my gut implode, unleashing months 

of bitter resentment and anger, at…her, and myself for being duped. But if there was anything 

I’d learned while surviving the mean streets of South Dallas as a youngster, or working as a beat 

cop for the Dallas Police Department for seven years prior to starting Booker & Associates, it 

was to channel my disappointment and disgust into positive energy that would help me 



accomplish the goal: catch that conniving bitch. 

“Lo siento mucho acerca de la interrupción.” Valdez waved to his friend while plopping 

back in his wooden chair. 

“He doesn’t know Spanish. Not that well.” 

Bolt had appeared out of nowhere. 

“I thought you were enjoying your Sprite—” 

“It’s a 7UP.”  

“Whatever, 7UP. You need to be over there.” I flicked a wrist. 

“Are you the po-po?” a giggling Bolt asked Valdez. 

“What is a po-po?” His saggy eyes thinned into slits. 

“I’ve seen many American videos on YouTube, gangsta rap.” 

“He means the police. He’s asking if you’re a cop,” I said to Valdez, then turning to the nosy 

teenager, “You need to go back to your corner of the world and find someone else to rope into 

your latest Ponzi scheme.” 

“I’m not a cop,” Valdez said, locking his hands and setting them on the table.  

“What?” I couldn’t help but lean forward. “You are Tito Valdez, the detective for the Santo 

Domingo police force, right?” 

“Tito? Were you named after the Jackson Five singer? Woo-hoo!” Bolt spun around and 

grabbed his crotch, adding a final hip thrust.  

“Dude, you’re killing me,” I said, shaking my head. 

Valdez rolled his eyes, then flicked a thumb at Bolt. “Ninos.” 

I returned our focus to his identity. “Tell me I didn’t travel over a thousand miles to talk to 

someone who wasn’t even in law enforcement. Is this a sick prank of some kind?” I eyed Valdez 

and Bolt, wondering if somehow they could be partners. 

Valdez held up his hands. “I’m a former cop. Was kicked off the force a month ago.” 

“Why?” 

“They told me it was for drinking on the job. But I know that’s a lie. I told them that.” 

Perspiration bubbled near his thinning hairline. I could almost feel the heat radiating from the 

skinny former cop. 

“I think we have something in common.” 

“What’s that?” 

“Working for corrupt cops.” 

“There’s a story there,” Bolt said, rubbing his hands together. He grabbed a chair and pulled 

it up to the table. “I’m all eyes.” 

“You mean to say ‘I’m all ears.’ Not right now. Tito and I need to talk about adult things. Go 

back to your 7UP. If you order another one, I’ll even pay for it.” 

Bolt moped away, then quickly found a middle-aged couple to pester. I could hear the 

inflection of his voice, his hands a windmill of motion. 

Picking up my drink, I sucked in the last few drops.  



“You mind if I get one?” the former detective asked. 

“Uh…sure.” I spotted a waitress and held up my hand. A shapely woman approached the 

table and took his drink order—some type of rum straight up. 

“I took on a security job at a local bank, but I haven’t gotten paid yet,” he said, opening an 

empty wallet. 

“Sorry to hear about your job.” 

“Eh. It’s probably better this way. At least I didn’t get sucked in by the lure of dirty money.” 

The waitress dropped off his drink, and he didn’t waste time taking a gulp. “I know you are 

anxious to know about this woman who is accused of murder back in Dallas, sí?” 

“Yes. She admitted to it.” I touched my jaw and recalled the throbbing pain from the gun’s 

impact, something close to an infected root canal. “Do you know where I can find her?” 

“Me? No. But I know someone who says he can.” 

This felt like a human shell game, and I slumped in my chair. “Where is this guy? Don’t tell 

me, it’s the cab driver who ran over my foot.” 

“Ha!” He chortled. “You Americans enjoy sarcasm. I do as well.”  

He grinned under an extra-long mustache.  

“Can you bring me to him?” 

“Mass starts in a few minutes. He will be busy the rest of the evening. I will take you there 

in the morning.” 

I chewed the inside of my cheek. “Did this guy’s wife drag him to church on Wednesday 

night?” 

Another quick laugh from Valdez. “Father Santiago. He’s my priest.” 

Just what I needed—a confession. 
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The last image my mind captured just before closing my eyes was a crested moon hooking into 

the backdrop, just next to the top of an enormous lighthouse. I recalled Bolt telling me the 

remains of Christopher Columbus were kept inside the monument. For some reason, it made me 

think about King Tut, which then led to a memory of watching Steve Martin perform at the 

Meyerson Symphony Center in Dallas—positioned just down the street from Wylie Theatre. 

That instantly segued into the night of the first Arts District murder. A GSW to the forehead of 

Courtney Johnson. A professional hit if I’d ever seen one.  

Little had I known that she was behind the professional hit. 

Wrestling with the notion of regurgitating all the memories I’d tried to purge months ago, it 

felt like a rubber mallet was pounding a wide nail deep into my skull.  

Unsure if I’d truly fallen asleep, I first caught a waft of sweet syrup mixed with a pungent 

odor. Sweat? Peeling my eyes open, I was staring at an old stone wall. Then something nudged 

my back, round and hard. 

The barrel of a gun. 

My pulse ignited, flashing alarm signals throughout my core. Somehow, I didn’t move, 

pretending I was asleep. 

“Si te mueves, te voy a matar.” A voice full of wet rocks spoke quietly. 

I had no clue what he said, but it didn’t sound like an invitation to dinner. Wait, 

matarte…back in the hood I’d been threatened with that phrase. Kill. He wanted to kill me. 

My senses on high alert, I listened for a click. Another poke, this one just inside my shoulder 

blade. I had no idea who I was up against, how I could combat this would-be assassin. 

“Me voy a comer para el desayuno,” he growled. 

I think he said something about eating breakfast? Confusion racked my brain. The butt of a 

gun was inches away from lodging a bullet in my spine, and he was talking about breakfast and 

killing. Dammit, I wish I’d paid more attention to Eva’s Spanish rants. 

Unable to swallow or feel any liquid in my mouth, I knew I had one chance, and it wasn’t a 

strong one at that.  

Channeling the adrenaline that was already sending my pulse skyward, I flipped my blanket 

over my back while lunging out of bed. With the blanket now covering the gun, I grabbed for the 

barrel just as I swung a right cross to the chin of my attacker. The crack echoed in the barren 

room, and he staggered back, grunting in sudden gasps, muttering phrases I couldn’t understand. 

I still had a hold of the gun, but he was lumbering about four feet backward, and he took me 

with him. The blanket started sliding off just as the moon’s radiant glow gave me enough light to 

see his features—pronounced belly, bearded face, moving like he was older, much older. I 

stopped my attack, then tossed the blanket to the side. 



I was holding a metal cane missing its rubber tip. 

We both let go of the cane at the same time, and it rattled off the concrete surface for at least 

ten seconds. I took a single step toward the man, his face now wedged in the corner of the room. 

I could see scraggily silver hair hanging down to his shoulders.  

Just then, the door burst open, a light popped on, a single bulb dangling just above my head. 

“Hector, Hector, why must you do this?” The woman I’d met earlier threw her arms up in 

the air, shaking her head at me while scooting up next to the grisly man. She started babbling all 

sorts or phrases, most of which I couldn’t translate, but I was rather certain I didn’t want to. 

Seconds later, a weary-eyed Bolt darted into the room. “Mr. Booker, what happened?” He 

shot a glance in the corner. 

“Hoy. Mr. Hector, Mr. Hector.” Bolt now flailed his arms and walked to the corner. 

I stayed put, feeling like I’d interrupted a family moment. I wiggled my toes on the cold 

concrete, waiting for someone to speak up and fill the awkward silence that wasn’t contained in 

the corner of mumblers. 

After I agreed to meet Valdez in the morning, hours earlier Bolt had convinced me he had 

the perfect place for me to stay—in the heart of the city, close to everywhere but still in a safe 

zone. Skeptical, I considered pulling up a hotel app on my phone and looking for a four- or five-

star establishment downtown. With the Cromwells footing the bill, cost didn’t enter the equation.  

But that didn’t account for Bolt’s persuasive nature. 

“Who wants to stay in a cold, impersonal high-rise where people only want your money 

when you can stay in a family-owned place that is comfortable, laid back, and takes care of the 

people like family?” 

Call me a sucker, but I took the bait. 

Upon our arrival, it didn’t take long to see that describing the place as comfortable might 

have been a slight exaggeration—almost like calling the cab I’d taken from the airport a smooth 

ride. 

I met the owner of the brownstone, Lupe, who initially came across as cordial, but quickly 

became a bit histrionic when two little kids ran by her desk squirting each other, and the rest of 

us in the vicinity, with water guns. In fact, she raised her arms and pointed to the heaven above, 

much like she did when she came into my room a few moments ago. 

In addition to the clotheslines that crisscrossed the stairwell, kids running around in diapers, 

and the stench of urine lingering in the damp air, Lupe informed me they’d run out of “luxury” 

rooms, which is how I ended up in my current digs. She tried to be accommodating, but my 

room, with a single oval window, had the feel of a third-world-country prison rather than a third-

world-country hotel. 

The kicker came when I overheard Bolt negotiating a side deal with Lupe as we walked 

toward my room. In so many Spanish words, I was able to ascertain that he would be able to 

spend the night for free since he’d brought her a paying customer. She argued that she didn’t 

have room, but he finally agreed to sleep in the laundry room. I didn’t push it, since it was 



obvious that Bolt didn’t have a home to sleep in, and I questioned if his parents were anywhere 

to be found. 

As I waited not so patiently in the middle of the room, I thought about Samantha, my 

dimple-faced six-year-old. I hated being away from her, even if she had entered the phase of life 

where she could hardly utter a word without peppering me with umpteen questions, many of 

which I either had no knowledge of the answer or had no desire to answer. (“Daddy, why aren’t 

you and Mommy married?”) 

“Mr. Booker, it is okay. Mr. Hector has…uh, these episodes.”  

The man pulled away from the wall, staggered a couple of steps, then righted himself as 

Lupe held tight to his arm. Bolt rushed over and held him up from the opposite side.  

Strands of hair covered his face, although his eyes didn’t appear to be open. He rested a free 

hand against his jaw. 

“Dile que lo sientes por amenazar su vida,” she said into his ear. 

Bolt leaned toward me, cupping his hand so that only I could hear him. “She’s asking him to 

say he’s sorry for threatening your life.” 

I nodded. “Who is he?” I whispered. 

“Lupe’s hermano.” 

“Brother. Got it.”  

A few seconds clocked by and no one said a word, only a light hum resonating from the light 

bulb above us. Lupe leaned her head in, apparently trying to find his eyes.  

Out of nowhere, a rooster went off in the distance, and my eyes suddenly grew heavy. It 

must have been close to dawn, and I hadn’t slept more than hour. 

A grumble from Mount Hector. 

“Go ahead and say it, if you want to stay in my place,” Lupe said in plain English. 

“Lo siento por interrumpir su sueño.” 

“That’s all you’re going to say to this man who thought he had a gun against his back?” 

Lupe picked up the cane and held it front and center. “You don’t even need this thing…unless 

you’re drunk.” 

I began to pick up a waft of booze. I wanted to swat the air in front of me, but I didn’t want 

to interrupt the intervention. 

“I am sorry for pretending I had a gun. It was just a joke.” He tried to chuckle, but she 

swung an elbow into his ribs. 

“Sebasten, can you help me take Hector to his room?” Lupe nodded at me. “Mr. Booker, I do 

apologize. Hector can’t control himself when he has had too much to drink.” They shuffled out 

of the room. 

My body hit the bed before the door clicked shut. Seconds later, though, my favorite rooster 

announced the start of the day again, and I knew any type of peaceful sleep was a lost cause.  

<><><> 



“Some of the best coffee in all the Caribbean,” Valdez said, placing coins on the counter of a 

corner vendor set up near a bus stop.  

People knocked me to and fro as if I was just an impediment on their way to get their 

morning coffee and newspaper. 

“I’ll take one. Anything to get some caffeine.”  

Valdez translated my order, including the extra sugar, as I watched another man behind the 

counter hand change back to a guy to my right, who had snapped a newspaper open. I tried to 

understand the forty-two-point headline across the front page. 

“Huelgas Cartel de espalda,” I said out loud, as Bolt nudged his way through the pack. 

“Can I get a coffee?” 

“You’re too young. What does this headline mean?” I pointed at a newspaper resting on the 

counter. 

“Cartel strikes back.” 

I took my coffee and wove through the crowd just in time to follow Valdez onto our bus. He 

sat in the outer seat opposite of me. Bolt tagged along, sitting diagonally from me, eager to visit 

what he called “my church.” I had a feeling there was some angle to his proclamation.  

Timing my sips in between the bus lurching in and out of potholes, the smooth taste of java 

filled my senses. I closed my eyes for a brief second, allowing the caffeine to infiltrate my 

arteries and boost my energy. 

“The best, huh?” Valdez said, holding up his cup.  

I nodded. “Dominican Republic might have the best coffee in the world. At least the world 

I’ve been exposed to.” 

Valdez leaned in and cupped his hand. “No one likes to admit it, but most of this coffee is 

imported from Columbia.” 

“Ah. Makes sense.” 

He put a finger to his mouth, as if he’d been sworn to secrecy.  

“Do you know much about the growing drug cartel issues in the Dominican? I saw that 

headline.” 

I could see Bolt casually angle closer while his eyes peered out the window. 

“Despite our own issues with corruption, in the last six months or so, the government 

initiated a task force to fight the flow of drugs through our beautiful country. The government 

claimed victory on many fronts. But like any good heavyweight…like your ‘Iron’ Mike Tyson, 

the drug cartels have fought back. I believe they want to prove how cruel and vile they really are. 

To scare the people. To scare our government.” 

“Is it working?” 

“Yes,” Bolt said assertively, leaning in the middle of our conversation. “I have friends who 

had no choice but to work for the cartel. They were killed and their bodies thrown into the sewer. 

No one cared because they didn’t have parents, a family, or a home.” 

A wave of concern washed over me, wondering if Bolt had been swayed by the lack of food 



or shelter to do the dirty work for the dirtiest of people. 

“I’m sorry, Bolt.” 

“We all have to go sometime,” he said, glancing away. I wondered if he was hiding watery 

eyes. 

The bus crossed Rio Ozama, moving west. After making two stops, we turned right on Calle 

Pepillo Salcedo and passed Estadio Quisqueya Juan Marichal. I recalled all the incredible 

baseball players from the Dominican, including Marichal, a Hall of Fame pitcher for the Giants 

back in the 1960s. I knew the names of countless other players who had learned the game on this 

island: Sosa, Ramirez, Pujols, Cano, Martinez. 

Buildings grew taller, the roads had fewer potholes, and generally the vibe morphed into a 

more modern city the farther west we drove, the bus cutting in and out of smaller coves, its 

brakes squeaking at every stop.  

“This is it,” Valdez said, popping my arm while walking down the aisle. 

Moments later, the three of us walked through the church’s front door. I could see the 

modest sanctuary through another set of double doors, a couple of folks doing some work near 

the front. 

“Let me get Father Santiago,” Valdez said.  

Bolt darted around us, saying, “He’s my padre. I will get him.” 

It sounded strange, Bolt claiming the priest as his father. I had to assume he meant it in a 

Catholic way. 

A few moments later, Bolt came out, one of his arms looking like he was conducting a 

symphony, followed by a man dressed in the typical priest garb, a long brown robe, white collar. 

He walked as if he was balancing a stack of books on his head, and his demeanor was just as 

even-keeled. 

“You’ve come a long way to find this woman named Britney Love,” Father Santiago said. 

He sat in the pew in front of me and Valdez, twisting around to look at us as he spoke. Bolt had 

read the tea leaves and said he needed to make a couple of important requests from the man 

upstairs, so he walked up and hung out near the altar. 

“She personally killed at least one person, hired someone to kill two others.” 

“Allegedly,” Valdez said, glancing at me.  

I gave him a straight-faced response. “You still have the cop mindset. I lost that months ago. 

She committed the crimes; there’s no question about it.” 

The Father offered me a knowing look, nodding his head. “You have personal investment in 

this woman. I can sense your emotion.” 

If he only knew. My stomach churned liked a blender filled with nails, jagged memories 

wrenching my mind. 

“Emotion is a broad term. The friends and family of the people she killed have emotion for 

their loved ones, and they have a different emotion toward…her. My clients are the parents of 

her former fiancé. He was blown to kingdom come the day they were supposed to get married.” 



A surge of bile tickled the back of my throat, as my chest lifted with every audible breath. 

“Passion might be a more accurate term. Is your passion driven by love or resentment?” 

Silver-streaked hair outlined a face etched with a surplus of lines, his tranquil tone giving me 

pause, allowing the question to simmer. 

“I don’t love her. I can’t love her. But I also haven’t spent every waking moment of my life 

trying to plot retribution either. I’m at peace with it.” 

It sounded like the right thing to say, and saying it made it real. Maybe. 

The Father shifted his eyes to Valdez, then nodded back at me. 

“Okay, I might be exaggerating a bit. Let’s put it this way. My life was going pretty darn 

well until the moment I heard she had landed in Dominican Republic. Honestly, even if the 

Cromwells hadn’t hired me, I probably would have eaten the cost somehow and traveled to Santo 

Domingo to find her, bring her back.” 

For whatever reason, my mind flashed on an image of the last moment before Henry 

revealed the Dominican Republic information, interrupting an unexpectedly special moment. 

Connected at the hip as dusk enveloped our little party in the park, Alisa, my lone 

assistant/partner at Booker & Associates, and I had just shared a kiss. The kind that was soft, 

lingered an extra second, energy zipping between us, blurring friends and family who were 

playing soccer nearby. 

Alisa and I shared a distant past, a one-night stand back in college. We crossed paths years 

later when my long-time running buddy, Justin, opened a bar and Alisa became his lead waitress. 

When I started the PI business, she, more or less, got sucked into the whole thing. Not because 

she was drawn to the intrigue and excitement. Instead, she became enthralled with research and 

the sense of accomplishment she felt from parsing through mounds of information to find that 

one nugget that would help us break open a case. In other words, she quickly became my most 

valuable asset. But romance had never entered the equation. She had her private life and I had 

mine. 

Until a week ago.  

Following Henry’s disclosure, my mind entered a wind tunnel, and it was difficult to process 

everything until my butt hit the miniature seat on the MD-80. Even then, thoughts of Alisa were 

set aside, replaced by the volatile pings of emotion Father Santiago had detected. 

“Mr. Booker, are you with us?” Valdez asked. 

I’d been staring at the beams crossing the ceiling of the sanctuary. I quickly spotted Bolt 

speaking to two older women near the front of the sanctuary. “Just checking in on Bolt.” 

The Father chuckled. “Your concern for him is quite touching. But Sebasten has been on his 

own since he was a young kid, six or seven years old. He’s more capable of taking care of 

himself than many adults I know.” He raised an eyebrow, releasing a genuine smile. 

Shifting in my seat, it reminded me of my younger life when Momma would pull me by the 

ear to church every Sunday. My bony ass on the pew was not a good mix. I looked like a 

Mexican jumping bean, I was so squirmy. A similar feeling of restlessness came over me. 



“I’ve run into this woman you call Britney a few times. Just last week I spoke with her at the 

hospital,” the Father said. 

“Was she injured?” I said far too quickly. 

“She was there aiding a little boy. She told me he had broken his collarbone while jumping 

down the stairs of her school.” 

I let that sink in a moment, recalling that she’d been accused of having an affair with one of 

her high school students in West Texas, according to reports that came out after she’d escaped. 

“Father, you have to understand the type of person we’re dealing with here. No one is safe 

around her. She will manipulate anyone to get what she wants. And if life doesn’t go just the way 

she plans, she’ll do anything to get her way. Including killing. Do you know what it takes to kill 

another person? Not in self-defense, but to conjure up the idea and then to follow through on the 

act. It takes one sick mother…” 

“Fucker.” 

I looked to my left, and Bolt had slid into the pew, carrying a shit-eating grin. Then he 

realized the setting and our company. “Oh, forgive me, Father.” 

The Father nodded, resting a hand on Bolt’s head. 

“I understand your unease, Mr. Booker, given everything you experienced.” 

Unsure why everyone kept adding thirty years to my age by calling me Mr. Booker, I just 

rolled with it. 

“I get the feeling you’re not a believer,” I said with a smirk playing on my lips.  

His face stretched into a wide smile. “I like your play on words. I am a believer in the man 

upstairs, as you noted earlier. But I also believe in repentance and forgiveness.” 

While I knew the world was a better place because of people like Father Santiago, that 

didn’t mean I was in the mood to present a full-blown prosecutor’s case. That was Henry’s job. 

I tried to swallow, then realized the well had dried up. I smacked my lips a couple of times, 

attempting to drum up enough liquid to speak clearly. 

“I’d rather not debate her innocence or guilt. All I’m asking is for you to share with me her 

whereabouts, and I’ll take over from there.” 

“You need to know I’m not even certain it is her.” 

I remember Henry using the term “unconfirmed reports.” Was this what he meant by that? 

“I’m all ears.” 

Twisting his head, he gave me a confused look, then glanced at Valdez and the kid, who had 

already heard too much. 

“Feel free to share with me everything you know,” I said, holding up a finger. 

“Sí. I just saw a picture of this Britney Love person about two weeks ago while watching 

CNN Internacional. She had white skin, golden hair, styled like she was worth a billion pesos. 

She was attractive, but seemed a bit snobby. She had a distant look in her blue eyes.” 

“We heard earlier reports that she had changed her appearance. Not surprising that she’s not 

a perfect match to the picture from her old life.” 



He cleared his throat. “It’s strange, though. This woman from the hospital, she has some 

similarity to Britney Love, but it’s not a close resemblance.” 

A tiny prick nibbled at the base of my skull. Was it a tinge of doubt to the outcome of this 

expedition? I hadn’t given myself any other options. I’d known with a hundred-percent certainty 

that I would soon have her in my custody and would be working through the process of 

extraditing her back to Texas. The Father had poked a hole in my perfect little plan.  

But I wasn’t going to surrender my purpose that quickly. 

“She would do anything to remain free, trolling on those she can manipulate. Including 

changing her appearance.” 

“Ana Sofia’s skin color is much darker.” 

“Who?” 

“Lo siento mucho. The woman I’ve seen who looks a little like Britney Love, her name is 

Ana Sofia Campos.” 

I let it resonate inside, thinking of the girl now suspected to be Ana Sofia. Adding the 

unfamiliar name on top of the Father’s doubt, the headache that had been temporarily cured by 

the Columbian coffee began to invade my frontal lobe. 

“Where can I find…her?” 

“Mr. Booker, why don’t you say this woman’s name?” Bolt tugged my T-shirt. 

“Long story.” 

“I know she is a bad woman. Whether she is the same woman Father Santiago has seen, I 

can’t say. But it doesn’t change anything. I was told a long time ago to face my fears, even if it 

was the fear of the unknown.” 

“I wouldn’t call it fear, Bolt. It’s more like being so pissed off you can’t see straight.” 

He giggled, nudging my arm. 

“But I get what you’re saying,” I said, turning to the Father. “So, where can I 

find…Britney?” There, I said it, dammit!  

 “I’ve been to her school. I will take you.” 

His eyes narrowed a bit. Was he protecting this woman, thinking I might harm her? Being 

the island outsider, I realized I could only demand so much if I wanted any type of reciprocal 

assistance.  

“Fine. How far is it?” 

“I have some matters to attend to first. Plus, she must finish her school day.” 

I held back the urge to roll my eyes, thinking of…Britney leading a normal life, helping 

mold young minds. I literally feared for their safety. But I could wait a few more hours. 

“I want to be there when the last school bell rings for the day.” 

On the offhand she catches wind of our arrival, I wasn’t going to give her a single minute to 

slither away this time. 
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Momma always told me that patience was a virtue—her way of suggesting that I needed to dial 

down my insistence on resolving everything without understanding the motivations and desires 

of others. 

On that one count, even at age thirty-two, I hadn’t made Momma proud. 

Sipping a bottled water, I sat on the edge of my metal chair in an outdoor café about two 

miles from the church. I’d reluctantly agreed to wait until school ended before confronting 

Britney. My mind was already spinning with how to approach the situation, what to say, what she 

might do when she saw me, how I might feel when I laid eyes on her.  

I also knew there was a risk in waiting an extra few hours. Father Santiago could be warning 

her as Valdez, Bolt, and I ate our casual lunch. Outside of alienating those who had helped me, I 

didn’t see another option. Still, it was a risk, and that only added an extra twist in my knotted 

stomach. 

Lip-smacking sounds came from my right. 

“It’s nice to see you’re enjoying you lunch, Bolt.” 

He looked up while continuing to shovel the food in faster than he could chew.  

“I…I usually don’t get the chance to eat such fantástico food,” Bolt said with chipmunk 

cheeks. “¡La mejor comida jamás!” 

Unsure exactly what he said, I could see how important food was in his life. I was glad to 

help him out. It was the least I could do, despite him trying to steal my bag. I chuckled inwardly, 

knowing he’d quickly grown on me, even with his master sales skills. But more than anything, 

he was a survivor. That’s was something I could relate to, even three decades into my life. 

“Mr. Booker, are you going to finish your meal?” Bolt said as food spewed through his lips.  

I’d taken no more than a couple of bites.  

“You do not like our authentic cuisine?” Valdez scrubbed his bushy mustache with his 

napkin.  

He sounded slightly offended. 

Holding up a hand, I said, “It’s not that. The food is fine, and before I leave the island, I 

hope to truly enjoy one of these great meals. But—” 

“Mr. Booker is worried about meeting this Britney woman again,” Bolt said, gripping my 

plate while looking me in the eye. 

“Go ahead and knock yourself out.” 

He turned his head, and I quickly realized I’d uttered another American phrase that probably 

made no sense. 

I scooted the plate his way. “I meant to say, I’m not hungry. So feel free to eat my lunch.” 

“Gracias, Mr. Booker. You are the best.” 



A car backfired in the street, and I glanced upward. Suddenly, a ripple of screams came from 

just down the sidewalk. Then two motorcycles screamed in from the east, fishtailing in front of a 

small newspaper stand. Two men on each cycle, wearing all black.  

I spotted an automatic rifle. 

“Get down, now!” I grabbed Bolt’s shoulder and shoved him under the table just as the 

crackle of bullets echoed off the buildings. Valdez lowered to one knee, reaching inside his 

jacket. 

“Left my gun at home,” he said. 

People around us dove for the concrete, allowing me to better see the scene play out. One 

man on the opposite sidewalk with a backpack over his shoulder crumpled to the ground, both 

hands pressing against his protruding gut. I could see blood and anguish on his face. 

More screams, including a hysterical lady behind me who had started crying and yelling in 

Spanish. 

Staying low to the ground, I wove between two chairs and a table as the ambush continued. 

With all the reverberation, I couldn’t determine how many shots had been fired. 

A lady’s head snapped back. She’d been shot in the skull. She tumbled against a metal 

trashcan and fell face first to the unforgiving surface. 

Just then, I spotted a guy off the second cycle running to a bus that had stopped just before 

the gunfight. Was he going to mow down everyone on board? 

My chest exploded. Instinct kicked in, and even with no weapon, I knew I had to stop the 

insanity.  

Taking three giant steps, I leaped over a three-foot metal railing that surrounded the café 

patrons. Just as I landed, more gunshots rang out, and I dropped into a crouching position. The 

first gunman was still shooting at anything that moved on the north side of the street. Glancing 

right toward the bus, the second gunman had pulled out a can of spray paint and had just finished 

scrawling something in black. I could see people jumping over seats and each other in the bus, 

trying to move away from the side with the man in black. Squinting for a brief second, I couldn’t 

tell what he’d written—letters, a symbol, who knew? 

Just as he turned to race back to his ride, I darted out of my stance, making a beeline for the 

same motorcycle. Hoping like hell none of the assailants would spot me and shoot me down in 

the middle of the street, I closed quickly.  

The driver jerked his head my way, his eyes hidden behind the tinted cover of his helmet. 

Revving the engine, he yelled something to his cohorts. Still on a dead run, I planted my left foot 

and dove headfirst. Out of nowhere, the graffiti guy leaped on the seat, wrapping his arms around 

the driver. Swinging my arm as the bike lurched forward, my finger hooked the passenger’s T-

shirt.  

I dropped to the ground, my head bouncing off concrete. But I never released my grip. The 

man pulled right, forcing the motorcycle to wobble, but it kept surging forward, dragging me 

down the street, rocks and glass ripping away layers of my skin. Just as the two-wheeler 



clamored over a pothole, the T-shirt ripped, the guy flailing his arms against my fist.  

The next few seconds happened in slow motion. 

Screams mixed with whining engines filled my head. With my shoulder halfway out of its 

socket, the bike spun its back wheel, spinning a cloud of burned rubber. The sun’s reflection 

pierced my vision for a brief second as the man swung his arm downward. Then I saw something 

silver, sharp and serrated. My brain told my hand to let go, but it wouldn’t. Suddenly, the front 

wheel hit the road, propelling the bike while tearing the shirt some more. The blade missed my 

knuckle by an inch, slicing his shirt in half, dropping me to the pavement. The driver shaved 

more rubber, shooting pebbles into my face, as it finally gained traction and sped down the street. 

It hooked a right and disappeared before I could take another breath. 

I finally heard my lungs take in air, and I realized I hadn’t breathed since I’d leaped for the 

motorcycle. What the hell was I thinking? 

The scent of blood pinched my nostrils as sirens bounced off the buildings and cries grew in 

intensity. 

“Mr. Booker, Mr. Booker, how bad are you hurt?” Bolt grabbed my shirt and tugged, his 

breath spilling out in gasps, his voice pitched higher than usual. 

“That’s my bad arm,” I grunted, rolling onto my side. 

“Oh, I’m sorry. I see blood. Help! We need help over here!” 

Valdez appeared. “What the hell were you thinking? They could have killed you.” 

“I wasn’t. It was stupid. I was stupid.”  

A paramedic dropped next to me. 

“I’m fine,” I said before he said a word. “Go save the others.” 

He paused. 

“¡Ir a salvar a los demás que fueron fusilados, joder!” Bolt yelled, a blue vein snaking down 

his temple.  

I lifted to a sitting position as Bolt went and found a bottled water and gave it to me. For a 

few minutes we sat in silence. Paramedics engulfed the macabre scene, trying to help those 

who’d been gunned down. At least a hundred cops descended upon the area. Eventually, two got 

around to asking me what I saw. Again, my sanity was questioned.  

I couldn’t put up much of an argument. 

Once all the gunshot victims were treated, I let them administer bacitracin and apply 

bandages to my wounds. Nothing serious enough to keep me from walking away.  

An hour later, Bolt, Valdez, and I broke free from the gory gun-shooting scene, ambling 

toward a bus a few blocks down. We caught up with Father Santiago, who felt the need to quiz 

me further about my decision-making. Standing next to a man drinking a can of Dr. Pepper while 

scanning the newspaper, I responded with my own question, directed at Valdez. 

“Four guys on motorcycles target a news stand in the middle of a restaurant district on the 

good part of town. Was someone sending a message?” 

He pointed at the man’s newspaper, where the same headline we’d seen earlier now had 



become far more personal. “It’s got to be the cartel. They’re flexing their muscles.” 

“Did you pick up what that guy painted on the bus?” 

Valdez and Bolt both shook their heads. 

“I couldn’t tell if it was a symbol or letters. Regretfully, I’m not connected into the police 

investigations,” Valdez said, removing a handkerchief and blotting his sweaty forehead. 

“Whoever is behind this, it is obvious they only mean to intimidate, like any other terrorist cell. 

Which means people will die. Who knows when it will end? If it will end. I’m afraid for our 

country. I’m afraid for our people and the kids who will find no other options than to work for 

these animals.” 

He glanced at Bolt, who for once had nothing to say. None of us did. Fighting back against a 

cartel or terrorist cell was like fending off an F-5 hurricane. Inevitably, the destruction would win 

out. 

The bus squealed to a stop, a foul odor of exhaust replacing the smell of blood and death. I 

draped an arm over Bolt’s shoulder as we stepped on board, ready to face another killer, knowing 

she might be more cold-blooded than the men I’d just encountered. 
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Laboring up an inclined dirt road, Father Santiago held up a hand, then stopped and leaned 

against a tree, his chest rising in quick order.  

“Lo siento…mucho,” he said in gasps. Resting his hands on his knees, he let his head drop 

forward, as drops of perspiration trickled to the ground. 

Part of me wanted to suggest that he loosen his collar. I wasn’t Catholic, and I didn’t 

understand the symbolism and rituals. But I had to respect his dedication to his faith.  

“Un momento,” he said. 

I peered over a ridge and could see three one-story buildings carved into the hillside, each 

with front porches, the area enclosed by a wide-planked, white-painted fence. A wooden sign 

stood about ten feet off the grass. 

“La Academia de Aprendizaje,” I read out loud.  

“The Learning Academy,” Bolt said. 

The Father finally got his breathing under control, and we finished the last leg of our hour-

long trek. A beeping sound blared across the small campus, then kids of all ages poured out of 

the buildings, moving in an orderly fashion, all wearing a uniform: powder blue shirts and navy 

blue shorts. Some of the kids walked past us, just at the outside gate, others milled about between 

the buildings.  

“Lots of happy kids. The future of Santo Domingo,” the Father said proudly, a smile on his 

face. 

Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted a woman exiting the center building holding the hand 

of a young girl, maybe five or six years old. Samantha’s age. Cloaked by the porch’s shadow, I 

could only see the woman’s lean build and carefree but confident gait. 

I swallowed a dry patch, my pulse thumping in my head.  

Just then, she emerged into the sunlight, and it felt like the knife I’d seen earlier had 

punctured the wall of my gut and someone was twisting it. Britney, although she was a brunette, 

her hair chopped short.  

As she angled away from the building, she caught sight of us and waved. Feeling like my 

sandals were nailed into the ground, I didn’t move, unsure if I wanted to tackle her to the ground, 

or hug her and ask how she has been all this time we’d been apart.  

She once took my breath away; now she stripped me of reason and action.  

The Father waved back, then led our way through the gate. I followed behind Valdez and 

Bolt. I couldn’t take my eyes off her, for all the wrong reasons, and because I’d known what 

she’d done.  

Still fifty feet away from us, she stopped and spoke to two other kids, and I eyed her from 

head to toe. What the hell? Who is this woman? 



Picking up the pace without trying, a toxic mixture of anxiety, disgust, and bewilderment 

chipped away at my stomach lining. At ten feet and closing, she lifted her head, and part of me 

wondered if she might finally notice me and take off running—if it was Britney. With the 

tentacles of a lethal box jellyfish, doubt crept into my mind. 

“Hola, Padre,” she said far too casually, messing up the hair of a male student, who smiled 

in response. Even with cuts on my face, bandages on my elbows and knees, her vision swept 

right past me, as if I was a tourist, or even a tree.  

“Ana Sofia, it’s a great day to learn, is it not?” the Father said, leaning in and kissing her on 

the cheek.  

“Every day is a great day to learn.” She turned to the boy, placing a hand on his back. 

“Marco, please tell the visitors what we repeat every day.” 

Showing off two gaps in his front teeth, he leaned his shoulders back and barked out, 

“Aprenda algo nuevo todos los días.” 

Bolt cupped a hand over his mouth and leaned toward me, whispering, “Learn something 

new every day.” 

“Got it,” I said softly, my eyes still zeroed in on everything Britney, or a close resemblance 

to her.  

Ana Sofia was the same height as Britney, although she looked a tad shorter because she 

wasn’t wearing her usual designer heels. Ana Sofia looked like a schoolteacher, wearing a khaki 

skirt, just above the knees, and a white blouse that sported the school’s logo. But it wasn’t low-

cut and see-through, like so many outfits I’d seen her…or Britney…wear.  

Staring at her face, the cheekbones seemed liked they’d shifted, her jawline a little less 

pronounced. Her eyes. Gone were the sparkling sapphires, replaced by a mesmerizing amber, 

which, as I just noticed, nearly matched her skin. I gave her figure another onceover. I’d never 

seen her with such a deep tan. 

Bolt stuck an elbow in my rib, and I quickly realized Ana Sofia had extended her hand. 

“Mr. Booker, are you going to shake the lady’s hand?” the Father asked. 

She gave me a quick shake and a quicker nod, turning to the boy, who said, “La señorita 

Ana Sofía, tengo que llevar a mi tutorial de matemáticas.” 

“Marco has a math lesson he needs to take,” Bolt said in my ear. 

The boy jogged to the far building, as the little girl held tight to two of Britney’s fingers.  

“What do you teach?” I asked, drawing looks from my traveling party, the pause of silence a 

bit too long. 

“A little bit of everything,” she said with a strong local accent. 

“Ana Sofia is the head master and owner of La Academia de Aprendizaje,” the Father said. 

Wiping a layer of perspiration from my crumpled forehead, I gave the Father an irritated 

look. The experience was surreal, in the worst kind of way, and here he was putting on a sales 

job.  

“I only want to help these kids gain knowledge, grow up to be engineers and doctors and 



writers, to contribute to society.” 

Shutting my eyes for a brief moment, I could feel sunrays against my face, the scent of grass 

clippings in the heavy air. Taking in a couple of breaths, I tried to make sense of everything I’d 

witnessed. I couldn’t. 

“Are you from Dominican Republic?” I asked directly. 

“I moved here when I was twelve. My parents were rather nomadic when I was young, like 

little Maria here.”  

The little girl looked up at Ana Sofia and smiled, then she began to sway her head back and 

forth. “Tengo sed, la señorita Ana Sofia.” Little Maria pushed out the F sound, reminding me a 

bit of Samantha a few months ago. 

“She’s thirsty,” Bolt said. 

“I had that one,” I said. 

“I’m so sorry for letting you melt in the sun. Please come inside. I’ll let Maria help serve 

everyone some limonada de hielo.” 

“Ice lemonade,” I said to Bolt. 

“Great idea,” the Father said as the congregation shuffled toward the porch. “Ana Sofia, you 

must show me your new digital library. You spoke about it when I last saw you at the hospital. 

By the way, how is that boy doing with his collarbone?” 

“Pablo says he feels like a girl. He wants to remove the bra, as he calls it.” She giggled and 

squeezed her eyes a bit. That was Britney, at least her behavior. 

All along, I’d prepared myself for the unthinkable, realizing Britney would do anything to 

survive. But the longer I was around this person, it almost felt like an imposter had stolen some 

of the mannerisms and caring tone of Britney. How could that be?  

I felt a tug on my T-shirt. 

“Aquí está su limonada, Señor Booker,” Maria said. 

Lowering down to my knees, I took the drink from Maria, who curled a lock of straight hair 

around her ear. “Gracias, Maria.” She smiled, rocking back and forth on her heels, then turned 

and ran back to the tray full of cups. 

She quickly grabbed another lemonade, but just as she lunged a step, the plastic tumbler 

crashed to the floor, spilling the sticky substance all over the wood surface and Maria’s sandaled 

feet. Instantly, the little girl burst out in tears. I walked over and offered some assistance. 

“Está bien, está bien,” I said, kneeling next to her.   

She glanced at me, but then shut her eyes and squeezed more water from her eyes, her feet 

seemingly bolted to the floor. I’d felt the same way outside a few minutes earlier, minus the 

tears. 

Spotting a sink off to my right, I unrolled a mound of paper towels and dampened them 

under the tap. Two seconds later I was cleaning her feet and sandals. “Está bien.” It’s okay, I 

said, and then she grew quiet, releasing a couple of gasping sniffles.  

“Yo te ayudo demasiado,” she said, taking a wad of paper towels from my hand. She kneeled 



on her knees and began to soak up the sticky substance off the wood floor. 

“All finished. Muy bien,” I said, smacking two hands together. 

Maria smiled. 

“Can you say thank you to Mr. Booker?” Ana Sofia leaned down at her waist toward the girl, 

her face no more than a foot from mine. 

Without being obvious, I tried to swipe a glance at her skin. It was so smooth and velvety I 

wanted to touch it to see if it was real.  

“Gracias, Mr. Booker,” Maria said, then she ran over to a computer where Father Santiago 

and Bolt were standing. Valdez had made a trip to the bathroom, leaving the leggy brunette and 

me alone at the far end of the room. 

My jaw opened, all sorts of phrases ready to spill out, some sweet and caring, others filled 

with vitriol.   

“What part of America are you from?” she said, like we’d just been introduced at a social 

event. 

Narrowing my eyes, I searched for the real Britney. For a moment, I thought I saw her, but it 

was difficult to look beyond the chopped hair and dark, magnetic eyes. 

“I don’t want to create a disturbance here at your…uh, school, but I need to ask you some 

questions.” 

“I see. Not in the mood for pleasant small talk.” She interlaced her fingers, placing them in 

front of her body, then licked her lips…just a bit too slowly.  

Was she screwing with me, whoever she was? 

“Mr. Booker, come see how this computer works. I can look down from the sky and see the 

top of this building,” Bolt said, sidling up next to me. He looked at Ana Sofia and shot her a 

quick wink.  

Damn, that kid was a player. 

“Give us one minute,” she said, holding up a hand. He shrugged his shoulders and walked 

back to sit at the computer station. 

Valdez had just ambled into the room, using his T-shirt to wipe his glasses. 

“Mr. Booker, I do have something I’d like to speak with you about.” Her volume had been 

cut in half. She held out a fist, then slid a small piece of paper between my fingers. 

“I’d appreciate it if you came to our place for dinner this evening.” She held her gaze, her 

tone serious. Grabbing the paper, I saw an address. 

“Our?” 

“My fiancé, Juan Ortiz, and I both live there. We have an important matter that we’d like to 

discuss with you.” 

I nodded for a good ten seconds, replaying her words. Did she somehow know I’d be at her 

school this afternoon? 

The Father must have said something. I eased my neck around, wondering what else he’d 

relayed to her. I also wondered what kind of bullshit story she’d given him. Just because he was a 



man of the cloth didn’t mean he wasn’t also a man of cash. 

“Give me a couple of hours to finish up here. You can join us at seis?” 

Despite air conditioning smacking my face, I felt a line of perspiration at my hairline. Could 

she be sending me into some trap? Maybe she was biding time to make her ultimate escape, and 

she’d paid a group of local thugs to shank me. Clean and easy, at least for her. 

Another thought hit me: how the hell did she get the money to run a frickin’ school? I knew 

she bankrolled a fair amount from her future in-laws from the prenup agreement, but I was 

certain they’d stopped paying her monthly stipend months ago. 

“¿Tenemos una cita?” 

A nudge at my side. Bolt appeared, smiled at Ana Sofia, then flicked his hair to one side 

while leaning in to me. “You guys have a date?” 

“It’s not what you think. Just talking.” 

“I know there might be a history…but keep me in mind if things don’t work out.” 

I wanted to remind him that if she was indeed Britney, his first date with her might finish 

with his neck sliced open. But I tried to remember our setting and her oddly normal demeanor. 

“Thanks, Bolt. I’m sure I’ll be back at the brownstone before your bedtime. Maybe I can 

read you a story.” 

His thick eyebrows met in the middle and gave me a playful shove. “Come on, dude.” 

I forced out a laugh. “Whatever, dude.”  

He ran his fingers through his hair, ensuring he had that Justin Bieber look. “I watched an 

American movie once at a small picture show. The actor said, ‘Don’t blame da player, blame da 

game. Boom.” 

Bolt’s Rico Suave act aside, I prepared myself to be played by the biggest player I’d ever 

known. 
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