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      Ariella Matos tried to open her eyes.

      But they were so heavy. 

      She couldn’t understand why they were so heavy. There was no reason for her to be so tired. She’d… She couldn’t remember what she’d been doing. Why couldn’t she remember?

      She tried to raise her hand, but it wouldn’t move. Something was pressing against her wrists. She pulled and strained. Something was wrapped tightly around her wrists and attached to whatever she was sitting on. 

      Why was she sitting?

      If she was asleep, shouldn’t she be lying down?

      She tried to turn her head but couldn’t do that either. Something wrapped tightly around her forehead. She started to breathe faster, finally forced her eyes to open. A bright white light blinded her, and she shut her eyes. Took a couple of deep breaths. 

      She felt so slow. 

      Had she been in an accident?

      A door opened behind her. Footsteps. Someone was behind her. Pressing close. She felt this person touching her shoulders, but it wasn’t skin on skin. Felt like latex. 

      Fingers pulled her eyelids up.

      The light was so blinding. She tried to move to close her eyes again, but the straps were so tight, she couldn’t do anything.

      A mirror came into focus. 

      Then she saw what was behind her and screamed.
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      When Maria opened her eyes, Carla was staring at her. Maria closed her eyes again. Reopened them. Carla was still there, six inches away, watching her sleep. Maria reached out and pulled Carla closer. Nestled her nose against Carla’s neck.  

      “What time is it?” Maria asked.

      “Time to get up.” Carla kissed her on the forehead. Pulled back.

      “Were you watching me sleep?” Maria asked.

      “Have you ever hunted a serial killer?” Carla asked.

      Maria opened one eye. Saw the earnest look on Carla’s face.

      “I just woke up,” Maria asked.

      “I’m serious,” Carla said.

      “If I was looking for one, I didn’t know it at the time,” Maria said.

      “I was watching this documentary about one last night. He was living in Alaska, but he hunted all over the United States,” Carla said.

      “I’m canceling Netflix,” Maria said.

      “But listen, it’s interesting,” Carla said.

      “There’s nothing interesting about killing people,” Maria said.

      “But don’t you ever wonder what their minds are like?”

      “No, their minds are similar to that of lizards. Maybe snakes. They only think about killing and survival. Other people aren’t people to them. Why would I want to wonder about that?” Maria said.

      “But there were two women that got away. He didn’t kill them,” Carla said.

      “They were lucky, or they fought like hell,” Maria said.

      “That’s the thing. They weren’t scared. They talked to him like he was any other person. It was like he didn’t enjoy it if he didn’t have the power over them,” Carla said.

      “People come up with many reasons for why they were lucky later. But something that traumatic, no one can remember clearly,” Maria said.

      Maria’s phone buzzed. She flipped over and searched the nightstand. No phone. She looked over the edge of the bed, and there her phone was, on the floor. Buzzing. Millie. Shit.

      “You awake?” Millie asked.

      “I am now,” Maria said.

      “Good, get it together. I have a case you’re going to love,” Millie said.

      

      Detective Maria Varela hated Les Hilton. 

      He’d embarrassed her by publishing an article about her girlfriend’s arrest. He’d called her mother to ask questions about things nobody should be asking questions about, and he was just an all around piece of crap. But this. Maria would never have done this to anyone, regardless of how much she hated him.

      Les was zip tied to a chair. The chair had a brown wood frame with a red cushioned back and seat, but the cushions were stained black from blood, and the zip ties holding Les’s arms and legs to the chair were so tight they burrowed into the skin. The arms had been pummeled, bruises and welts worked their way up to his shoulders, and the head, well, it was hardly recognizable as human. The bones above his eyes shattered, a hole in his temple, and Les’s jaw had been torn clean off of his face and was left resting on his lap, as if the killer wanted everyone to see his handiwork. Behind the jaw, the hammer that probably had been used to kill Les was leaning against Les’s stomach, handle up, neatly placed there as if to save the techs time searching for it. 

      Whoever had done this hated Les on a level even Maria couldn’t match. This was beyond brutality. The mutilation of the man was so gruesome it was both painful to look at and impossible to look away from.

      “You ok to work this one alone,” Millie said.

      Maria hadn’t heard her come in, she’d been so focused on Les. 

      “I’ll be fine,” Maria said.

      “We’ll get you someone to partner with soon, but everyone is all partnered up at the moment,” Millie said.

      “I’ll work alone until Michael gets back,” Maria said.

      “That’ll be at least a month before he’s cleared for desk duty. Who knows how long until he’s ready for the street again,” Millie said.

      “Hopefully, it’ll be a slow few months,” Maria said.

      Maria and Millie hadn’t spoken much since the day at the hospital. Maria had taken a week off while waiting for the shooting to be cleared and the required psychiatric visit. During that time, she’d been called to a meeting with Captain Hiller, who’d told her she needed to at least be civil with Millie. She was also told that Millie had been ordered to stay off of her back.

      Now the two of them were circling tigers, and most of the unit was wagering on how long before they’d get into a fistfight at the station. Henrico Ramirez, one of the few other detectives Maria talked to regularly, was begging her to swing on Millie next week. Told her he’d cut her in on his winnings.

      Cops. Anything to distract from the misery they saw every day.

      The job just wasn’t healthy for anyone. 

      But still, working alone probably wasn’t ideal.

      “You know, there’s someone you could partner me up with temporarily. I need someone to drive while I think and work,” Maria said.

      “Who?” Millie said.

      “That kid Dunleavy,” Maria said.

      “The one who had his car stolen. Are you nuts?” Millie said.

      “He’s big. He shoots straight, and he can drive. That’s all I need,” Maria said.

      “Let’s try to keep it to driving this case. We had enough shooting on the last one,” Millie said.

      Maria turned her attention back to Les’s corpse.

      “Who called this in?” Maria said.

      “Neighbor. She usually shared a cup of coffee with the vic in the morning. When he didn’t show, she came over to check on him. Saw the door ajar and looked in,” Millie said.

      “Hell of a way to start the morning,” Maria said.

      “You ok to work this case?” Millie asked.

      Maria raised an eyebrow.

      “He did write an article about you,” Millie said.

      An article you were the source for, Maria thought, but kept to herself.

      “I’m fine. But if you’re asking for an alibi, I was with my girlfriend all night, and there’s a doorbell camera that can verify it,” Maria said.

      “I didn’t mean-”

      “I know. But just in case someone asks, you know,” Maria said.

      “I’ll see about that kid, Dunleavy,” Millie said.

      

      From the look of the apartment, Les hadn’t been on a winning streak in quite a while. The bedroom was better suited for a college student than an adult with a regular job that involved writing borderline slanderous articles for Las Vegas’s wealthy. 

      The bed was a mattress on the floor with sheets that looked like they hadn’t been cleaned in months. Some of the dresser drawers were half full, but most of his clothes seemed to be in the hamper. The bathroom had a single towel hanging from a hook. A toothbrush, some toothpaste, and an oversized dispenser of liquid soap. The toilet paper was an empty ring. The mirror had water stains, and the sink needed to be scrubbed. No medicine cabinet, no pill bottles, no condoms. 

      The kitchen cabinets had two cans of black beans and a box of Frosted Flakes. The fridge had a half empty container of milk and a six-pack of Heineken with two bottles missing. The sink had a recently rinsed out glass, and a white ceramic bowl was in a black iron drying rack.

      The apartment had no washer or dryer or dishwasher. Les might as well have been living in the fifties.

      This was the life of the man she considered a mortal enemy?

      She almost felt guilty for hating him. Almost.

      And where was his computer? The man was a reporter, more a hatchet man than an actual reporter, but supposedly, he lived through the use of words, yet there was nothing in this entire apartment connected to writing. She’d need to go into his office. He must have been the type not to bring his work home, or someone had taken his laptop. Knowing that detail would be important.

      A camera bulb flashed from the living room. 

      Maria stood in the doorway and watched the tech work. Her last two cases had been solved through interrogation and putting herself in the shoes of the person who had committed the crimes and a bit of luck. Maybe some willingness to bend the rules in the pursuit of the bad guy. 

      But this case was something else entirely. 

      There was going to be a never-ending stream of physical evidence from this scene. The place hadn’t been cleaned in who knows how long, and everyone who had come in would have left a trace of themselves, but figuring out who those people were and tying them to the crime would be complicated. She doubted the killer would have left the hammer if his fingerprints were on it, but spit flies when someone is exerting themselves. And anything on the murder weapon would be something difficult to explain away.

      God, she missed Michael. Saying this to herself in her head was draining. 

      And she hadn’t insulted anyone all day. 

      How was she supposed to work like this?

      

      Adam Dunleavy stared at the ceiling. 

      Should he quit?

      Losing his police car to a suspect had made everyone, including himself, doubt his future in law enforcement. Who gets their own police car stolen? He and his partner had both been written up for breaking policy. Adam was going to be required to take additional training about handling encounters with unknown suspects.

      How had that man gotten so close, so fast?

      A man that big shouldn’t move that fast. Of that, Dunleavy was sure, but he had, and the punch had been lighting quick. Dunleavy had never been hit so hard in his life, a miracle his jaw wasn’t broken. But the punch didn’t hurt as bad as the ribbing, the constant ridicule, the maps left on his desk with directions to his car, a picture of a police car taped to the back of a milk carton, or his favorite, a Dunleavy Police Car GPS system. 

      He’d laughed at the jokes. 

      But he was dying inside. 

      He’d always wanted to be a cop, but maybe he wasn’t cut out for it. He’d screwed up at that crime scene taking pictures, being callous and uncaring, and now he’d gotten his ass handed to him by a suspect and lost his car. Maybe it was best to move on to something else. 

      His phone buzzed. His sergeant.

      “Put on a suit and come in,” the sergeant said.

      “A suit?” Dunleavy said.

      “Yeah, your girlfriend needs a driver while her partner recovers from being shot,” the sergeant said.

      “Girlfriend?”

      “Varela, you idiot. Or did you forget about her?”

      

      Dillon Mathers looked down at his knuckles, bruised and swollen. He opened and closed his hands. Nothing was broken, thankfully. A minor miracle. If anyone needed minor miracles at this point, he did.

      He climbed out of bed and walked to the mirror. Checked for bruises or scrapes, just on his back, a long scratch from when he’d fallen to the ground. Other than that, he was clean.

      Last night had been a disaster. 

      How had things gotten out of hand so quickly?

      Dillon didn’t know, but he knew they’d made some kind of progress. He remembered Mr. Benson, a high school teacher, telling him he had a future in construction because he wasn’t the ‘thinking’ type. Mr. Benson might have been right, but not all problems could be solved with your brain. Some needed to be solved with your fists, and Dillon was fine with that, but he was damned if he knew what to do next. Last night, for all the action, hadn’t led to anything new.

      They needed to find Van.

      But where the hell was he?

      

      Patrick Miller felt like a frog after being run over by a car.

      He opened one eye. Looked around the room. The kind of headache that makes a person willing to slam their head against the wall exploded right behind his eye. The pain was so intense he couldn’t see anything. He closed his eye. The headache subsided. Enough that he felt capable of thought. He tucked his head under his pillow.

      Perhaps he’d stay in bed today.

      The door of the bedroom opened. 

      His wife, Wanda, walked in and sat on the bed. Reached out and touched his back.

      “It’s time to get up, darling,” Wanda said.

      Patrick stayed quiet, head under the pillow.

      “The interview with Channel 4 is in an hour, so you need to get in the shower and wash up because you smell like a cross between a dive bar and a Harley-Davidson factory,” Wanda said.

      Not far off from reality, Patrick thought. Or was it? He couldn’t quite remember much after the reporter. Had he taken a ride on a Harley?

      “You can’t win the nomination for governor from your bed, and Nick is waiting in the kitchen. He brought coffee and donuts,” Wanda said.

      Patrick made a moaning sound. The ‘I know, I know, but five more minutes’ sound.

      Wanda leaned down and pressed against his back. Pulled the pillow off of his head.

      “You get your ass out of this bed right now. Whatever you were doing until four in the morning last night will not be keeping you from meeting your responsibilities,” Wanda said.

      Maybe if he just laid there, she’d let him be. Maybe if he just laid there, last night hadn’t happened, and he could get up tomorrow and start anew. Did he really want to be governor, anyway? Maybe someone else would be better at that job than him. 

      Hell, who was he kidding? The line of people who would be better at that job than him was long, but he was the one with the square jaw and the biography that the consultants lined up to push. But there was so much they didn’t know about him.

      And maybe if he stayed in bed today, they’d never find out.  

      Wanda grabbed his hair by the roots and yanked.

      “I’m up, I’m up,” Patrick yelled.

      

      Connor Schmidt was worn out. 

      His whole body ached, and he had barely slept. Maybe an hour and a half, maybe two hours if he was lucky. He’d gotten home in time to get at least four hours of sleep, but he’d just laid there staring at the ceiling. 

      Last night had been… 

      Best not to think about what last night had been. 

      He could retrace every decision and action and still couldn’t, for the life of him, figure how things had gotten so far out of hand. There were going to be consequences, of that he was sure, but he hoped to be able to divert them towards someone else. He would figure out a way to keep all of this from coming back on him. He didn’t have a choice. 

      He looked at his partner across the hood of their unmarked car. Asked him what was on tap for today.

      “We’re mostly doing surveillance. There’s a house suspected of being a gang headquarters. We’re going to get on the roof across the street and see if anyone interesting shows up,” his partner said.

      “Hope you brought your sunscreen,” Connor said.
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      Maria walked out of Les’s apartment and looked left and right. The building looked like a converted motel, two stories, a row of doors opening onto a catwalk. The railing was waist high and could use a paint job, the existing white peeling and faded. The courtyard had a pool that looked like it hadn’t been used in years, a puddle of ankle deep brown water on one end, paint peeling just like on the railings.

      What a shitty place to die.

      Maria walked left to the stairs at the far end of the building. She didn’t see a single camera in any of the doorways or windows. She turned and walked back all the way to the other end. Same issue. No cameras. Just a row of windows with shades drawn tight and wall mounted air conditioning units. 

      She walked downstairs and did the same search on the ground floor and found the same issue. No cameras anywhere. Just drawn shades and barred doors. 

      She walked out to the pool and tried to think through what had happened. The medical examiner would give a solid time of death, but Maria was guessing around one in the morning. This was the type of killing people did when others were not only asleep but also when late night shift changes weren’t likely to be bringing people home. This killing had taken time. Maybe the killer had turned on the television to mask the sound, but someone somewhere must have noticed something. Then again, this building didn’t look like the kind of place full of people interested in talking to the police.

      But what bothered Maria more than anything else was the state of the apartment.

      She assumed a laptop had been stolen, but she couldn’t actually be sure that was true. The brutality of the killing. The way the murder weapon had been left on his lap. The killer was almost taunting the police, and the way the rest of the apartment was left practically untouched made Maria think this killing was a punishment. Maybe when she was further along in the investigation, she’d find out she was wrong. Maybe Les had handed over a notebook or a laptop or whatever notes he had on something that someone wanted hidden.

      But tearing a man’s jaw off of his face with a hammer took dedication and effort.

      Whoever this killer or killers were, they were definitely going to kill again and had probably killed before. Nobody starts at that level of brutality. That’s something a person had to work up to.

      A woman was watching Maria from the second floor. She was older, gray-haired, glasses. She was standing there, waiting for Maria to notice her.

      

      The woman was named Carolina Lannen, and she had been the person who found the body. She lived two doors down from Les on the right-hand side. The apartment in between them was empty. A man named Harold had lived there until he died from a stroke.

      “Harold was dead a few days before we noticed. The mail was overflowing, and I called the police. They didn’t want to come out at all, you could tell, but I called and I called, and finally they sent someone and sure enough, Harold was dead on the floor,” Carolina said.

      They were in Carolina’s kitchen, roughly the same size and shape as Les’s, but this kitchen had life, containers to hold condiments, pictures held to the refrigerator door by magnets, and a little table with two chairs. Carolina was sitting with her back pressed against the wall while Maria stood. 

      “How long ago was that?” Maria asked.

      “Harold dying? Oh, at least a month, maybe two months.”

      “What about the other side? Do you know who lives there?” Maria asked.

      Carolina wrinkled her nose. Said Felix lived on the other side of Les. He was a long-haul trucker and was hardly ever here. When he was home, he got drunk and played music too loud and way too late.

      “Did you know Les well?” Maria asked.

      “He was a very sweet man. He always checked on me. Especially around the holidays, and we’d share a cup of coffee in the mornings out on the walkway. He’d only been living here a couple of years. He’d gone through a hell of a divorce, and she’d more or less taken everything. He’d had a long and distinguished career as a journalist and look where he ended up,” Carolina said.

      Very distinguished hatchet job career, Maria thought. 

      “Did you notice anyone last night?” Maria asked.

      “Well, I do go to bed rather early and I wear earplugs and a sleep mask. Sleeping gets difficult the older we get, and my nephew brings me these lozenges. They do knock a girl out. So, I didn’t see or hear anything last night, but I did see a car parked across the street,” Carolina said.

      “Why did you notice this car?” Maria asked.

      “I went out for my nightly cigarette. Just one, every night before I go to bed. The doctor said I need to quit entirely, but what’s life if you don’t have at least one guilty pleasure, right? So I went outside, and I was just enjoying my cigarette, and I saw an Oldsmobile. Now, who still drives a car like that? You can’t buy them, so I figured it for some Mexican, someone handy. But it was just sitting there, and I saw a shadow, so someone was in that car. It wasn’t empty, but whoever was inside was just sitting there. I finished my cigarette and went back inside. Got ready for bed, but before I went to sleep, I came back and peeked out the window. That car was still there and someone was still inside,” Carolina said.

      “And this was what time?” Maria asked.

      “About ten,” Carolina said. “Do you think that was the killer?”

      “No idea.”

      “Do you believe in energy?” Carolina asked.

      “Like electricity? The things that turn on the lights?” Maria said.

      “No, I mean, the energy that people emit. Like you, you have a powerful and steady energy. It’s not overwhelming, but it’s steady, strong. Les’s energy fluctuated. Some days he was bright, but other days, he was a black hole, sucking in all the energy around him,” Carolina said.

      Maria wondered if the woman had taken some of her nephew’s edibles while waiting for the police to show up. Finding Les’s dead body couldn’t have been pleasant. Edibles probably seemed like a good idea after that.

      “That car was a black hole. Pure dark energy. That’s why I noticed it,” Carolina said.

      The information about the apartments on either side being empty was very helpful, but the car, Maria had her doubts about the car, still she’d look around to see if any of the other buildings had cameras. Any lead was better than no lead.

      

      Dunleavy was standing outside the door to Les’s apartment. 

      He reminded her of a puppy, standing there waiting for attention. He opened his mouth to say something, probably a thank you for giving him the chance to redeem himself from the disaster of what was looking to be a short-lived career in law enforcement, but Maria wasn’t up for heartfelt thanks. The truth was, she’d picked him because she couldn’t come up with anyone else, and she had a hard time thinking and driving at the same time.

      “The body is inside. Go take a look at it and then meet me out here. We have to go back to the station,” Maria said.

      Dunleavy started to walk inside.

      “Gloves, Dunleavy. Gloves, booties, and a hairnet. And tuck your tie into your shirt. And make sure to not step in any of the blood,” Maria said.

      Dunleavy knelt down for the box of gloves.

      “Tomorrow I want you in a polo. We’re in the streets, not a boardroom,” Maria said.

      “Yes, mam,” he said.

      Maria turned to go downstairs.

      “And Dunleavy, no fucking pictures,” she said.

      

      When Dunleavy came back outside, whatever bravado he’d once had was quashed. Police officers saw a lot of dead bodies and a lot of blood over the course of their careers. The burned bodies were the ones that stuck with Maria, but this case was a brutal one, and coming face to face with the raw brutality of what human beings were capable of changed everyone.

      And if it didn’t, there was something wrong with that person.

      “Did you throw up?” Maria asked.

      Dunleavy shook his head.

      “Good, you’re driving. Let’s go,” Maria said.
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      The ex-wife was named Cassie. She lived in what had been the matrimonial home in a neighborhood just south of Summerlin. The home was one story and at the edge of a park. A man and a woman were walking out of the park with two small dogs on leashes. One of the dogs was trying to walk back into the park. The man reached down and picked the dog up to carry under his arm.

      “Do we suspect the wife of being involved?” Dunleavy asked.

      “Everyone is a suspect at first. We’ll see how she reacts and decide then. I want you to just smile and stand there. No questions, no comments. Just listen, ok?” Maria said.

      Dunleavy nodded. Opened the door and stepped outside.

      The front door of the house opened, and a woman stepped out, Cassie. She walked towards a blue Toyota Corolla. 

      Maria and Dunleavy walked up the driveway.

      Cassie eyed them. Saw the badge dangling around Maria’s neck. Asked if something had happened to her daughter. She tried not to look relieved when Maria told her it was regarding her ex-husband, but the relief was there. Cassie could deal with anything as long as it wasn’t about her kid. Still, she ended up taking the news hard. First, she was shocked, and then she turned away as she started to cry. Held a hand up as a way of asking them for a moment.

      

      After she gathered herself back together, they all went inside and sat in her living room. The house was as alive as Les’s apartment had been dead. Something about men, the ones who could really decorate, were few and far between, at least in Maria’s experience.

      “I haven’t spoken with Les in a couple of weeks,” Cassie said.

      “So you two didn’t get along?” Maria said.

      “I wouldn’t say we didn’t get along. He wasn’t exactly my favorite person in the world, but he was a better ex-husband than a husband, so I guess we have to be content with the small blessings,” Cassie said.

      “Still, a couple of weeks, does he not visit his daughter?” Dunleavy said.

      The question wasn’t terrible, but Maria could have sworn she’d told Dunleavy to keep his mouth shut when they parked the car. Maybe she’d have to leave him in the car from now on.

      “Les and Melanie talk to each other every day, and she’s ten, so she coordinates when he’s coming to pick her up. Actually goes smoother when the two of them talk,” Cassie said.

      “Did Les have any vices?” Maria asked.

      “Besides handjob massages?” Cassie said.

      “People don’t normally get killed over handjob massages,” Maria said.

      “Les wasn’t much of a gambler, and as far as I know, he wasn’t into drugs,” Cassie said.

      “What about his work?” Maria said.

      “He hardly talked about work when we were married, and definitely not since the divorce. If you want to know about that, you’ll have to go see his co-workers. I’m sure Nancy has a lot to say,” Cassie said. 

      “Nancy?” Dunleavy said.

      Cassie frowned. Looked down at the ground.

      “Not sure there’s much I can tell you, sorry,” she said.

      “Dunleavy, go start the car,” Maria said.

      He didn’t look like he wanted to go, but he did. He closed the front door a little harder than necessary. Whoever said women were the more emotional sex hadn’t paid much attention to the way men acted.

      “I take it handjobs at massage parlors weren’t what caused the divorce,” Maria said.

      “No, no, they weren’t, but they were a big part of it,” Cassie said.

      “Did he cheat on you with Nancy?” Maria said.

      “No idea. He swore up and down that no, he hadn’t, but he sure spent a lot of time with her. Regardless, I’m not sure any of that matters,” Cassie said.

      “Did you notice any changes in Les’s financial situation?”

      “He started up a newsletter a couple of years ago. Who was subscribing to his newsletter? No idea, but apparently it did well. He took Melanie to Orlando last year. Started paying his child support early instead of making me call him three times for it, so yeah, he was making more money,” Cassie said.

      “Did that seem strange to you?”

      “No stranger than anything else happening in this world,” Cassie said.

      “I don’t want to go into too many details, but this particular killing was a little brutal. Can you think of anyone who would have a serious grudge against Les?” Maria asked.

      “Besides you?” Cassie said.

      Maria laughed, said Les wasn’t her favorite person, but she didn’t want to kill him.

      “To be honest, I didn’t talk to him much after the divorce. So I’m probably the last person who would know anything worthwhile,” Cassie said.

      “What about family? Does he have any brothers or sisters or cousins?” Maria said.

      “Just his daughter. His parents died almost ten years ago, and he was an only child. He has an uncle with a family in Florida, but I don’t think they ever talked,” Cassie said.

      

      Dunleavy was pretending not to be mad, but he was pissed about being sent to the car. 

      Maybe she should drive herself. That would be better than dealing with the effects of too much testosterone on a human being.

      “Where to, boss?” Dunleavy said, acid dripping from his voice.

      “Dunleavy, are you a detective?” Maria asked.

      “No, no, I am not.”

      “You need to decide whether your ego can handle being second string to a woman. Because if it can’t, get the fuck out of the car, and I’ll drive myself around. But if it can, then keep your mouth shut, and watch and listen, and maybe, just maybe, you’ll learn something. And maybe, just maybe, you’ll come out of this case smelling a hell of a lot better than you did coming out of the last one. But I don’t have time to deal with your emotions. I have a dead man and a murderer walking around free that I need to catch. I can’t be a detective and a nursemaid at the same time.”

      Dunleavy took a solid ten seconds to think over what she’d said, and she let him have his space to process, but damn, Maria was missing Michael more and more every second.

      Dunleavy put the car in gear.

      “Where are we going?”
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      The Las Vegas Register, like most local daily newspapers, had seen better days. What once had been a reputable news organization run out of a bustling building a block away from city hall had faded into a strip mall storefront operation off of Charleston.

      When Maria walked into the office, seven reporters were working at desks laid out haphazardly around a space that would have been better suited to be a clothing store. Where the dressing rooms should have been was a glassed off office. 

      The sign on the door to the office said Jessica Pool: Editor In Chief. Never had the words “In Chief” seemed so pretentious. Jessica was a petite woman who looked to be in her late fifties. She looked at Maria over a pair of oversized glasses that made her look like a cat. She showed little to no emotion when Maria explained why she was at the office. 

      “Did they ask you for an alibi?” Jessica asked.

      Maria forced a smile across her face.

      “I have a rock solid alibi,” she said.

      Jessica stared at her as if she didn’t quite believe what Maria was saying.

      “I may not have liked Les, but I am focused on finding his killer,” Maria said.

      “That makes two of us. At least, the not liking him part. Personally, I hated his guts. Maybe you should be asking me for an alibi,” Jessica said.

      “I doubt you’d be physically capable of committing the crime,” Maria said.

      “Might be surprised what I’m capable of,” Jessica said.

      She picked up her cellphone and sent a voice message. “Tell Nancy and Pedro to come in here, please.”

      “So why did you hate Les?” Maria said.

      “Because he never worked on anything I assigned him. He was in tight with the owner of the newspaper, who let him write and publish whatever crap articles he wanted. I thought about resigning in protest, but what good would that have done? They’d just hire someone else, and no one would remember my name in a few weeks. But Les never hesitated to let me know exactly how little control I had on whatever he was doing,” Jessica said.

      The office door opened, and Nancy James walked in. She was a little over five feet tall. Thin as a gymnast with black hair cut short. 

      Jessica introduced Maria and explained that Maria had some questions about Les’s projects.

      “I’m not sure I can share any of that with a police officer. Especially someone who probably has a grudge against him. Did he tell you she slammed him against a wall?” Nancy said.

      “Yes, and I made him retell me the story three times because I enjoyed the image of him being thrown against the wall so much. I wish he was still alive, so I could hear the story again and again,” Jessica said.

      “Alive? Wait a minute, Les is dead?” Nancy said.

      Pedro stuck his head into the office. Asked what Jessica wanted.

      “I want you to come in here. What the hell do you think I want?” Jessica said.

      “Les is really dead?” Nancy said.

      “That’s what not being alive means,” Jessica said. 

      “Wait. What?” Pedro said.

      

      Processing Les’s death took a few minutes, and Maria watched the three of them, looking for guilty knowledge or irregular reactions. Jessica’s callousness didn’t say much about her as an individual, but she was a woman in her late fifties who was bordering on frail. She looked like she’d spent most of her life alternating between coffee and cigarettes with the bone density to show for it. There was no way she could have beaten Les to death, much less gotten the zip ties on.

      Nancy’s reaction of shock quickly turned into frustration and anger. She’d been using Les to get ahead in the newspaper game or to segway to something else. Maria was sure of it. She doubted Nancy had slept with Les. The woman looked too smart for something like that. But Maria was sure Nancy had put up with comments and stupid flirtation and condescension for the opportunity of getting to know Les’s contacts, and she had to be thinking all of those efforts had been wasted.

      Of the three of them, the only one who looked genuinely upset was Pedro. He sat down in a chair and didn’t say anything. Just stared up at the ceiling. 

      Then he looked at Maria and said, “But I just talked to him last night.”

      “What time was that?” Maria asked.

      “9:30 maybe?” Pedro said.

      “Kind of late for a phone call, isn’t it?” Maria said.

      “He wanted me to look something up in some tax records for a story he was working on,” Pedro said.

      “Look up tax records? Wasn’t bad enough that he wouldn’t do any of the work he was assigned, but he was also commandeering my other reporters for his special assignments,” Jessica said.

      “What tax records?” Maria said.

      “I don’t know. He started to tell me, and then he said he had the wrong notebook. The information was in his other notebook, and he’d call me back when he found it. But he never called me back,” Pedro said.

      “So he used notebooks? Not a laptop?” Maria said.

      “Oh no, he had a laptop. The newspaper bought him a new one every fucking year. I had to beg and plead for a computer for my personal assistant, but Les, whatever the hell he wanted,” Jessica said.

      “What about you, Nancy? Can you think of anyone I might want to look into?” Maria asked.

      “Why would I know anyone?” Nancy said.

      “His stories. Was there anyone who was really displeased with him? Or maybe about to be very displeased?” Maria said.

      “Other than you?” Nancy said.

      Maria ignored the question. Waited for her to give a non-asshole response.

      “I’ll look and see, but Les kept his biggest stories to himself. I didn’t even know about your story until after it was published,” Nancy said.

      “What about a workspace? Does he have a desk here with some papers I could maybe look through to see if there’s anything promising?” Maria said.

      “Les was too good to work in our humble offices,” Jessica said. She stood up and walked around the desk. Looked out at the meager newsroom of five reporters, not counting the two who were already in her office.

      “Les hardly came in here,” Nancy said.

      “But somehow we had the budget to pay office rent for Les above some liquor store. Where that money came from? No idea. We can’t afford a reporter to cover the planning commission or city council meetings, but we could pay Les’s office rent,” Jessica said.

      “Above a liquor store?” Maria said.

      “One of his friends has a liquor store. Les rented a room above the liquor store. Said the security in the liquor store was way better than the security in the newsroom, so he kept everything there,” Nancy said.

      “Where is this liquor store?” Maria asked.

      “None of us know,” Nancy said.

      “How can no one know?” Maria said.

      “He gave me a bill, and I paid him with a check made out to him,” Jessica said.

      “You all have to know something that can be helpful to this investigation. You’ve all worked with him for a while, haven’t you?” Maria said.

      “I’ll get everyone to look through their emails and text messages, but the reality is that Les kind of did his own thing around here,” Jessica said.

      “Ok, but while I certainly appreciate the importance of a free press-” Maria said but was cut off mid-sentence by Jessica.

      “Spare us the fake praise, Detective. The police do nothing but make our job more difficult. I was thrown off of a crime scene just last week while I was doing my job, and the police officer lied to my face, told me I wasn’t allowed to film. What exactly are you doing for training over there?” Nancy said.

      “There’s no camera to posture for here,” Maria said.

      Jessica snorted. “Got you on that one, didn’t she?”

      “But what I’m trying to say is that this is a homicide investigation, and anyone who holds back relevant information will be opening themselves up to charges of obstruction of justice,” Maria said.

      “How is that not a threat?” Nancy said.

      “You can take it however you want, but this is a serious case. If you saw the way the body had been left, you wouldn’t be giving me the runaround. Am I really supposed to believe that none of you know where his office is? Especially when you were reimbursing him for the rent,” Maria said.

      “I don’t know exactly where it is, but it isn’t above a liquor store,” Pedro said.

      He’d been silent for so long that the women had forgotten he was there, sitting against the wall.

      “He told everyone it was above a liquor store because he thought it sounded cool, but it’s actually above a massage parlor,” Pedro said.

      “Of course it is, that fucking scumbag,” Jessica said.

      “If you don't know where it is, how do you know it’s above a massage parlor?” Maria said.

      “Because one time we were on the phone, and he started laughing, and I asked why, and he said he was watching the head of Vice come out of a massage parlor. Which I thought weird because when he answered the phone, he told me he was in his office,” Pedro said.

      “So the logical conclusion is…” Nancy said.

      She didn’t finish the sentence. They all knew what the logical conclusion was.

      “I’m going to need everyone’s contact information,” Maria said.
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      Maria was relieved she wasn’t the only person who couldn’t stand Les, but she still thought the reporters were holding out on her. Getting them to open up would be difficult, though. She walked back to the car.

      Dunleavy was leaning against the side. He smiled at her. Asked how it went.

      She told him to call the techs and see if they had found keys in the apartment. 

      While he did that, she called Les’s ex-wife.

      “I need to ask you about the massage parlor situation. You said Les went to massage parlors. How did you know that?” Maria asked.

      “I followed him one day. He said he was going to his office. Instead, he drove to a massage parlor.”

      “What did he say when you confronted him about it?” 

      “He told me the newspaper was saving money by renting a place above the massage parlor. Yeah, right. Like I was going to believe that bullshit,” Cassie said.

      “Do you remember where the massage parlor was?” Maria asked.

      

      The techs had found keys at Les’s apartment, and Maria and Dunleavy swung back by the apartment to go get them before heading to the massage parlor, which was off of Paradise Road and Sahara and wedged in between a Starbucks and tattoo parlor. The massage parlor took up the entire ground floor, but in the back was a set of stairs that went up to a second-floor office. 

      “Is this legal?” Dunleavy said.

      “What? Using his keys to check out his office? Les is dead. There’s no one to complain about us going in there, and we’re just looking for hints at who to look at. We’ll actually develop a case with evidence later. This is just background information,” Maria said.

      “So it’s not strictly legal,” Dunleavy said.

      “Just stay here. If you hear shooting, come up. Otherwise, stay in the car,” Maria said.

      Dunleavy looked annoyed, but at least he’d stopped pouting. That was good enough for now.

      The stairs to the office were a little rickety, but serviceable. Maria found the right key on the third try. Inside was the motherlode of information.

      The office consisted of a desk, a chair, and a corkboard. The desk had two notebooks and a charger for a laptop. But no laptop anywhere in the office. The corkboard was what everyone imagined a police investigation looked like. Maria had never been big for laying everything out on the wall with photos and connections, but she also never worked organized crime, so solving conspiracies was never an issue. She always had a body and a collection of suspects, and she pressed on the details of each suspect until the guilty party was obvious. 

      Les had been up to something bigger.

      The corkboard was split into three sections with a picture of a different man at the top of each section. The leftmost section was dedicated to Dillon Mathers. The photo looked like a professional headshot. Dillon smiling, big white teeth, high cheekbones, close cropped but well-tended hair. He had on a long-sleeved dress shirt that was tailored to his physique. The guy definitely spent way too much time in the gym, but he wasn’t the ridiculously rounded bodybuilder type. He was the lean, sinewy look.

      Underneath his photo was a business card, DM Management. 

      Then an index card with the following set of initials, MA, BL, LC, and VV.

      The middle section had a photo of a man in a suit, microphone in his hand. Big smile. He was broad shouldered and looked ex-military. At least he had the buzz cut of a former soldier. The name on the photo said Patrick Miller.     

      Maria knew that name. She googled it to be sure, but Patrick Miller was running for governor of Nevada. He was still in the primary phase but was considered a favorite for the nomination. Whether or not he could beat the incumbent was an open question, but he was considered to have a good shot by people who paid a lot more attention to politics than Maria did. She considered voting a civic duty but never really felt like her vote meant much.

      Underneath the picture of Patrick were three index cards. The first card said BH Limited and had a phone number that began with a 305. The second card had three names: Milton Lewis, Joseph Nogales, and Walton Emerson. The third index card had five numbers. Each number was a total of eleven digits separated by dashes after the third, fifth, and eighth number.

      The third photo looked like it had been taken by Les, and the man in the photo was a plainclothes police officer, well built, longish wavy blonde hair and a badge hanging from his neck. Maria didn’t know the man by sight, but that didn’t mean much. Maria didn’t know nearly as many cops as she should. She’d show a picture of the man to Michael and see if he knew him. The cop’s name was Connor Schmidt. 

      Under the photo was a single index card with the name Esmeralda Alvarez and the date, August 12th. 

      Maria moved a little closer to the corkboard and saw that above each section on the border of the corkboard itself, a name had been written. Above the Dillon section, the name Pedro was written. Above the Patrick section, the name Les was written. Above the Connor section, the name Nancy was written.

      Those reporters had lied to her. They knew exactly what Les was investigating because he had split up the work among the three of them, but if what they’d said about never coming here was true, they didn’t know their names were written down.

      Maria opened one of the notebooks and found pages and pages of writing and doodles. There were names and more names, some companies, others individuals. There was a list of addresses, most of them in Phoenix but a few from Las Vegas. Maria couldn’t tell from what was written if it had anything at all to do with the material on the corkboard or if it was a completely different story.

      The second notebook was completely empty. She flipped through the pages and saw nothing but blank page after blank page. 

      Maria turned back to the corkboard and took pictures of each section. She had no idea if this had anything to do with Les’s death, but it seemed to be too much of a coincidence. She called down to Dunleavy and told him to go back to the newspaper office and to bring back Pedro and Nancy.

      “Who are they?” Dunleavy asked.

      “They’re two reporters who lied to me. Just tell them that there’s something we need their help with. If they ask questions, just tell them to shut up. But tell them to shut up politely and bring them here,” Maria said.

      “Will do,” Dunleavy hung up.

      Maria turned back to the corkboard. A cop, a politician, and a pretty boy. 

      What the hell did they all have in common?
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      By the time Dunleavy returned, Maria had figured out a bit. DM Management was Dillon Mathers’ company. He was an OnlyFans manager. The website for his company was professionally designed with video testimonials from models who swore Dillon had turned their profiles from money losing hobbies to money making businesses. 

      Maria’s first instinct was to see Dillon as a pimp, but she was trying to be less of a cynic. Maybe he really was empowering these women to make money selling their photos and videos online, but he was probably more of a leech. At least, that was what he was looking like the more and more she looked at his picture.

      Maria hadn’t been able to find out anything regarding the middle section. The company and the names didn’t register any Google hits, and Maria wasn’t looking forward to investigating a politician. When they weren’t lawyered up, they had wealthy interests getting the higher ups to push things off. Millie was already running interference for the rich and powerful. Maria didn’t want to think of what she’d do for an up-and-coming politician.

      The name and date under Connor’s name matched the identity of the victim of a hit-and-run accident at an intersection of Smoke Ranch Road and Expressions Drive. A fifteen-year-old girl was walking home when an SUV had taken the turn too fast and clipped her. The girl had flown twenty feet in the air and was killed on impact. The SUV had kept going and never been identified.

      Footsteps on the stairs let Maria know Dunleavy was back, and she opened the door and saw Pedro but no Nancy.

      “Nancy wasn’t in the office when I got there, and she’s not answering her phone,” Dunleavy said.

      “That’s fine. Go get us some coffee, will ya? I take mine black. What about you Pedro? Do you want some coffee?” 

      Pedro shook his head, no.

      Maria led him into the office and pointed at the corkboard.

      “Didn’t you tell me you had no idea what Les was working on?”

      “I was so in shock from finding out he’s dead I can barely remember what we said in that meeting,” Pedro said.

      “Pedro, stop lying to me,” Maria said.

      “I’m not lying,” Pedro said.

      “Then who the hell is Dillon Mathers and why are you investigating him?”

      The thing was, Les was the only person who knew the overarching goal of the story. Pedro didn’t even know if it was a real story or one of Les’s projects. That’s what Les called the stories he was hired to write as opposed to stories written for the Las Vegas Register. Though Pedro thought this project was being funded by someone other than the paper because he had been promised a bonus.

      “So, what were you doing?” Maria asked.

      “I was mostly following and investigating Dillon Mathers. He’s born and raised in Las Vegas. He went to Cimarron-Memorial High School, and he worked as a strip club bouncer and then switched over to being an OnlyFans manager,” Pedro said.

      “So he’s a pimp?”

      “I don’t think it works quite like that anymore. I’m sure there are women who have pimps who take all their money, but I got the impression that Dillon’s business was largely on the up and up. He was taking a percentage of their earnings, but he was actually providing a service,” Pedro said.

      “Why do you believe that?”

      “Because I interviewed a few of his clients, and they all raved about him,” Pedro said.

      “Why do I feel like there’s more to this story?” 

      “He did attend events, usually with at least two or three of his models with him.”

      “When you say events, you mean?” Maria said.

      “Sometimes they were political fundraisers. Sometimes they were charity events, and other times just concerts,” Pedro said.

      “There’s a reason why you’re telling me this that you haven’t gotten to yet,” Maria said.

      “Usually, he left those events alone.”

      “So he’s a pimp,” Maria said.

      “I hear pimp, and I think Fillmore Slim or some of the people from that old documentary. They seemed to be taking advantage of poor women. Almost enslaving them. The clients I spoke to didn’t seem to be being taken advantage of. They seemed to be much more in control,” Pedro said.

      “If you’re trying to justify your patronage of sex workers, you don’t have to justify yourself to me,” Maria said.

      Pedro grimaced.

      “That’s not what I meant,” Pedro said.

      “Have you spoken to Dillon?”

      “No, I just followed him for a week, more or less. Nights. A couple afternoons. And I dug into his finances as much as I could, but there wasn’t much to find because his company is private, and he’s a single owner,” Pedro said.

      “So why was Les so interested in him?”

      “I have no idea, and that’s the truth,” Pedro said.

      “Did you come across the other two men while you were following Dillon?” Maria asked.

      Pedro walked up to the chalkboard. Looked it over. Turned back around.

      “I didn’t see either of them. Though obviously I know both of them,” Pedro said.

      “What do you know?”

      “Do I really need to tell you who Patrick Miller is?” Pedro said.

      “I’m more interested in the other names under Patrick’s photo,” Maria said.

      “No idea about them. And the police officer, Connor, he was suspected of covering up the hit and run that killed the teenager,” Pedro said.

      “I hadn’t heard about that. What do you know?”

      “There was a witness who saw him with a Range Rover pulled over a few blocks from where the teenager was struck, and the car that killed her was a Ranger Rover. According to the witness, Connor had the car pulled over in the parking lot of a 24 hour car wash,” Pedro said.

      “So why are the three of them together on this board?”

      “Only Les knew,” Pedro said.

      “Call Nancy. I want to talk to her.”

      The call to Nancy went directly to voicemail.

      Dunleavy returned with the coffee, and Maria told him to call for a car to take Pedro to the station for a formal statement. 

      “What do you need a statement from me for? I don’t know anything,” Pedro said.

      Maria ignored him.

      “Dunleavy, I’m going to need the car, but I want you to get all this stuff here and pack it into boxes and bring it down to the station. We’re going to reassemble in a room later today, but until I get down to the station, I do not want any of it out of the boxes. And you tell no one what is inside those boxes, understood?” Maria said.

      Dunleavy smiled like a sixteen-year-old being handed the keys to the car. Real police work. Sort of.

      Maybe Maria should have found it endearing. Mostly, she just wanted to smack the look off of his face.
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      Maria hated to drive.

      She didn’t hate so much the driving as she hated the insane things other drivers did. Making right hand turns from the center lane. Slowing way down when confused instead of just pulling over to figure it out. Honking for no damn reason. 

      Maybe it wasn’t the driving that drove her nuts. Just people.

      She called Millie.

      “This must be good,” Millie said.

      “A cop’s name came up in the course of the investigation,” Maria said.

      “Fuck. You’ve already pissed off most of the obscenely rich people in this town. You piss me off regularly, and now you’re going to end up pissing off your fellow police officers. You’re going to be out of people to piss off, at least,” Millie said.

      “I can find someone new. Don’t doubt me,” Maria said.

      “What do you need?”

      “I need to know where this guy is so I can go have an off-the-record chat with him,” Maria said.

      “Send me the name and give me ten minutes,” Millie said.

      

      Connor couldn’t meet her where he was because they were doing surveillance and needed to keep a low profile, but Millie arranged a meeting with him a few blocks away in the parking lot of a Mariana’s. He was roughly six feet tall and obviously a gym rat. He looked just like the picture Les had taken of him. He was the type of person who could never work undercover. Everything about him screamed, COP!

      Maria stepped out of the car. Smiled at him.

      He shook her hand. Asked how he could be of assistance.

      “Did you know a Les Hilton?” Maria asked.

      Connor shook his head, no.

      “Tell me about the hit-and-run accident with the Range Rover,” Maria said.

      “That bullshit again? What the fuck? I thought this was a friendly conversation.”

      “It is a friendly conversation. That’s why we're in a parking lot and not an interrogation room. It’s also why I haven’t turned it over to IA,” Maria said.

      “I’m over here working an important case, frying my ass on a roof, and you pull me off over some slanderous bullshit I was cleared of. Are you serious right now?” Connor said.

      “Are you done? You get it all out, or do you need to rant some more?” Maria asked.

      Connor looked away. Shook his head.

      “I’m investigating a murder and the victim had your photo and name on a list, along with the date and name of the teenager who was killed in the hit and run. Now I’m coming to you unofficially to see what’s up. So what’s up?”

      “Nothing’s up.”

      “Did you pull over a Range Rover coming out of a car wash the night of the hit and run?” Maria asked.

      “I already answered all these questions for IA, and I’m not going to go through them again for you.”

      “Have you ever met or talked with a Nancy James?”

      Connor wrinkled his nose. For the first time in the whole conversation, he looked genuinely confused.

      “She’s a reporter who was assigned to look into you. Have you gotten any phone calls? Were your friends or co-workers approached?” Maria said.

      “No, nothing. Can you tell me what this is about?”

      Maria didn’t know how to play it, and she was desperately missing Michael because he was so good at this. Should she press him about Dillon Matthews and Patrick Miller, or should she hold back that information? She decided to hold back. She didn’t know enough about anything to really trip him up, and she’d come mostly just to gauge his reactions, and those reactions said guilty, but that could also just be cop reactions, never give up control, always maintain dominance. 

      Or what he was hiding on the hit and run could be something serious. 

      But what did it have to do with the other two men?

      “Where were you last night from nine at night until this morning?” Maria said.

      “You’re really asking me this question,” Connor said.

      Maria just looked at him, waiting for the answer.

      “We’re both cops, for christ’s sake.”

      “I’m well aware of what our employment is, and I’ve been more than understanding. Now I need an answer to my question,” Maria said.

      “I was home. Alone. All night,” Connor said.

      “Can anyone verify?”

      “I’m separated. I worked my ass off yesterday. Got off around seven pm. Went for a burger at the bar around the corner from my house and then I went home. I stayed there until the morning, when I woke up and came to work,” Connor said.

      “There are some bruises on your knuckles. Where did you get them?” Maria said.

      “I can’t believe you,” Connor said.

      “I’m asking obvious questions and giving you an opportunity to answer, Connor. What the hell is up with you being so prickly? Because you sure as shit are acting like a perp,” Maria said.

      “Prickly? You pulled me off of an important case to ask me these bullshit questions, and you want to know why I’m prickly? What the fuck?”

      “This is a homicide investigation, and avoiding the questions isn’t going to make the questions go away,” Maria said.

      “So we went from a conversation between two cops to a homicide investigation, huh? I’ll tell you what, any more questions, I’ll be answering with an attorney present. Have a nice day, Detective,” Connor said.

      Maria watched him drive off. He was hiding something, but she couldn’t be sure it had something to do with Les’s death. Physically, Connor was definitely capable of what happened to Les. She’d like to believe a cop wouldn’t do that, knock a man’s jaw clean off with a hammer, but she knew better. Human beings were capable of horrendous things. Even the ones people thought were the good guys.

      Still, she hoped it wasn’t Connor. 

      Millie wasn’t kidding about how Maria was running out of people to piss off.
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      At least she didn’t have to drive anymore.

      After the complete failure of her meeting with Connor, Maria went back to pick up Dunleavy. He’d succeeded in getting all the materials packed into a box and shipped over to the police station. Millie had reserved a room for them, and after Dunleavy dumped the box, she’d locked up the room.

      “I’m not sure the retelling needed to be that detailed,” Maria said.

      “I just wanted you to know that I did what I was supposed to do,” Dunleavy said.

      “Fair enough. Now you’re supposed to drive,” Maria said.

      “Anything interesting happen while I was packing?” Dunleavy asked.

      “Not anything you want to know about. Trust me on that one,” Maria said.

      “Where am I driving to?” Dunleavy asked.

      “That’s a good question. We’ll have to call Pedro to find out,” Maria said.

      According to Pedro, Dillon should be at the gym. So that’s where they went. There was an unease to Dunleavy as he drove. Maria tried to ignore it, but he seemed constantly on the edge of saying something, and it was driving her nuts and preventing her from thinking.

      “Spit it out,” Maria said.

      “I probably shouldn’t,” Dillon said.

      “Fine,” Maria said.

      Ten seconds later, Dunleavy explained Millie had given him the third degree about working with her and asked him pretty much everything she had done, and everything she had said.

      “I assume you told her everything,” Maria said.

      “She’s the sergeant,” Dunleavy said. He pulled to a stop in front of the gym. 

      “Yup, she is the sergeant. You stay here,” Maria said.

      “Are you going to make me stay in the car everywhere we go?” Dunleavy said.

      “You can’t tell Millie something you don’t know, and if you’re in the car, you don’t know anything,” Maria said.

      

      Dillon was easy to spot in the gym. He had on sweatpants that fit too well to have been bought at a box store, and one of those shirts that supposedly instantly dried the sweat as it oozed out of your pores. Maria figured the outfit to cost at least two hundred. The shoes were a brand that no one had ever heard of, but Maria knew about because Carla had begged for a pair the previous Christmas. They cost three hundred and twenty dollars. Maria had bought the shoes and told Carla to never tell her mother how much they cost. On his wrist was a G-Shock. Probably set him back three thousand dollars. Maria wasn’t a watch person. She couldn’t understand why anyone would spend that much money on something that was on your wrist, but her father had taught her to pay close attention to the clothes and jewelry of any suspects. Dillon had money, or at least wanted people to think that he did. He also had three men following him around from exercise to exercise. Dillon was obviously the alpha in his little pack. 

      Maria walked up, asked if he was Dillon Mathers.

      “Depends on who’s asking,” Dillon said.

      “The guy just walks around and women seek him out,” one of the gym bros surrounding Dillon said.

      “Am I representing a friend of yours? I generally don’t talk shop at the gym, but we can grab a smoothie once I’m done with my workout and talk. Just wait for me over by the entrance,” Dillon said.

      “Are you blind?” Maria said. She held up her badge, which was hanging around her neck.

      Dillon leaned forward. Squinted. He needed glasses but wasn’t wearing them.

      “Police? What do you want to talk to me for?” Dillon said. He seemed honestly confused.

      “Let’s go find somewhere to talk and now, not later,” Maria said.

      “But-”

      “I said now. Let’s go,” Maria said.

      

      They went outside and stood in the parking lot. Dillon raised his hand to shade his eyes from the sun, and on his knuckles, just like Connor, were bruises and cuts. The killing suggested more than one person because someone had to keep a gun on Les while another person was tying him with the zipties, and it seemed a bit too much of a coincidence that two of the men from Les’s corkboard had wounds on their hands. 

      “So look, this is just a preliminary discussion. Your name came up as connected to a victim,” Maria said.

      “What victim?” Dillon said.

      “I think you know the answer to that question,” Maria said.

      “I wish I actually did, so I could finish this conversation more quickly, but I ain’t got a clue, so why don’t you fill me in?” Dillon said.

      “Can you let me know where you were last night?” Maria asked.

      “I’ll be happy to if you’ll let me know what the hell is going on,” Dillon said.

      “How did you get those cuts on your hands?” Maria asked.

      Dillon looked at his hands. Looked back at Maria. Didn’t say anything.

      Maria let the silence sit there. 

      “Are we going to sit here looking longingly into each other’s eyes or do you have something else to ask me?” Dillon said.

      “I just asked you what happened to your hands. I’m waiting on an explanation,” Maria said.

      “I was at a bar. Someone said something rude to a woman. I scrapped with the guy.”

      “What bar?” Maria said.

      “Don’t even remember the name of the joint, to be honest. Some dump with pool tables on the east side of town.”

      “Anyone else with you that can confirm?” Maria said.

      “The woman split. Didn’t even thank me. The guy whose ass I kicked, well, we didn’t exactly exchange numbers. I was just in there to have a beer and to play some pool, but I didn’t even get to play because they kicked me out,” Dillon said.

      “So your story is you got in a fight in some nameless bar where you were defending an unknown woman from some asshole,” Maria said.

      “It’s a pretty normal night out for me, to be honest,” Dillon said.

      “Ok, around what time was the bar fight?” Maria asked.

      “Am I suspected of a crime?” Dillon said.

      “I don’t know. I’m trying to figure that out,” Maria said.

      “A wise man told me once that if the police come asking questions, you best get an attorney,” Dillon said.

      “That depends if you’re guilty or not. If you haven’t done anything wrong, you have nothing to worry about,” Maria said.

      “Same wise man told me to run the minute a cop told me that. Am I under arrest?”

      “No,” Maria said.

      “Why don’t you give me your business card, and I’ll have my attorney contact you, and we can do this together with him,” Dillon said.

      “It’s always best to just talk to me directly, so I can cross you off the list. I’m just trying to figure out who’s a suspect and who isn’t,” Maria said.

      “So am I going to get that card or am I just going to stand here mute until you get tired of talking to me?” Dillon said.

      “At least tell me, after the bar fight, did you go home or were you out bar hopping at other places?”

      “I went home, licked my wounds in peace, and went to sleep,” Dillon said.

      “Can anyone confirm that?” Maria said.

      “Unfortunately, it was one of the few nights in the last few months that I was home alone. If I had known I would need an alibi, I would have answered one of my texts,” Dillon said.
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      Patrick Miller seemed right out of central booking. 

      He had been born and raised in Reno, NV, was an Eagle scout, and received a full ride scholarship to Stanford where majored in chemistry. He graduated a few months after 9/11, and instead of pursuing a career in the private sector, he enlisted and became a Navy Seal sniper. Patrick Miller didn’t brag about his service, though. He spoke about the military as a necessary evil, but one that should be used only as a last resort. One video Maria watched showed Patrick getting visibly emotional about eighteen-year-olds being sent over to fight in a foreign land for suspect reasons.

      Most of the commentary on Patrick was either overly fawning or unreasonable criticisms. Maria wondered if all political press was like that. She never read or watched any of this stuff. Carla paid a lot more attention than she did, and if all the writing was as shallow as what Maria was looking at now, maybe it was best if Carla stopped paying attention. 

      The only truly specific criticism Maria read claimed Patrick was in so tight with property developers who were financing his campaign that a Miller administration might recklessly manage the water supply. In most of the United States, water was taken for granted, but not in the Southwest. If Arizona, New Mexico, and Nevada weren’t in the same country, they’d have surely gone to war over water access a decade ago.

      Dunleavy pulled into a shopping center anchored by a Whole Foods. He pointed to the right, where the Miller campaign headquarters had rented space right next to the military recruiters.

      “I know, I know, stay in the car,” Dunleavy said.

      “Who was the first person I went to go interview?” Maria asked.

      “Some cop named Connor.”

      “And what would people have been saying about you if you had been in that interview with me?” Maria asked.

      Dunleavy didn’t answer. He was basically a rookie chauffeur, but if word got around, he was interrogating other cops, well, his day-to-day work life would be difficult. Beyond difficult, really. Nobody would have wanted to partner with him, and maybe someone would back him up if he had problems in the street. Maybe they wouldn’t have.

      “By sending you off to deal with other things, I was protecting you. And now, I’m about to go confront a political candidate who not only has a sterling reputation but also has the backing of most of the money in Las Vegas. That something you really want to be a part of?” Maria said.

      “I just want to do the job and do it right,” Dunleavy said.

      “Someday, when you have years of experience and a reputation to fall back on, you can. Right now, trust me when I say this case is a career killer and with your recent history, the best place for you to be is in the car,” Maria said.

      

      The campaign headquarters was a large open space full of desks and conference tables and little to no walls. The people milling around looked to mostly be in their early twenties, but a few of them could have been in their thirties. Everyone in the room was white. On the far side of the room was an office with glass windows. Sitting behind a desk was the candidate, speaking with two women and a man.

      A young woman walked up and asked Maria if she was here to volunteer.

      Maria flashed her badge. Said she’d like to speak with Patrick Miller.

      “Can I ask what this is about?” the woman asked.

      “No, you may not,” Maria said.

      The woman walked across the room and knocked on the door to the back office. The four of them made her wait before opening the door and letting her in. As she explained who Maria was and why she was here, all four of the people in the office looked through the glass wall across the room at Maria. They talked amongst themselves for a few seconds, and then the young woman came back. Ushered Maria to a room against the opposite wall. 

      “Just wait here, and they’ll be right with you.”

      

      The office had a table, four chairs, and a whiteboard. Other than Maria and the furniture, the room was completely empty. She walked across the room and stood against the wall and watched a woman and a man walk towards her. They had been in the room with Patrick Miller. 

      The candidate himself wasn’t with them.

      The woman, Helen Perkins, was almost six feet tall in heels. She had the assured nature of all experienced managers, inspiring both confidence and fear in employees. She had a full head of long brown hair with streaks of gray, and Maria had the sense she planned everything about her appearance to achieve maximum effect. She wasn’t a beautiful woman in the traditional idea of the word, but she was an imposing woman.

      The man was named Nick Porter. He was a little over five and a half feet tall. Glasses and closely cropped brown hair. He was wearing business slacks, and a sharply creased button-down shirt. 

      “So what scumbag sent you to muck Patrick Miller’s name up?” Helen said.

      Maria laughed. 

      “Why would you think some scumbag sent me here?” Maria asked.

      “What other reason could a police officer have to come here?” Helen said.

      “I’m here on a homicide investigation,” Maria said.

      “Well, Patrick surely didn’t kill anyone. Now, if you don’t mind, we’re all terribly busy,” Helen said.

      “I’m going to need to hear that from Mr. Miller,” Maria said.

      “You’d love that, wouldn’t you? Do you have a reporter outside waiting to take pictures so you can drag him through the mud over some made up bullshit?” Helen said.

      “What Helen means to say-” Nick started, but Helen wouldn’t even let him finish.

      “She understands good and damn well what I mean to say,” Helen said.

      “It’s a tense time, Detective. There’s a debate coming up in a couple of days, and people are just now starting to pay attention, and if it gets out that a police detective was here questioning Patrick, no one will care that it was nothing,” Nick said.

      “I need to know where he was last night,” Maria said.

      “He was at a fundraiser until almost midnight, and then he went home,” Helen said.

      “I need him to tell me,” Maria said.

      “What part of you’re not speaking with Patrick, do you not understand?” Helen said.

      “Mam, this is a homicide investigation. This isn’t a speeding ticket or drunk driving. This is a serious crime, and I need to speak with him and him only. I’m sorry if the timing is difficult, but I investigate dead bodies when they show up, not according to political schedules,” Maria said.

      “It’s like talking to a fucking wall,” Helen said.

      “Look, we can make Patrick available at a different time and a different location with his legal counsel present, but you can’t speak to him here in front of all these people with no warning. It’ll be all over social media within an hour, and we just can’t have that,” Nick said.

      “I’m going to need your contact information, so I can set up the meeting. But bringing him down to the station isn’t going to be any less of a circus,” Maria said.

      “Of course he’s not going into the station,” Helen said.

      “We’ll set it up at the lawyer’s office for tomorrow morning,” Nick said.

      “Fine. Where was the fundraiser last night?”

      “At a private residence,” Helen said.

      “Well, get them to privately contact me,” Maria said.

      When Maria walked out of the office and looked around the headquarters, the candidate was nowhere to be found. 

      

      Back in the car, Dunleavy asked her how it went.

      “Could have gone worse, I guess,” Maria said.

      “You must have put a scare in them good because someone came running out and jumped in a black SUV with tinted windows and did a loop around the building,” Dunleavy said.

      “Too bad we don’t know who was in the SUV,” Maria said.

      “I might have pulled around and stepped out to look around the corner,” Dunleavy said.

      “And?”

      “Patrick Miller practically ran into that SUV,” Dunleavy said.

      “No shit,” Maria said.

      “Where to now?” Dunleavy asked.

      “Back to the station to drop you off. You’re done for the day,” Maria said.

      

      When Helen and Nick walked back into the office, Wanda Miller looked up at them from behind the desk and asked, “How bad is it?”

      “Can’t be anything serious. It’s a homicide detective,” Helen said.

      “How can that not be serious?” Wanda said.

      “Because Patrick obviously hasn’t been off killing people. He’s practically sleepwalking when we drop him off from talking to people for fifteen hours a day,” Helen said.

      “In fairness, those fundraisers would drive anyone to murder,” Nick said.

      “Maybe now isn’t the time to be flippant,” Wanda said.

      “But what else would I be?” Nick said.

      “I’m still waiting for someone to tell me what that police officer wanted,” Wanda said.

      “She wouldn’t tell us. She’ll only speak to Patrick. We told her we’d set up a meeting with him and his attorneys tomorrow morning,” Helen said.

      “Fine, call the attorneys, but Patrick isn’t going, so don’t even bother to put it on his schedule. I’ll explain what happened to him,” Wanda said.

      “She seemed pretty determined to speak directly to Patrick,” Helen said.

      “I don’t give a shit what she wants. Now where are we at with debate preparation?” Wanda said.
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      Michael had spent over a week in the hospital.

      The bulletproof vest had stopped two of the three bullets that had hit him from passing through. The third had gone into his stomach. The surgeons had operated on him twice. The vest may have not stopped the bullet, but it had at least slowed the bullet enough that it hadn’t torn through his stomach and gone out his back, destroying organs along the way. Michael had been telling anyone who would listen that his abdominal muscles were what really saved him. 

      When Maria arrived at his house, he was sitting on a couch, watching television.

      “You got that look,” Michael said.

      “What look?” Maria said.

      Michael made his ‘Maria face,’ which meant looking like he had indigestion while holding in a crap.

      “I don’t look like that,” Maria said.

      “Go take a look in the mirror. I’ll wait,” Michael said.

      “When’s your next doctor’s visit?” Maria said.

      “That desperate for me to come back,” Michael said.

      “More or less.”

      “Who they got you partnering with?” Michael said.

      “No one. I’m working alone. Well, not alone, I have Dunleavy driving and doing grunt work.”

      “Dunleavy? Mr. Shouldn’t Be a Cop Dunleavy? My how things change. A guy gets shot and Ms. Ice Cold Veins Varela gets a heart,” Michael said.

      “Ice cold veins? Does that even make sense?”

      “I’m on pain pills. Working impaired here,” Michael said.

      Maria sat down in a chair and looked over at Michael. He had a big bandage around his stomach, more to keep pressure on it while his body healed than for anything else. He looked better than he’d looked in the hospital, but he’d lost weight. 

      More importantly, how was his soul?

      “What’s your timeline?” Maria said.

      “I can probably go back to a desk job within a few weeks. It’ll take some time to get my strength back, so I’ll feel comfortable in the street.”

      “You thought about taking your medal and going to work for a casino?” Maria said.

      “Every day,” Michael said.

      “And?”

      “You’d be lost without me. Speaking of which, I think there’s probably a reason you’re here. You were just here checking on me yesterday evening, and it’s mid-afternoon, which means you’re still working. So what’s up?” Michael said.

      Maria told him about the case and what she’d learned so far.

      “Aw man, not a cop,” Michael said.

      “I know, right,” Maria said.

      “Is it possible that all three of them are in on it together?” Michael said.

      “Maybe. I don’t know,” Maria said.

      “So, what’s your next move going to be?”

      “Talk to you. See if you had any big ideas,” Maria said.

      “What type of car does the OnlyFans manager have?”

      Maria didn’t know, so they checked out his Instagram account. Dillon drove a gold Lamborghini Urus. 

      “Those cars are like a quarter million. How much money is he making being an OnlyFans manager?” Maria said.

      “Our dearly departed Slate had some fancy cars that he was leasing. Maybe Dillon is doing the same,” Michael said.

      “So, why are we checking the car?”

      “Because if he has a fancy car, the gas station attendants are more than likely to remember him, and if he went out that night, since the miles per gallon are shit on these cars, he probably would have gassed up,” Michael said.

      “At the very least, if I do a canvas near his house, I should be able to find someone who knows the car, and maybe they saw him last night,” Maria said.

      “The car is gold. If he was out and about, someone was going to see it,” Michael said.

      “And if I can find someone who says he was lying about being at home, I can get a warrant for his cellphone data and see if he was in the vicinity of Les,” Maria said.

      “Might even get a warrant for the GPS on his car,” Michael said.

      “That’ll take too long. What else am I missing?”

      “Are you going to go talk to Tom?”

      Maria wrinkled her nose.

      “Who?”

      “Clint’s attorney, the one we jammed up on the traffic stop,” Michael said.

      “Why would I…” Maria didn’t even finish the sentence. Tom was Clint’s point man for hiring Les, and Tom might know other people who had hired Les to write articles, so Tom might have a good idea of people who had an ax to grind with Les. People Maria hadn’t even considered.

      “Not sure if he’ll talk to you,” Michael said.

      “Yeah, me either, but I’ll give it a shot,” Maria said.

      “Did you go through Les’s articles? We’re assuming the killer is related to what he’s working on now, but the murder is vicious. Vengeful. Might be something from the past,” Michael said.

      “Well, if you’re not so high on painkillers, maybe you could go through them and see if anything is promising,” Maria said.

      “Guy can’t even get shot without you putting him to work,” Michael said.

      “Like you said, I’m lost without you,” Maria said.

      “How’s Dunleavy doing?” Michael said.

      “He doesn’t crash when he drives. He butted into an interrogation, so I made him stay in the car for the rest of the day. At first he was all mopey, but he got over it. And if I’m being fair, he at least asked a halfway decent question just in the wrong way at the wrong time,” Maria said.

      “Just between you and me, why did you snatch Dunleavy from purgatory?”

      “He’s big. Probably shoots better than you, and if he takes one in the stomach, I won’t feel so bad,” Maria said.

      “Sure you will. You have an overdeveloped sense of responsibility. It’s why you’re so good at your job,” Michael said.

      “I need to reverse some of that development,” Maria said.

      “Having trouble sleeping?”

      Maria didn’t answer. They both knew she was sleeping like shit. Everyone, including Michael, could tell her over and over that his being shot wasn’t her fault, but she wasn’t going to believe them. 

      “I’m ok. And I’ll be back in that car driving while you sit in the passenger seat with your resting bitch face scowling at the world before you know it,” Michael said.

      “It’s ok, you know? If you want to go work at a casino. I won’t blame you. You took one bullet. You don’t need to take anymore,” Maria said.

      “Technically, I took three bullets. Well, the Kevlar took two, and I took one, and when I hang them up, you’ll be the first to know, but it’ll be because I want to do something else. Not because I’m scared.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

      

    

    
      Tom’s Porsche 911 was outside his office. 

      Maria parked and checked her watch. Almost five-thirty. Tom was working late. She stepped out of the car and headed toward the front door. Her phone buzzed. Millie.

      “Any other developments before I go home for the day?” Millie said.

      Maria thought about telling her to go ask Dunleavy since she was interrogating him about everything she did, but that would put Dunleavy in a bad spot, so she held her tongue.

      “So far, not much to report. I’m waiting for the crime scene report and the ME report.”

      “What do you think?” Millie said.

      “I think Les really pissed someone off. The problem is, he was an expert at pissing people off.”

      “I spoke with Connor’s sergeant. Says he’s a worker. Makes arrests. No civilian complaints. Everything by the book, which isn’t so easy when a cop is dealing with gangs,” Millie said.

      “There’s something there. I’m hoping it’s just prickliness over something in his past.”

      “The hit and run?” Millie said.

      “So you heard about that?” Maria said.

      “Hasn’t everyone?”

      “Apparently not me, so fill me in on what the rumor is,” Maria said.

      “The rumor is that the driver of the vehicle was George Powell’s mistress. Well, at least one of them, and apparently one of his favorites,” Millie said.

      “Fuck, well I can’t exactly go ask George,” Maria said.

      “Yeah, he’s still trying to get you fired over his son’s death,” Millie said.

      Tom walked out of the office doors and headed for his car.

      “I got to let you go,” Maria said.

      Tom was halfway to the car when he saw Maria walking up. 

      “What the hell do you want?” Tom said.

      “Is that anyway to treat an old friend?”

      “I’m late. So make it quick,” Tom said.

      “Your buddy Les ran into a hammer and lost his jaw. Now I’m trying to figure out who might have had a grudge against him,” Maria said.

      “Les? Drawing a blank,” Tom said.

      Maria started to get pissed. She didn’t have time for this, and she didn’t like Tom as it was.

      “The reporter you had write a story about me,” Maria said.

      “I don’t recall that,” Tom said.

      “I don’t care about ancient history, Tom. I just want to know who might have it out for Les, and I think maybe you might know some things about Les, since you were the contact person between him and Clint,” Maria said.

      “I have no recollection of being a contact-” Tom started to deny, but Maria cut him off before he could get up his lawyerly head of steam.

      “I don’t have time for this. I don’t care what you did or didn’t do, unless you killed him, and to be honest, Tom, you’re more of a poison or hire a killer kind of guy. I don’t really see you working over anyone with a hammer. So, I don’t have you down as a suspect in this case,” Maria said.

      “Fantastic, then we don’t have any reason to be talking.” Tom reached for the door handle of his Porsche.

      “Something interesting about you is that no one really knows who you are. Isn’t that right?”

      “The people who need to know, know,” Tom said.

      “That’s right, and your anonymity is an advantage for you, isn’t it? But if it came out that you were a go between for Les and whoever was paying him for his articles, and now you were refusing to answer questions, everyone would know who you were,” Maria said.

      Tom laughed.

      “Really? That’s the best threat you have.”

      “The thing is, Les is a reporter, and there are a bunch of reporters angry and scared right now, and if someone were to let your name slip, it’d be all over the place before sunrise tomorrow,” Maria said.

      “Idle speculation. Borderline slander. All the articles would be down by noon,” Tom said.

      “Maybe, but just the questions being asked would make you radioactive, wouldn’t they?”

      Tom took his door off the handle. 

      Maria had hit the sweet spot.

      “What do you want?” Tom said.

      “Was Les working on a story for you?” Maria said.

      “Les never-”

      “Yes, yes, I know, you didn’t have anything personally to do with Les’s stories, but let’s say hypothetically, just hypothetically, if Les was working on a story that he was being paid for, could you have hypothetically pointed him in the direction of where to look?” Maria said.

      “I haven’t spoken to Les since he wrote the article about you,” Tom said.

      “Have you heard about anyone else using Les to write stories?” Maria asked.

      “There are a few attorneys I know of who were acquainted with Les, but as far as I know, none of them had spoken to him recently.”

      “Could you double check?” Maria said.

      “What am I going to get out of this exchange? Because a traffic stop isn’t going to cut it this time,” Tom said.

      “I take it the thrill of helping put a murderer behind bars isn’t enough,” Maria said.

      Tom smirked.

      “What do you want?” Maria said.

      “One get out of jail free card, to be used whenever I want,” Tom said.

      “I can’t promise that,” Maria said.

      “It won’t be used for anything more serious than a DUI,” Tom said.

      “Nothing violent. Nothing related to narcotics trafficking,” Maria said.

      “DUI. Maybe some small possession, but nothing serious,” Tom said.

      “Deal,” Maria said.

      “Let me make some calls and I’ll get back to you,” Tom said.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

      

    

    
      Dillon lived in a development across the street from Queenridge. Like most of Vegas, the newer developments were largely identical sand-colored houses crammed onto miniature lots. But everyone had a garage, and if a guy had a Lambo, he definitely wanted a garage. 

      She drove by the house and saw Dillon’s Gold Lambo Urus in the driveway. The car shone in the late afternoon sunlight. The house itself wasn’t anything amazing, probably bought while he was still a bouncer at a strip club. 

      Was Dillon saving up for something bigger or was the Lambo a mirage?

      The license plate said HUSTL because, of course, it did.

      The closest gas stations to Dillon’s house were on Charleston, and if Dillon was going to drive from his house to Les’s house, he would have taken Charleston due east until heading north at Rainbow. At least that’s what would have made sense, so Maria headed east and stopped at every gas station she saw. None of the clerks had ever seen Dillon’s car, and they were all on four to midnight shifts, so they would have seen him if he’d gone out in the car the night before. 

      Maria headed back towards Dillon’s house and went west. Charleston ran into the 215 less than a mile past Dillon’s development, and in theory, he could have taken the 215 over to the Summerlin Parkway and headed to Les’s that way. Late at night, it would have been out of the way, but maybe he was in the habit of avoiding the side streets.

      Maria stopped at a Chevron that was positioned at the front corner of a shopping center anchored by a Smith’s and a Chase bank. She got out of her car and looked around. The pumps were a little far away from the gas station convenience store, and if Dillon had gassed up here, he could have paid with a card and never been noticed by the attendants. She didn’t have probable cause to go into his bank records.

      But the gas station did have wall mounted cameras facing the pumps.

      Maria walked inside. The woman behind the counter squinted at her when she showed her badge.

      “I didn’t see nothing. Whatever it was,” the woman said.

      “I don’t need you to identify anyone involved in a crime, mam,” Maria said.

      “I’m just saying. I don’t know nothing,” the woman said.

      “I don’t doubt that, but have you seen this car?” Maria said.

      The woman didn’t even look at the picture.

      “I mean, a lot of cars like that in and out all day,” the woman said. 

      “It’s a gold Lamborghini SUV. I doubt they’re in and out all day long,” Maria said.

      “That car was in here last night,” a man said.

      Maria turned around and saw an older man, gray-haired, standing in an aisle. He had an open cardboard box of potato chips. 

      “Why you gotta run your mouth, Felipe?” the woman behind the counter said.

      Maria turned around. Eyed the woman.

      “Ok, now you’re starting to piss me off.”

      

      Felipe had seen Dillon’s Lamborghini parked in front of the gas station when he took out the trash. The car wasn’t getting gas, just parked in front of the building. He didn’t know how long the car was there for, but at least ten minutes, maybe longer.

      “Who has access to the cameras?” Maria asked.

      “You’re going to need a court order for that,” the woman said.

      “Are you a manager?” Maria said.

      She wasn’t a manager, and the manager was very helpful when Maria got him on the phone. It took him about a half hour to show up and take Maria into a back office where the cameras were hooked up to a hard drive and a bank of televisions.

      Dillon had arrived at 10:43 pm and parked in front of the gas station for eighteen minutes. At 11:01 pm, a gray Honda Accord pulled up, and Connor Schmidt stepped out of the car and walked up to the window of Dillon’s car. The two spoke for a few seconds and then Connor pulled off, with Dillon following behind him.

      Both of them were lying about being at home.

      “Shit,” Maria said.

      “That guy do something bad?” the manager said.

      “I don’t know. I’m going to need copies of those tapes,” Maria said.

      

      When she was back in her car and heading home, Maria called Michael. Told him about what she had seen on the tape.

      “You said they both have wounds on their hands, right?” Michael said.

      “Yup,” Maria said.

      “Had to be a cop, huh?” Michael said.

      “I’d like to know how the two of them are connected,” Maria said.

      “You have enough to get their phone data. They lied about alibis. They have wounds on their hands. The telephone data will either clear or incriminate them,” Michael said.

      “You think Millie will back me on this?” Maria said.

      “When has Millie ever not backed you?” Michael said.

      Maria laughed out loud. Having such a shit relationship with her sergeant should have her down, but Michael’s timing had been perfect.

      “Should I go by and see the cop? Give him a chance to explain himself,” Maria said.

      “You already did that, and he didn’t take it. He lawyered up, so just do it through regular channels,” Michael said.

      “If a cop is involved, IA is going to get involved, and then everything is going to go to shit,” Maria said.

      “Solve it fast then, before they get a chance,” Michael said.
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      Maria’s mother opened the front door for her and gave her a hug. Stood back and eyed her. 

      “You look terrible,” her mother said.

      “Thanks, so nice to see you too,” Maria said.

      Her mother spun on her heel and headed for the kitchen where Carla and Naomi were waiting.

      “mija, I’m going to give you a recipe for machaca. She needs protein, and she doesn’t like steak, so you’ll need to feed her some pork,” her mother said.

      “Machaca?” Carla said.

      “I don’t want machaca,” Maria said.

      “I don’t care what you want. You’re so white you look like a ghost. And you’re losing too much weight. How are you supposed to raise a child if you can’t even take care of yourself?” her mother said.

      “I’m fine,” Maria said.

      “Ay si, yo no sé nada, todo lo que digo es mentira,” her mother said.

      Naomi laughed. “You do look a little skinny.”

      Carla turned. Really looked Maria over from top to bottom.

      “I feel like a piece of meat,” Maria said.

      “I guess she’s kind of right. Machaca it is,” Carla said.

      “I don’t want any machaca,” Maria said.

      But the three of them ignored her and started talking about machaca and how to make it. Naomi went into the cupboard and came out with a bag of Takis. Handed Maria the bag.

      “Do you want a soda?” Naomi asked.

      Maria gave up. She sat down at the island and ate some Takis and let Naomi serve her a coke in a glass. The three of them were laughing about something from lunch the previous day. Apparently, the waiter had been enamored with Naomi, and Carla and her mother were teasing Naomi about him. 

      “I don’t date white boys,” Naomi said.

      “You seemed all about the vanilla whenever that waiter was around,” Carla said.

      Maria had been so busy with work that she hadn’t even realized how close her mother and her girlfriend had gotten. That relationship between them was something Maria had wanted for years, and now that the two of them were clearly getting along, Maria felt a twinge of jealousy.

      She knew it was ridiculous. But there it was. 

      “Have you decided the sex of the baby?” Naomi asked.

      “We still haven’t decided if we’re doing IVF or IUI,” Carla said.

      “I don’t like the test tube one,” her mother said.

      “But we’d get to pick the sex of the baby that way,” Maria said.

      “Some things should be a surprise,” her mother said.

      “What’s the other option?” Naomi said.

      “They squirt sperm into me and let the insemination happen more or less naturally,” Carla said.

      “They prepare the sperm so it's more likely to reach her eggs, and the implantation is closer, but basically what she said,” Maria said.

      “Then you wait and see if you get pregnant?” Naomi said.

      “That’s the way it should be done. As close as possible as how god intended,” her mother said.

      “Getting pious in your old age,” Maria said.

      “I’m not that old,” her mother said.

      “Sure, sure, sure, spring chicken you are,” Maria said.

      When Maria and Carla got home, Carla told Maria she agreed with her mother.

      “I’d like to make it as natural as possible, and finding out the sex of the baby should be a surprise. We can have a gender reveal party, post photos to social media. It’ll be a great memory to have,” Carla said.

      “I thought we wanted a boy,” Maria said.

      “You want a boy. Your mother would go nuts over a boy. I want whatever the universe gives us,” Carla said.

      “Just don’t call it the universe in front of my mother. Naomi told me she’d started going to church,” Maria said.

      “The woman lost her husband and her son in what, a week? Can you blame her?” Carla said.

      “So you really want to try it the easy way first?” Maria said.

      “IVF is expensive. Yes, your insurance covers a lot, but we’ll still have to come out of pocket. The IUI is much simpler and cheaper. It might take a few tries for it to be successful, but we also won’t be micromanaging the process. I think the idea of a surprise is good,” Carla said.

      “A surprise it is. What are our next steps?” Maria said.

      Carla pulled up some information on her phone and laid out the next steps. The next appointment. How to select the donor, but Maria’s mind was already wandering back to her case. She tried to focus as best she could, nodded at all the right times, agreed with what Carla had to say, but inside she was stewing over catching Connor and Dillon lying and wondering how it all tied in with Les.
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      The next morning, Dunleavy was waiting for her in the parking lot at the station. 

      He looked nervous, and when she stepped out of the car, he said, “I have something to tell you, but I don’t want you to be mad.”

      “Fuck, Dunleavy, what did you do?” Maria said.

      

      What Dunleavy had done was actually kind of brilliant, and Maria was kicking herself for not thinking of it first. He had gone on to Instagram and looked for photos from Patrick Miller’s fundraiser. Then he had called the campaign office pretending to be one of the people from the photos. He told the person at the office he had enjoyed the fundraiser immensely because the food was so good, and he wanted to know who the caterers were. 

      After finding that out, he went by the catering office and asked to speak with the people who worked the party the night before. The manager at first had been standoffish, but Dunleavy pressed, maybe a little too hard, but whatever it worked, and he went home with a list of phone numbers. The tenth person he talked to was a bartender who was sneaking a cigarette out back at ten pm. 

      Why was ten pm important? 

      That was the time when Patrick Miller got into his black SUV and drove off.

      “What the hell is going on? I mean, everyone, everyone is lying on this case,” Maria said.

      “Isn’t that the way it normally is?” Dunleavy said.

      “Normally, you get one person telling the truth,” Maria said.

      “So did I do good?” Dunleavy said.

      “I might let you leave the car today. Just don’t get too full of yourself yet,” Maria said.

      

      Millie didn’t like any part of this case. 

      “The whole thing has career killer written all over it,” Millie said.

      “Oh, I’m sure you can figure out a way to turn it to your advantage,” Maria said.

      “That wasn’t meant as a compliment, but I’ll take it as one. I assume there is something you want, and that’s why you came to tell me all this terrible news,” Millie said.

      “I want warrants for the phone data. See where people were at specific times. See if they talked to each other. The usual,” Maria said.

      “What’s your probable cause on Patrick Miller?”

      “He lied about his alibi and was on the board at Les’s office,” Maria said.

      “Connor and Dillon, fine. Wounds on their hands. Lying about alibis. Seen together on tape shortly before the murder and being on the board. All that works. But Patrick Miller, we don’t have any wounds on the hands that we know of, do we? You never spoke to him. His campaign manager might have lied, but Patrick Miller did not. So where’s the probable cause to investigate a politician seeking office? I mean, they have a debate in a few days. There’s no judge that will approve that on such flimsy evidence,” Millie said.

      “I just want to see where he was. If there’s nothing there, it’ll die, and I won’t even question him. But they are definitely hiding something,” Maria said.

      “Could have nothing to do with the race. He could have been getting a blow job from a staffer or playing in a high stakes poker game, or who knows what else. The thing is, we need something better to get into his data, so go talk to him and don’t let them blow you off this time,” Millie said.

      Maria couldn’t decide what was worse. Getting told no or having to admit that Millie was right.

      “You’ll get me the other two, though,” Maria said.

      “As soon as you are out of the office, I’ll get the judge on the phone. I’ll send you everything as soon as the judge approves the request. Should be about an hour,” Millie said.

      Maria stood to go.

      “You ever wonder how your dad caught so many people before cellphone data, cameras, and fast tracking of search warrants?” Millie said.

      “He talked to people and listened to what they said.”

      “Would it be that easy for all of us?” Millie said.

      

      Maria’s phone buzzed. A local Vegas number she’d never seen before. The caller was Ashton Harper. He worked for the Miller campaign as an attorney and understood that Maria had questions.

      “I don’t have any questions for you. I need to speak with Patrick Miller,” Maria said.

      “He’s very busy right now and can’t be made available, but I’m happy to answer any questions you might have,” Ashton said.

      “I’m sure you are. Look, you sound like a reasonable person. I don’t currently suspect Patrick Miller of a crime, but the lack of cooperation is starting to make my suspicious side come out. I’m happy to meet you and Patrick Miller anywhere that is convenient for him, but I need to speak with him,” Maria said.

      “What exactly is this pertaining to?”

      “A homicide investigation,” Maria said.

      “I can assure you that Patrick Miller hasn’t been involved in any murders,” Ashton said.

      “Fantastic. Then he can tell me that and answer a few questions, and I’ll be on my way.”

      “He’s very busy. It’ll have to wait at least a week,” Ashton said.

      “You can go that route, I guess, but I can’t promise that rumors won’t spread about his unwillingness to meet with the police,” Maria said.

      “Are you threatening to leak information about an ongoing investigation?”

      “I’m not threatening anything. I don’t even talk to reporters. But there’s a lot of cops in this department, and I can’t vouch for them, but if I can meet with him and clear him, then I can come back here and tell everyone within earshot that he had nothing to do with it, and then we won’t have to worry about damaging rumors. Especially with the debate coming up. I mean, imagine if they actually asked about his unwillingness to meet with police in the middle of a debate. Not sure how that would go over with the law-abiding people of Clark county,” Maria said.

      “I should be furious, but I admire how well you played that conversation,” Ashton said.

      “Seriously, I don’t suspect him of being guilty, but his name came up, and I have to clear him, and the longer we go round and round, the longer it is before I can move onto the next name on the list.”

      “Give me an hour and I’ll have him at my office. I’ll text you the address.”

      

      Dunleavy was waiting for her in the conference room with all the materials from Les’s office. He had rearranged everything, so it was more or less exactly as they had found it: corkboard and everything.

      “Do you think this stuff is really tied to Les’s murder?” Dunleavy asked.

      Maria didn’t know what to think. Seemed like a lot of coincidences for all three men to be lying about where they were on the night Les was killed. But she also didn’t want to jump to conclusions.

      “I need to see if there are any connections between them, and I need to know what those numbers and names are related to. You think you can do that while I go take a ride?” Maria said.

      Dunleavy turned back to the corkboard. He looked like a six-year-old, eyeing what he was sure was the good Christmas present.

      “I’m going to text you Michael’s number. If you think you find something interesting, call him and talk it through with him,” Maria said.

      “What are you off to do?”

      “I’m off to talk to people,” Maria said.

      

      In the car, Maria’s phone buzzed. Tom.

      “Do you have something interesting for me?” Maria asked.

      “I have nothing for you,” Tom said.

      “That’s disappointing.”

      “And when I say nothing, I mean, whatever Les was working on, no one I know was paying him to do it. He was working on whatever story for his own interests,” Tom said.

      “How can I be sure you’re telling the truth?” Maria said.

      “You can’t be. But I found Les to be very useful, and anyone who burned him would have been burning me, so take it however you want to take it.” Tom hung up without even saying goodbye.

      If no one was paying Les, why was he investigating these men? Maybe the editor was lying to her about Les’s assignments, but Maria doubted it. Pedro had claimed he was getting a bonus, so where was the bonus coming from?

      Maria dialed Laura Esquivel. She picked up on the third ring.

      “You’re an asshole,” Laura said.

      “I’m not sure I deserve that,” Maria said.

      “You didn’t give me a heads up about Slate killing Jasmine.”

      “Slate didn’t kill Jasmine. The other guy killed Jasmine,” Maria said.

      “They were working together, weren’t they?”

      “Slate probably thought they were working together, but he was a bit of a dumbass,” Maria said.

      “I can’t be helping you out if you’re not going to hold up your end of the bargain,” Laura said.

      “I was in a shootout that involved my partner being injured,” Maria said.

      “And you didn’t even give me an interview,” Laura said.

      “You know what, forget it.” Maria hung up.

      Five minutes later, Laura called her back.

      “I’m sorry. I should have been more understanding, considering what happened,” Laura said.

      Maria didn’t say anything. She was regretting having called Laura at all.

      “What is it you want to know?” Laura asked.

      “Who would want to hurt Patrick Miller?” Maria asked.

      “And here I was thinking you had caught the Les Hilton murder.”

      “I did,” Maria said.

      “So why are you asking about Patrick Miller?”

      “I don’t know. There’s a lot of smoke, but I don’t really think there’s any fire,” Maria said.

      “So you think someone was smearing him and might have killed Les to do it?” Laura asked.

      “That sounds kind of fantastical. I’m not sure if I go that far. Les might have just pissed off a neighbor for all I know at this point, but I’m not into politics, so I don’t know who is who,” Maria said.

      “Are you going to hold up your end of the bargain this time?” Laura said.

      “As long as no one is shooting at me. And it depends on what the bargain is,” Maria said.

      “First, I want an interview with Michael. His mother is screening his calls and won’t let anyone through,” Laura said.

      “I’ll talk to Michael, but he’s kind of shy when it comes to reporters,” Maria said.

      “Fair enough and I want you to come to my UNLV journalism class and give a talk to the students,” Laura said.

      “Since when did you start teaching at UNLV?”

      “I don’t really teach there. I just help out a friend. Four classes a semester, and I want you to come and talk to them with me,” Laura said.

      “About what?”

      “About your experiences as a police officer in Las Vegas and how you interact with reporters,” Laura said.

      “That sounds like a terrible idea,” Maria said.

      “So, am I finding out who has it out for Patrick Miller, or am I not finding it out?”

      “Some days I really hate you,” Maria said.

      “Perfect, I’ll send you the day and time for the class. And give me an hour or so and I’ll call you with what I find out,” Laura said.

      “Any rumors might be helpful as well,” Maria said.

      “What kind of rumors?”

      “It’s vice city, Laura. Use your imagination,” Maria said.
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      When Maria reached Ashton’s office, she found a conference room with four attorneys, Wanda Miller, Patrick’s wife, and no Patrick Miller. 

      “Unfortunately, the candidate is otherwise engaged, but we’re all happy to answer any questions you have,” Ashton said.

      “I told you I need to speak to him,” Maria said.

      “He’s busy, and you can’t speak with him,” Wanda Miller said. She was a classical beauty, tall, slender, symmetrical face. She looked like the type of woman all the other mothers envied as they were waiting to pick up their kids at the private school.

      “Either you bring him to me, or I’ll go get him. And if I go get him, I’ll go with uniforms and police cars and sirens,” Maria said.

      “How dare you interfere with an election,” Wanda said.

      “Mam, I don’t give a shit about the election. I have a dead body, and you’re wasting my time.”

      “The Sheriff was at our fundraiser last night. Perhaps I should tell him about how rude you are,” Wanda said.

      “My name is Varela, with a V. Don’t worry, the sheriff knows me well. People much more powerful than you have bent his ear about me, but I’m still here. You have two hours to set up a meeting between me and Patrick Miller, or I’m bringing him in for questioning in a very public and embarrassing way,” Maria said.

      Maria walked out of the room. She was sure women had looked at her back with more hate than Wanda Miller was staring at her with, but Maria couldn’t remember when. 

      What was that woman hiding?

      

      Outside, Maria’s phone buzzed. Les’s ex-wife, Cassie.

      “I don’t know if this matters or not, but my daughter has one of Les’s notebooks,” Cassie said.

      “Have you looked inside the notebook?” Maria asked.

      “Yes, and I think you’re probably going to want to take a look at it,” Cassie said.

      “Ok, I’ll be by to pick it up as soon as I can,” Maria said.

      She hung up and kept walking to her car. 

      The door to the lawyer’s office opened, and Wanda Miller walked out. 

      “Detective, maybe we got off on the wrong foot,” Wanda said.

      “I’ve already said everything I have to say to you. Two hours, or I go to wherever he is,” Maria said.

      “It’s just-”

      “I don’t care. I’ve been trying to be understanding of your concerns, but it’s not working out,” Maria said. She opened the door. Dropped her phone on the seat. Looked at Wanda. This woman was worried about something. 

      “He wasn’t with you last night, was he?” Maria said.

      “Of course he was,” Wanda said.

      “Really? What time did he get home?”

      “I don’t remember. He was at a fundraiser until late,” Wanda said.

      Was now the time to hit her with what Dunleavy had uncovered? Nah, best to wait until the lie was coming straight from Patrick’s mouth.

      “Then there’s no need to worry. Two hours or well, you know,” Maria said.

      “Fine, hold on a second,” Wanda said. 

      She pulled out her phone and dialed. Held the screen up so the camera was looking at her face. The phone rang and rang and then a tone to let them know the call had connected, and Patrick’s voice, “Hi, darling. How’s your day going?”

      “There’s something we need to talk about,” Wanda said.

      

      According to Wanda and Patrick, he didn’t even know the police wanted to talk to him. Wanda had kept it from him, so he wouldn’t worry.

      “What about at the campaign office yesterday?” Maria said.

      “They told me you were there to ask for a PBA donation,” Patrick said.

      “So why’d you run out the back?” Maria asked.

      “I was late for a hair appointment, and I always go out the back, and I’m usually running, but I’m happy to speak with you. My wife will give you the address of the apartment I'm at, and you can come over right now,” Patrick said.

      “Just no patrol cars,” Wanda said.

      

      On the way over to meet with the candidate, Maria’s phone buzzed. Dunleavy.

      “Millie just dumped the phone records on me,” he said.

      “Anything interesting?” Maria said.

      “Not really. They must only communicate through apps because there are hardly any phone calls or texts,” he said.

      “Anything at all between Connor and Dillon?” Maria said.

      “No. No phone calls. No texts. And the night in question, their phones must have stayed home when they went out because the only cell phone pings were near their house,” Dunleavy said.

      “So they left the phones or turned them off. Probably left them home,” Maria said.

      “What does that mean?” Dunleavy said.

      “That means nothing good,” Maria said. “Ok, any progress ongoing through those files?”

      “Those numbers look like portfolio numbers, at least, the order and structure, but I looked them up on the tax records, and they don’t match any properties,” Dunleavy said.

      “Portfolio numbers?”

      “Sorry. Real property has a number that the country uses to register it for tax purposes. A portfolio number,” Dunleavy said.

      “If anyone asks, I knew about that before you told me,” Maria said.

      “As for the other stuff, the business name and the people, I haven’t been able to find anything yet, but I’m working on it. Where are you off to?” Dunleavy said.

      “I’m going to get my nails done. Then I was thinking about doing my hair,” Maria said.

      “Seriously?”

      “No, but you can totally tell that to Millie. Bye.”
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      Patrick Miller had the most important quality of any politician. He was eminently likable. From the minute he opened the door to the apartment to the moment he sat down across a table from Maria, he oozed easy going energy and friendliness. 

      Maria inherently distrusted anyone who got along with everyone. How could a person have a solid center if they weren’t pissing someone off? The only truly trustworthy people were the ones who were what they were, wherever and with whoever they were. Her mother claimed this viewpoint was immature, but Maria would take being immature over being fake. Still, she found herself liking Patrick Miller despite her best efforts to keep her guard up.

      “I want to start off by apologizing for my wife. If I had known you wanted to speak with me, I would have met you yesterday,” Patrick said.

      “You’ll excuse me for finding that hard to believe,” Maria said.

      “Fair enough. But it’s the truth. Now how can I help you?” Patrick said.

      “Do you know a Les Hilton?”

      “No, should I?” Patrick said.

      “He was murdered the night before last.”

      “And you suspect me of being involved in the murder?” Patrick said.

      “Not necessarily. Your name came up over the course of the investigation, and I just need to rule you out,” Maria said.

      “Fair enough. How do we do that?”

      “Where were you between nine pm and three am the night before last?” Maria said.

      “I had a fundraiser. I was there until about midnight. Then I went by the campaign office, and I went home,” Patrick said.

      “That’s a late trip to the campaign office, isn’t it?” Maria said.

      “Not really. I prefer to go there after everyone is gone. Not so many distractions. It can get a little draining to have to be engaging with people all day long. To be honest, it’s the part of the job I dislike the most,” Patrick said.

      “So, what were you doing at the campaign office after the fundraiser?” Maria asked.

      “Is that relevant to your investigation?” Patrick asked.

      “It might be. Humor me,” Maria said.

      “I went over some polling related to some different messaging, and I looked at my schedule for the coming days. Then I looked at the debate binder,” Patrick said.

      “Anyone else there that can vouch for you?” Maria said.

      “My driver. Kenneth,” Patrick said.

      “He been with you long?” Maria said.

      “Kenneth and I served together,” Patrick said.

      “Here’s my issue. I can’t tell who’s more full of shit. You or your wife,” Maria said.

      Patrick reared his head back and laughed.

      “You are a delight to be around, aren’t you? They were not kidding when they told me about you.”

      Maria let the silence sit there. 

      “Do you want to know what they said about you?” Patrick said.

      “I could give two shits what they said. I just want to know where you really were.”

      “I told you,” Patrick said.

      “The thing is, you were spotted leaving the fundraiser at ten at night, not around midnight, and while I’m sure Kenneth is a stalwart friend, once I start really digging, I’ll find out where you really were. So why don’t we just get down to it? And while we’re at it, you can tell me where you got those bruises on your hands,” Maria said.

      Patrick had tried to hide them from the moment she walked in. He had sat for most of the time with his hands in his lap, hidden away, but when he talked about how he liked to be alone in the campaign office, he’d talked with his hands, and along the knuckles of his right hand, bruises and cracks.

      Patrick looked down at his knuckles. Smiled.

      “The air is so dry around here, and I hate putting on lotion, so the skin around the knuckles often cracks,” Patrick said.

      “And the bruises?”

      “I box for exercise. I was hitting the bag a couple of days ago and must have bruised them,” he said.

      The excuses were entirely plausible and complete bullshit. Maria was sure of it, but there was nothing she could do without more information. Information she doubted she’d be getting from Patrick.

      “As for leaving the fundraiser at midnight, I thought it was midnight. I don’t wear a watch and hardly check my phone. I’m always so busy trying to remember who everyone is, and those fundraisers are full of people who are convinced you should know exactly who they are and every detail of their life. Maybe they’re right, I couldn’t campaign without their money, but I find the whole experience rather tedious,” Patrick said.

      “Who might have it out for you?”

      “Now that’s a fascinating question,” Patrick said.

      

      According to Patrick, the people who hated him most were defense contractors and national security hawks. As a reluctant warrior in a time of growing isolationist sentiment, his background and image were a threat to those interests.

      “But none of that matters to a governor,” Maria said.

      “That’s true in theory, but some of these interests think long term. They’d rather knock someone off early than deal with them when it’s too late,” Patrick said.

      “That’s great for an HBO series, but normally doesn’t happen much in the regular world. What about something more personal? Any angry ex-business partners? Is there an ex-wife who hates your guts?” Maria said.

      “The only woman I’ve ever been with is Wanda. We’ve been together since we were fifteen,” Patrick said.

      “I’m going to just add that to the rest of the bullshit you fed me today and leave it there,” Maria said.

      “You are a cynic, aren’t you?” Patrick said.

      “If you’re not a cynic, you’re not paying attention,” Maria said.

      Patrick smiled his eminently likable smile. Maybe being likable was a talent Maria was under-appreciating. She could see that even if she could tie this murder to Patrick, a jury would have a difficult time convicting him. 

      “So no angry ex-business partners?” Maria said.

      “No, I was in the military until five years ago, and when I came out, I worked in the non-profit sector and did some research for a think tank,” Patrick said.

      “The candidate in training?” Maria said.

      “More or less,” Patrick said.

      “What about benefactors who might think you aren’t sufficiently grateful for their support?” Maria said.

      “I doubt anyone would kill over that,” Patrick said.

      “You’d be surprised at how insignificant the things are that people kill over,” Maria said.

      “Maybe. The only time I ever killed was in service to my country. Then again, maybe following the orders of a politician is the most insignificant reason to kill that exists,” Patrick said.

      Maria admired the delivery. He said it so sincerely that she almost believed him. For all her doubts about his trustworthiness though, she didn’t really have much of a reason to suspect him of murder at this point. Just couldn’t clear him yet. She’d need to speak with Kenneth.

      “Can you give me Kenneth’s number?” Maria asked.

      “I can do you one better. He’s outside,” Patrick said.

      

      Predictably, Kenneth backed up everything Patrick said. He also was fuzzy on times. He thought they’d left around eleven pm but wasn’t entirely sure. When Maria pressed, he said they’d tried to leave at ten, but Patrick was stopped every few steps by another donor who wanted to bend his ear about something that bothered them. Did that process take an hour or more to get through? Kenneth wasn’t sure. He’d been up since six am, and it was all he could do to keep his eyes open as he drove. He said they’d gone back to the campaign headquarters where Patrick had been until late in the night. Kenneth fell asleep in the car. Patrick had to wake him up to go home. When Maria asked if being at the campaign headquarters so late was strange, Kenneth said no. He said Patrick often went to the headquarters late at night because he could focus better when no one was around.

      Were the two of them coordinating their lies or were they basing their lies in the truth so they’d be more believable? Maria couldn’t tell. She just knew she couldn’t cross Patrick off yet, but she also knew Millie wasn’t going to sign off on a warrant application with what they had. 

      She got in her car and headed for Cassie’s house to see the notebook. Maria hoped that part of the day would be more useful than this visit had been.
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      Cassie had dark circles around her eyes.

      “I divorced him like three years ago, and I think this is hitting me worse than it would have if we were still married,” she said.

      She handed Maria a notebook, similar to the ones that had been found in Les’s office.

      “My daughter was acting strange all day yesterday. I thought it was just her father dying, explaining that to her, well, you can guess how that went. How do you explain that to a seven-year-old? Anyway, this morning she came running in, tears in her eyes, and told me she stole something from Daddy’s car and wanted to know if it was her fault he died. The craziest things seem real to kids,” Cassie said.

      “When did she take it from his car?” Maria asked.

      “The day he died,” Cassie said. “He picked her up from school and took her for pizza and on the way home, he stopped somewhere. She didn’t know where they were. Had never been there before. He went into some house for a few minutes and came back out. While he was in the house, she saw the notebook on the floor and stuck it in her backpack.”

      “Any reason why she took it?”

      “I think she just wanted to have something of his around. I don’t know. Getting a seven-year-old to explain why they do what they do can go from extremely simple to frustratingly complex in a millisecond. Anyway, I looked through it, and while I didn’t understand it, I know enough about Les to know it was something important. He wasn’t a man who focused on things for very long, and there’s a lot of information in that notebook. If he took the time to write all that down, it was for a reason,” Cassie said.

      

      Back in the car, Maria flipped through Les’s notebook. It was half full of what looked to her like mostly gibberish. Series of numbers that looked like dates but made no sense and didn’t actually coincide with months or days and years. There was also a lot of meaningless doodling; whether from Les or his daughter, Maria couldn’t be sure. 

      Then at the top of a page underlined three times: ARIELLA MATOS: WHERE IS SHE?

      Maria’s phone buzzed. Laura.

      “You’re not going to believe what I have to tell you,” Laura said.

      “I guess we’ll find out in a second,” Maria said.

      “Patrick Miller is a boy scout,” Laura said.

      “Yeah, he was an eagle scout. I saw it on his website,” Maria said.

      “No, I mean the real deal, loyal to his wife kind,” Laura said.

      “Come on with that,” Maria said.

      “I have a source who works for an investigator who specializes in ensnaring men in compromising situations,” Laura said.

      “That doesn’t sound like investigating, at least not the kind I do,” Maria said.

      “Semantics. Anyway, she was contracted to seduce Patrick Miller, and she never fails. This woman is what every lecherous man lusts over, and she was kind of looking forward to the assignment. Let’s face it, Patrick Miller is a hunk, not the normal middle-aged man she’s assigned to. So she goes to the event and our boy Patrick wouldn’t even give her the time of day,” Laura said.

      “That must have burned her ego,” Maria said.

      “She’s still pissed. Has been in the gym twice as many hours per week ever since,” Laura said.

      “Is it possible he’s gay?”

      “A politician hiding his sexuality? Nowadays? If it was 1985, I’d agree with you,” Laura said.

      “Yeah, I didn’t get that vibe from him either. So basically, you haven’t found out anything,” Maria said.

      “A politician who doesn’t cheat on his wife? If that’s not a discovery, I don’t know what is,” Laura said.

      “You should call him and apply for his communications team. I have to let you go. If you come up with something else, please give me a call,” Maria said.

      “I guess this isn’t enough to keep me looped in,” Laura said.

      “Talk to you soon, Laura,” Maria said.
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      Maria called Dunleavy and had him run the name Ariella Matos. There was only one person with that name with a driver’s license in Las Vegas. Maria headed to the address on the license, an apartment complex a little west of the 15. New construction, the kind of place that came with a pool and a gym and parking and tried to charge you for everything imaginable, parking, trash removal, pool access. 

      The woman at reception was unimpressed by Maria’s badge. 

      “I can’t divulge any information about our residents,” the woman said.

      “I just want to know if you’ve seen her. She’s not suspected of any crimes. This is a wellness check,” Maria said.

      “I’ll have to call the manager,” the woman said.

      “Do that.”

      

      The manager was a tall man in his early thirties named Jerome. What he lacked for hair on the top of his head, he made up for with a longish beard that reminded Maria of old kung fu movies. 

      “Welfare check? Did her cousins ask for it?” Jerome said.

      Maria smiled. Said she couldn’t discuss who had called, but she needed to check and see if Ariella was ok.

      “The cousins came by a couple of days ago wanting to be let up to her floor, but I told them I couldn’t just let them up. Besides, Ariella was exotic looking, and they were basic white dudes, so I had my doubts they were actually her cousins,” Jerome said.

      “So you know Ariella?” Maria said.

      “She’s super sweet. Works at that tavern out by the 215.”

      “When was the last time you saw her?” Maria asked.

      “Last week, probably. But that’s not out of the ordinary. She probably went to California for a few days. She loves Santa Monica,” Jerome said.

      “I still need to do the check, so do you mind taking me upstairs?” Maria said.

      Ariella’s apartment was on the fourth floor and at the end of the hall. Jerome knocked on the door twice. No answer. The locks were electronic, and he had to go back downstairs to program the app to let him open the door. 

      As Maria was waiting, the apartment next to Ariella’s opened, and a young woman stepped out with a Pomeranian. The dog trotted up to Maria, sniffed her feet, and hopped backwards, front feet in the air.

      “She likes you. That’s rare. She’s super picky,” the woman said. She looked to be about mid-twenties, brown hair with streaks of blonde pulled back in a ponytail. Big oversized black glasses. 

      “Were you friends with the neighbor?” Maria asked.

      The woman reached down to pick up her dog. Scratched under its chin. 

      “Ariella? Just to say hi to. Why?” 

      “When was the last time you saw her?” Maria asked.

      “I don’t know. Maybe a week or so ago. Her uncle was here looking for her a couple of days ago. Did something happen?” 

      “Her uncle? Did you get a name or a phone number for him?” Maria asked.

      “No, he was out here knocking, and I opened the door just to see who it was. He said he hadn’t talked to her in a bit and wanted to know if I’d seen her. More or less the same thing you’re doing,” the woman said.

      “What did he look like?”

      “Exotic, like Ariella,” the woman said. “Sorry, I didn’t really talk to him much. Just said I hadn’t seen her and closed the door.”

      

      When Jerome returned, Maria asked him about Ariella’s uncle, but he didn’t know what the neighbor was talking about. He hadn’t met any uncles. He opened the door and stepped aside. Maria thanked him and told him if she needed anything else, she’d let him know.

      He was reluctant to leave but took the hint and walked off.

      The apartment door opened onto a hallway. To the left was a kitchen. To the right was a guest bathroom. Just past the kitchen, the room opened up on a living space separated from the kitchen by a half wall. On the far side of the living room was the entrance to the bedroom. Maria cleared every room and found nothing but a well-organized apartment with a layer of dust on all the furniture.

      Whoever Ariella was, she hadn’t been home in a while.

      Maria walked back through the living room to the kitchen. In the sink was a bowl half filled with water. The remnants of oatmeal floated in the bowl, but the oatmeal had long spoiled and was starting to resemble spores from an alien movie.

      Whenever Ariella had left, she was planning on coming back.

      Maria called Dunleavy.

      “I need you to find everything out that you can about Ariella Matos. Start with her family, parents, brothers or sisters. Any living relatives. Check her record, do the whole works,” Maria said.

      “Millie asked when you were coming back to the station. Said she wants an update,” Dunleavy said.

      “She knows my number,” Maria said.

      

      Maria spent most of the next hour going through Ariella’s apartment. She didn’t find much of interest. The only physical photo was from the early 2000s that Maria assumed was Ariella with her mother. The mother looked to be Mexican, but Ariella could have been south Asian. The face structure was a little rounder, and her color a little darker than her mother. Other than that, the apartment was well stocked with the things a person needed to live, but not full of the things that identified the person. Then, in the kitchen in a drawer next to the refrigerator, Maria found a pamphlet for new volunteers on the Patrick Miller campaign.

      Back downstairs, Jerome was waiting for Maria. He wanted to know if she’d found anything.

      “She could be off on a trip,” Maria said.

      “But you don’t think so,” Jerome said.

      Maria shrugged. Turned toward the front door.

      “It’s just that rent is due in a couple of days, and if she’s not going to show up, I need to know so I can start planning an eviction,” Jerome said.

      “Two things, first don’t touch anything in that room. If she turns up missing, anyone’s DNA can turn them into a suspect. Second, if someone pays her rent, let me know who,” Maria said.
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      The bar Ariella was working at was about a twenty-minute drive from the apartment, and Maria thought about swinging back by the station if only to pick up Dunleavy, so he could drive and she could think.

      Her phone buzzed. Speak of the devil, Dunleavy. The crime scene report was in. The good news, if they had suspects, testing for DNA would be easy because the apartment was a field day for hair. As best as the techs could figure, they had hair from at least ten different people in the apartment. The problem was that the apartment hadn’t been cleaned in what appeared to be a long while, so proving the hair was there on the night of the murder was going to be difficult.

      “What about the hammer?” Maria asked.

      “What about it?”

      “Jesus, Dunleavy, it’s the murder weapon, isn’t it? Fingerprints? DNA? Something?”

      The hammer had been completely wiped clean. There were no fingerprints or DNA on the zipties other than Les’s. The chair was the same deal, no fingerprints anywhere. Parts of the apartment had been wiped clean and other parts completely ignored. The toxicology report would take a few more days, but a tech had noticed a puncture mark on Les’s shoulder and taken a picture. Could have been a flea bite. Could have been a needle. There was no telling until the bloodwork came back.

      “If it’s a single killer, an injection of some kind of sedative would explain how he was able to get the zip ties on Les without there being any signs of a real struggle,” Maria said.

      “Making any progress out there?” Dunleavy asked.

      “I don’t know. You find out anything about Ariella Matos?” Maria said.

      “I found a birth certificate. Her mother was Valeria Lupe Matos Aravelo.”

      “Was?”

      “Mother died in a car accident seven years ago,” Dunleavy said.

      “What about other relatives?”

      “No father was listed on the birth certificate, and Valeria was from Mexico. I haven’t been able to find anything about any other family. I’m trying to find Ariella on social media, but she must have private accounts. She has no criminal record,” Dunleavy said.

      “Check the Patrick Miller campaign photos. See if you can find Ariella in any of them,” Maria said.

      

      The bar where Ariella had worked was a sports bar with American food and slot machines. Early afternoon, the bar was mostly empty except for a gray-haired man who looked like he lived in his seat and was watching Sportcenter for the eighth time today. The bartender was a mid-forties woman with short black hair and a nose ring. She had known Ariella, but not super well.

      “I worked a couple shifts with her. She was super nice and hardworking, but kind of quiet. She kept to herself. Just showed up, did her job and went home,” the bartender said.

      “When was the last time you saw her?” Maria asked.

      “About a week ago. She no call no showed. And that was that,” the bartender said.

      “Do you know exactly what day it was?” Maria asked.

      “You’ll have to ask the manager,” the bartender said.

      

      The manager was a short stocky man with a shaved head and piercing green eyes. He talked fast, like he was originally from the northeast, and was all smiles until Maria brought up Ariella.

      “Ariella? Why are you asking about her?” he said.

      “I understand she didn’t show up for work. Could you let me know what day that was?” Maria said.

      “What type of police officer are you again?” the manager said.

      “The type that arrests people who waste my time. When was the last time Ariella showed up for work?”

      The manager walked over to a terminal and typed in a passcode. He pressed buttons on the screen a few times and then walked back over. 

      “She hasn’t been here since last Thursday. She was scheduled for a Saturday day shift, and she didn’t show up. That’s all I know,” the manager said.

      “What happened between you and Ariella?” Maria said.

      “Happened? Nothing? Why did she say something happened?” the manager said.

      Maria just stood there. Staring at him. 

      He looked away and then looked back. Shook his head.

      “I just asked her out,” the manager said.

      “And what did she say?”

      “She just smiled and said I was sweet and then left,” the manager said.

      “You wouldn’t be so nervous if that was all that happened,” Maria said.

      “I might have gone out for some drinks and then called her and maybe I wasn’t as polite when she turned me down again,” the manager said.

      “Define, not as polite,” Maria said.

      “I might have called her a bitch, but I felt really bad and texted her to apologize the next morning,” the manager said.

      “Did she respond?” Maria asked.

      “No. She never read the text. I don’t even think it reached her phone. I think she blocked me,” the manager said.

      “And that was when exactly?” Maria asked.

      “Friday night. Are you going to tell my boss?” the manager asked.

      Maria’s phone buzzed. A text message from Dunleavy of a picture of Patrick Miller with a group of volunteers. Standing right next to Patrick was Ariella.

      “Lucky for you, I don’t have time to hang around,” Maria said.

      The look of relief on the manager’s face was a bit more than Maria could handle.

      “I’m sure I can make time to swing by later though,” she said.
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      Maria went to pick up Dunleavy. She tried to get him to come outside, but he told her Millie knew she was coming and wanted to see her. Sure enough, Millie was waiting for her.

      “You’ve been making friends again,” Millie said.

      “At least, I’m consistent.”

      “Have you made any progress?” Millie asked.

      “A ton, but I don’t know if I’m getting closer or farther away,” Maria said.

      “It has been suggested that I bring on some extra detectives for this case and let them handle the aspects related to Patrick Miller,” Millie said.

      “I was nice to him,” Maria said.

      “The wife didn’t have that impression.”

      “She was obstructing,” Maria said.

      “At least let me give you an experienced detective to work with, not this kid you pulled out of patrol,” Millie said.

      “Dunleavy is doing great. He discovered Patrick Miller was lying about his alibi all on his own,” Maria said.

      “That’s fantastic. Just what I want to hear. Do me a favor, will ya? Tread lightly on this one. I will hold them off a little longer, but go easy. Make my life simple for once.”

      Maria stood to go.

      “What’s the next move?” Millie said.

      “I’m off to Patrick Miller’s campaign office to inquire about a missing woman who was volunteering for the campaign. I’m expecting them to tell me they’ve never heard of her, but I have a photo of her standing next to the candidate,” Maria said.

      “I don’t know why I even ask anymore. Probably better to just not know when I get the screaming phone calls,” Millie said.

      “You’re the one who wanted to be a supervisor,” Maria said.

      

      Back in the car, Maria leaned her head against the glass.

      “Your energy is super heavy,” Dunleavy said.

      “Didn’t pick you for a hippy,” Maria said.

      “I picked you for someone who was big into energy,” Dunleavy said.

      “I’m big into thinking while other people drive silently,” Maria said.

      Dunleavy laughed. He was starting to get a feel for her.

      She’d have to go by Michael’s later. This whole thing was spiraling into a bigger and bigger story, and usually, when that happened, ninety percent of what she was looking at was irrelevant. Murder was almost always simple. But nothing about this case was simple so far.

      And what the hell did Ariella Matos have to do with anything?

      Was she even really missing?

      The oatmeal turned fungus said yes, but she just as easily could have had an accident. No family to claim her. No friends that Maria knew of. If Ariella had an accident, she'd still be at the morgue. 

      “There’s an SUV following us,” Dunleavy said.

      Maria looked in the rearview mirror. Saw the big black SUV three cars back on the right-hand side.

      “Are you sure?”

      “I took an unnecessary turn a few blocks ago. They’re following us,” Dunleavy said.

      “You are turning into a useful individual,” Maria said.

      “Any idea who they might be?”

      “Not a clue.”

      

      At the campaign headquarters, the SUV went left in the parking lot instead of following them. The SUV parked on the other side of the lot, but no one stepped out of the vehicle. 

      “Want me to watch them?” Dunleavy said.

      “No, I want you to go by Ariella’s apartment and speak with the receptionist. She said two cousins were looking for Ariella. Show her photos of Connor and Dillon and ask if she’s ever seen them before. Then I want you to check the morgue and see if there are any unidentified bodies that match Ariella Matos.”

      “What about Patrick Miller?” Dunleavy asked.

      “I don’t want to be flashing around his picture until we know more about what’s going on.”

      “Ok, so I head over there and then come back for you,” Dunleavy said.

      “Text me. I have a feeling someone wants to have a talk with me.”

      Maria stepped out. The sky was clear, and the sun was beating down on the asphalt. Not hot enough to be uncomfortable, but hot enough to feel good. She looked across the parking lot at the SUV. Waved at it and then walked into the campaign headquarters.

      Helen Perkins wasn’t happy to see her, but she led her back to the same room as the day before.

      “I thought you’d cleared everything up with Patrick,” Helen said.

      “More or less. I need to know if you have a volunteer named Ariella Matos working on the campaign.”

      “I’m the campaign manager. I don’t deal with volunteers,” Helen said.

      “Then put me in touch with whoever does,” Maria said.

      “Why are you looking for this woman?”

      “Does it really matter?” Maria said.

      “Yes, it does,” Helen said.

      “I think she’s missing, and I think she’s tied to the death of a reporter that I’m investigating.”

      “And you think Patrick Miller has something to do with this? I think maybe I should consult with our lawyers. This is starting to smell like harassment,” Helen said.

      “You are worried about your campaign. The manager where she worked was worried about his job. The man running her apartment building was worried about the rent. What part of there is a woman missing do you narcissistic fucks not realize?” Maria said.

      “Save the fancy speeches for the news broadcasts. I’ll have our attorneys call you,” Helen said.

      “I have a photo of Patrick with the missing woman. I’d rather just find out from someone who knew her what was up, so I can get closer to finding her,” Maria said.

      “Do you have any idea how many photos he takes a day? I’d be surprised if there wasn’t a photo of him with whoever this person is. The attorneys will call you. Have a nice day,” Helen said.

      Back outside, Maria scanned the parking lot. The SUV was still there, idling. She walked right for it. About halfway across the parking lot, the SUV pulled out of the space and pulled towards her. It swung around and stopped a few feet away. The rear window rolled down and a man with an earpiece smiled at her.

      “Good afternoon Detective Varela, my name is Special Agent Paul Morris. Would you mind taking a ride with us? There’s someone who’d like to meet you.”
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      There were two other agents beside Morris in the car, but they rode in the front seats and didn’t offer to introduce themselves. Other than a brief smile and a, “We’ll explain everything when we get there,” the car ride was silent. Maria paid attention to the route they took, if only to understand where she was going, East Las Vegas. 

      The car pulled into the driveway of a house on Vader Avenue. The first thing Maria noticed was the lack of front windows. The layout of the house left the impression of a fortress. The driveway was at a mild incline to a one-car garage whose door raised as the SUV pulled all the way in. Maria started to step out, but Special Agent Morris made her wait until the garage door was completely down.

      “Safe house, huh?” Maria said.

      Morris ignored the question. He stepped out of the car and inputted a code on a keypad near an interior door. A beep and a click. He swung the door open on a basic looking kitchen. 

      He motioned for Maria to go first.

      A man walked into the kitchen. He was about six feet tall and wiry. He had a full head of wavy hair that was flecked with gray. He could have been Pakistani or Bangladeshi. Maria couldn’t be sure. When he spoke, he had a British accent.

      “My name is Syed. I understand that you have been looking for my daughter, Ariella.”

      “I have been.”

      “Can you tell me why?” Syed said.

      “Can you tell me who the hell you are and why I’m here?” Maria said.

      “I already told you.”

      “Yes, you told me, but you didn’t prove anything. And if you think I’m going to believe it because of Special Agent Earpiece behind me, you’re mistaken,” Maria said.

      Syed smiled. Looked over her shoulder at Special Agent Morris.

      “I like her. She’s much tougher than any of the men you’ve had guarding me,” Syed said.

      “Flattery will get you nowhere. Now why am I here?” Maria said.

      “You are here because these men need something from me, but I will not give it to them until I know what happened to my daughter,” Syed said.

      “Your daughter was never part of the deal,” Special Agent Morris said.

      “Well, she is now, so why don’t we go about getting this woman the proof she needs to deal with us,” Syed said.

      

      The proof was photos of Syed with Ariella, starting with her as a baby and all the way up to the previous year. Syed looked at the pictures the way all fathers do, smitten with their daughter.

      “Do you believe me now?” Syed asked.

      “I definitely don’t disbelieve you. Her birth certificate didn’t list a father. Her apartment had absolutely no photos of you anywhere. Why is that?” Maria asked.

      “Her security. My looks and charm are not so appreciated in my world, and there are men who would gladly kill Ariella to harm me,” Syed said.

      “Do you think that happened?” Maria asked.

      “That’s why I want you to find her, because I kept her a secret from everyone, and the only people who knew about her were the fine people of the Federal Bureau of Intelligence. So if she’s been taken by one of my enemies, there must be a leak in their department,” Syed said.

      “There’s no leak in the FBI. We don’t even know if she’s missing. She’s young. Adventurous. She probably went on a last second trip,” Special Agent Morris said.

      “From the look on the detective’s face, she doesn’t agree with you,” Syed said.

      “Did you have any contact with a Les Hilton?” Maria asked.

      Syed shook his head, no. Asked who this person was.

      “A dead reporter I’m investigating. He was looking for Ariella too, and I’m trying to figure out why,” Maria said.

      “Let us return to Ariella. Why do you think she’s been taken?” Syed said.

      Maria said she had no idea what had happened to Ariella, but the rancid oatmeal in the sink led her to believe Ariella was planning on coming home but didn’t. 

      “You will give her all the resources that she needs,” Syed said.

      “The FBI doesn’t take orders from you,” Special Agent Morris said.

      “When is that hearing exactly? You know my memory gets so bad these days. All this ultra processed American food you are feeding me,” Syed said.

      “You want to spend the rest of your life in a Federal Supermax, not my problem,” Special Agent Morris said.

      “He’s acting tough, but he has daughters, and he knows, a man like me would do fine in prison, and I would prefer to be there if my daughter isn’t going to be joining me in witness protection,” Syed said.

      “What can you tell me about your daughter?” Maria asked.

      

      The truth was, Syed couldn’t tell her much. Part of keeping Ariella safe was limiting contact. Three times a year Syed would come to the United States for various business reasons, and he’d always manage to sneak away to spend time with Ariella. She never knew when he was coming or leaving, but he always made sure to have something special planned for her.

      Things became much more complicated when her mother died. Syed didn’t even find out about the car accident until three months later. Luckily, the house was paid for, and Ariella was fifteen, so she was able to survive, but there was an understandable bitterness from Ariella towards her father, and Syed worried she’d end up going the way of many teenagers without supervision. So he arranged through shell companies to have live-in maids and cooks and supervision.

      But every time Syed showed up, she was more and more distant.

      Was she angry about her mother?

      Angry about being alone?

      Or just a teenager?

      Syed didn’t know. But he worried. Then he became embroiled in his current complication, and he hadn’t been able to see her face to face for almost three years. He’d sent messages through his FBI handlers. Special Agent Morris had met with Ariella a time or two to discuss witness protection. She seemed open to the idea, and Syed thought she just wanted something stable in her life after years of depending on herself. 

      Then she disappeared.

      “How do you know she disappeared?” Maria said.

      “She was supposed to meet with me three days ago. I called to confirm our appointment, and the call went right to voicemail. I gave it a couple of days, and it was still going to voicemail,” Special Agent Morris said.

      “So you went looking for her and saw me coming out of the apartment building,” Maria said.

      “More or less,” Special Agent Morris said.

      Syed reached out with both hands and grasped Maria’s right hand in a firm handshake. He pressed a piece of paper into her palm. Looked her directly in the eyes.

      “Please, find my daughter,” he said.

      

      Back in the car, Maria looked at the FBI agent and asked what the hell she was getting into.

      “You’re not getting into anything. You’re looking for a missing woman,” Morris said.

      “Who the hell is he?” 

      “He’s a criminal,” Morris said.

      “Thanks, I couldn’t figure that out for myself,” Maria said.

      “He’s from Bangladesh. Spent most of his life as a middleman, helping people get things they need,” Morris said.

      “Such as?”

      “What things do people ever need? Weapons, drugs, assassins, women. Most people in this country don’t even think of South Asia, but I spend most of my days worrying about that part of the world,” Morris said.

      “So, who is he testifying against?” Maria asked.

      “Believe me, you don’t want to know,” Morris said.

      “Actually I do. I kind of need to know,” Maria said.

      “I can’t give you details,” Morris said.

      “Give me an outline then,” Maria said.

      “He managed to convince members of the US armed forces to supply him with weapons that he then sold. He also managed to get control of the contracts to restock Navy ships at certain ports. It’s big business and involved him paying substantial bribes,” Morris said.

      “To who did he pay those bribes?” Maria said.

      “I can’t divulge that. The indictment hasn’t been unsealed yet, but this is the biggest case I’ve ever even heard of much less worked on,” Morris said.

      “So if this guy is so important, how come you aren’t searching for his daughter?” Maria said.

      “If I had the manpower, I would.”

      “The FBI doesn’t have the manpower? They sent two agents to question me about blood splatter on a shooting when I was kidnapped, but they can’t look for the daughter of a federal witness. You guys really have your priorities set,” Maria said.

      “I’m working with a very small team for operational security reasons,” Morris said.

      “Operational security? You’re worried about leaks in the FBI?” Maria said.

      “I’m worried about leaks everywhere,” Morris said.

      “Does Patrick Miller have something to do with this investigation?” Maria said.

      Morris shook his head. 

      “What do you know about the daughter that you’re not telling me?” Maria said.

      “I had a GPS on her car. It went out to the desert Friday and never came back. I sent an agent to find the car. It had been dumped in a ditch and lit on fire,” Morris said.

      “Fuck, she’s dead.”

      “We don’t know that, but if she is, I’d at least like to bring the head of whoever killed her on a platter to Syed, so he’ll go through with the testimony,” Morris said.

      “Send me the GPS data. I’ll see where she went and see if there’s anything on the trail that will lead us to her, or at least her body,” Maria said.

      “If you need some help, I can probably spare an agent to go along with you,” Morris said.

      Maria laughed. That was the last thing she needed.
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      They dropped her back off at the campaign headquarters, and Maria stared at the sun setting behind Mount Charleston. The sky was a deep blue, turning more and more purple by the minute, and Maria felt both the responsibility of solving two cases and the frustration that she had no clue what was really going on.

      She felt the paper Syed had slipped her in her pocket, and she pulled it out. A 310 number. She dialed, and the call went immediately to a voicemail. A robotic voice told her to leave a message. She identified herself and said she was told to call this number and hung up.

      Maybe she should let this case go. Pass it off to someone else. Everything had gotten very intense, and she was beginning to think she wasn’t getting the full story from Morris or Patrick Miller or anyone. She’d been so busy she’d forgotten about Connor and Dillon. All anyone had done so far was lie, and she had no idea how she was going to get to the truth.

      Dunleavy beeped as he pulled into the parking lot.

      When she climbed into the car, he was smiling ear to ear. The receptionist had identified Connor and Dillon as the cousins who had been looking for her.

      Maria’s phone buzzed. A text message from Morris. It was the map with the GPS track from Ariella’s car.

      “It’s going to be a long night,” Maria said.

      

      Dunleavy had found out more while she was gone. Ariella, Connor, and Dillon had all gone to the same high school. Connor was the oldest and had been a senior when Ariella was in her first year. Dillon was one year younger than Connor.

      “Do we have any evidence they knew each other?” Maria asked.

      “No. I tried to find the yearbook to see if they were in any clubs together, and I looked at their socials, but Connor and Dillon don’t follow each other, and Ariella as far as I can tell doesn’t even have a social media account,” Dunleavy said.

      “Should I assume you didn’t find anyone in the morgue that matches Ariella?” Maria said.

      “I called all over the place and checked accident reports, which was a lot of phone calls and waiting on hold, but no unidentified dead bodies that match,” Dunleavy said.

      “I texted you a map. Did you see it?” Maria said.

      Dunleavy pulled out his phone and clicked on the message. Opened the attachment. 

      “We’re going to follow that route,” Maria said.

      “Who are we following?”

      “This was the route Ariella took the night she disappeared,” Maria said.

      “Do I want to know how you found this out?” Dunleavy said.

      “It was given to me by the FBI,” Maria said.

      Dunleavy looked at her. Confused.

      “Just drive. We’ll figure the rest out later.”

      Dunleavy pulled out of the parking lot and headed south.

      “They had a GPS on her car? This map is so detailed that it has the time spent at each location. If they had this, how the hell is she missing?” Dunleavy said.

      “They weren’t surveilling her daily. They just had it on the car, so they could find her when they needed to. She wasn’t a suspect,” Maria said.

      Maria’s phone buzzed. A 310 number. 

      “You left a message,” a man said. He had a British accent, but the same inflection as Syed.

      “Who am I speaking with?” Maria said.

      Silence.

      “You are the one who called me. Perhaps it would be better if you tell me who you are and how you know this number,” the man said.

      “My name is Maria Varela. I’m a detective in Las Vegas, and a man named Syed gave me the number.”

      “And why would I believe you?” the man said.

      “Because I’m looking for his daughter,” Maria said.

      Another bout of silence as the man on the other end of the line pondered what to do.

      “I will call you in an hour,” the man said and hung up.

      “Who was that?” Dunleavy said.

      “I haven’t the faintest clue,” Maria said.

      Dunleavy pulled to a stop.

      “According to that map, she was here for a little over an hour,” Dunleavy said.

      The building was two stories and slate gray. To the left was a convenience store, and to the right was a used car lot. The building was storefronts for small businesses. On the second floor, two of the three doors had no signage, and the third door was for Bella’s Peluqueria. A pair of white scissors shone against the blue background of the sign. The ground floor was fully occupied. The office nearest the stairs was a nail salon. The middle door was for a tax preparation agency, and the third door was a recording studio.

      “You think she was getting her hair done?” Dunleavy pointed at the second floor.

      “What time was she here?” 

      “Nine pm,” Dunleavy said.

      “She could have just parked here and gone somewhere else,” Maria said. She turned around in her seat. Across the street was a doctor’s office and a gas station. 

      “Let’s go over there and sit for a while. See if anyone comes out,” Maria said.

      “A real live stakeout,” Dunleavy said.

      “Yup, welcome to the most boring shit you will do in your entire career,” Maria said.

      

      Across the street, Dunleavy parked against the doctor’s office and walked to the gas station next door for some snacks. Maria settled into her seat and wondered if she was wasting her time. Mostly, she was just waiting for the unknown man to call her back.

      Her phone buzzed. She snatched it off of her lap. Carla.

      “Babe, you coming home soon?” Carla asked.

      “Doubtful. Working late tonight,” Maria said.

      “But we need to go over the plan for tomorrow’s appointment,” Carla said.

      Maria stopped herself right before the words, “What appointment?” came out of her mouth.

      “You do remember our appointment, right?” Carla said.

      “Of course, I do,” Maria said.

      “Uh huh, well, try to get home before too late so we can go over the information,” Carla said.

      Of course, the fertility clinic. IVF or something else with other I’s. IVI, IBI, something like that. Shit, she’d almost really screwed up.

      “Are you there?” Carla said.

      “Of course, I’m here. I’m sorry. Just been a long day. We’re probably going with the IUI, right?”

      “That’s more or less what I wanted to talk about with you,” Carla said.

      “I thought that’s what we agreed on yesterday,” Maria said.

      “I know, but I was doing some more research, and maybe it’s best if we have a little more control over the process,” Carla said.

      “I’ll get home as soon as I can to talk about it. I promise, but I’m in the middle of something that’s time sensitive,” Maria said.

      

      Dunleavy returned to the car. Handed her the water she’d asked for.

      “You going to fill me in on why we’re here?” he said.

      “I’m at the point with this case. I wish I didn’t know why we were here,” Maria said.

      Dunleavy rolled his eyes.

      “Most of the time, we catch a body, it’s something simple. Pride, jealousy, greed. Things like that. If there’s physical evidence, an eyewitness, or a connection between the killer and the victim, we can make a case. Sometimes we have to bullshit people. Bluff, pretend we have evidence we don’t-”

      “Break into houses looking for evidence,” Dunleavy said.

      “That never happened, wiseass. But regardless, normally it’s simple because humans are basically chimpanzees with better impulse control,” Maria said.

      “Was the Olivera case simple?”

      “The only complication was the amount of people involved. So it seemed more complex than it was. But once we figured out all three were together on it, solving it wasn’t that difficult. A combination of greed and jealousy and a healthy dose of fear,” Maria said.

      “So, shouldn’t this case be simple, too?”

      “I’d love that, but the deeper and deeper I get into it, the more and more complex it gets, which unfortunately means our chances of solving it are shrinking by the minute,” Maria said.

      “You said, our, our chances,” Dunleavy said.

      “Were you an only child?” Maria asked.

      Dunleavy laughed.

      “Where did she go after being here?” Maria asked.

      “Let’s see.” Dunleavy looked at his phone. Zoomed in with his finger and then zoomed out. “She went to some apartments right next to the police station, but she was just there for like three minutes, and then she went to a different set of apartments off of Charleston. She stayed there for an hour and a half and then she went out to Pahrump. Stopped for a half hour or so and then out to Shoshone, California. The map stops outside Shoshone,” Dunleavy said.

      “Pahrump? Why the hell would she go to Pahrump?” Maria said.

      “What’s wrong with Pahrump?”

      “What was the address of the apartments on Charleston?” Maria asked.

      Dunleavy told her. It was the same apartment complex where Patrick Miller was staying. 

      Maria’s phone buzzed. The 310 number. She stepped out of the car.

      “Where are you?” the man asked.

      “I’m not sure I want to answer that question. I don’t even know who the hell I’m talking to.”

      “My name is Nazmul,” he said.

      “Nice to meet you. What’s your interest in Ariella?” 

      “The same as yours, finding her,” Nazmul said.

      “Do you have any idea where I should start looking?” Maria said.

      “I’d say you’re in the right place. But your partner should really lay off the Mountain Dew. It goes right through a person,” Nazmul said.

      Maria spun around in the parking lot, but she didn’t see anything. No other cars parked. No lights on in the windows behind her. 

      “I hope you aren’t being dramatic and looking for me. I’m already several blocks away,” he said.

      Should she believe him? She hadn’t felt this confused since the night her father died.

      “Why am I in the right place?” Maria asked.

      “So you are an intelligent woman, after all. I was beginning to have my doubts.”

      “Come over here, and we can have a face to face talk about your doubts,” Maria said.

      “American police, always so aggressive.”

      “Are you going to answer the question about why I’m in the right place?” Maria said.

      “Ariella went to that recording studio at least once a week for the last month. She had a friend, a man named Van. He may have information about what happened to her. At the very least, he knows more than we do,” Nazmul said.

      “Last name?” Maria said.

      “I do not know,” Nazmul said.

      “How about a description?”

      “Roughly one point seven five meters tall. Black. Probably early twenties,” Nazmul said.

      “One point seven five meters tall? What the hell does that mean?” Maria said.

      “Bloody Americans and their feet and inches. Ask Google. I don’t have time to be your errand boy,” Nazmul said. Then he hung up.

      Maria climbed back into the car. Used Google to figure out that one point seven five meant about five foot nine inches.

      “Girlfriend calling?” Dunleavy said.

      “Informant. We’re looking for an african-american male, about five foot nine,” Maria said.

      “He a suspect?”

      “I don’t know. We’ll have to talk to him to find out,” Maria said.
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      A gray Honda Accord pulled into the parking lot of the building across the street. Maria leaned forward. Was that Connor’s car? She couldn’t see the license plate from this distance. Dillon stepped out of the passenger side and walked up to the recording studio. He knocked on the door and put his face to the window. Knocked some more. No one answered. 

      He walked back to the car and pointed across the street to where Maria and Dunleavy were parked.

      “There’s no way. Turn off the car,” Maria said.

      “We’re going to fry with no AC,” Dunleavy said.

      “Crack the window then, but get down and out of sight,” Maria said.

      Connor and Dillon pulled around the block and parked at the front half of the lot where Maria and Dunleavy were. Connor and Dillon had a direct view of the office building across the street, and Maria had a direct view of them.

      Whoever Van was, Maria wasn’t the only person looking for him.

      “Who’s that?” Dunleavy said. He had reclined the seat all the way back and had to do a half sit up to look over the steering wheel.

      “Those are the two suspects who lied about their alibis and had physical marks that could have come from beating a man to death, and one of them is a police officer who would know how to clean up a crime scene,” Maria said.

      “Fuck. You really going to make me arrest a cop a couple weeks after I had my police car stolen by a perp?” Dunleavy said.

      “Maybe.”

      “I should just quit now before I get fired, or worse,” Dunleavy said.

      Maria didn’t answer. He was probably right.

      “I wonder if they have their phones with them,” Maria said.

      “Call one of them,” Dunleavy said.

      “And then what? Ask him if he’s planning on committing a crime or can I go home for the night?” Maria said.

      “I’ll call him. I’ll pretend I called the wrong number.”

      Dunleavy called Connor first and then Dillon. Both of the calls went right to voicemail.

      “Is that bad?” Dunleavy asked.

      “It ain’t good,” Maria said.

      

      After about a half hour, Dillon stepped out of the car and crossed the street. He went up to the recording studio and knocked on the door again. Looked in the windows and then went back to the car. About five minutes after that, the Accord turned on and pulled out of the parking lot.

      “What do we do?” Dunleavy said.

      “Follow them,” Maria said.

      Dillon and Connor headed towards downtown using the surface streets. Eventually, they turned onto Alta and headed east.

      “Maybe they’re going to turn themselves in?” Dunleavy said. 

      The main police station was on Alta, right near the I-15, and as they got closer and closer to the station, Maria started to wonder. Would anything be weirder than if Dillon was undercover and Connor was on special assignment? Couldn’t be, could it? They didn’t go to the police station, though. They turned into an apartment complex right next to the station. The front gate had what should have been a bar that raised to let driver’s in, but the bar had been snapped in half. 

      Connor and Dillon pulled through and turned right.

      Dunleavy parked near the front, and they entered the complex on foot. 

      The complex was made up of two-story buildings, each building holding eight apartments. The complex was quiet. The only person they saw was a middle-aged woman on her phone walking a springer spaniel. The lights from Connor’s car flashed between two buildings, and Maria and Dunleavy cut across a courtyard and past the pool.

      Two doors opened and shut.

      Maria broke into a jog until she reached a building on the far side of the courtyard. She walked quickly along the side of the building, hand sliding against the wall. When she reached the far corner, she saw Dillon eyeing the street, while behind him Connor was fiddling with the doorknob of a ground-floor apartment. After a few seconds, the door opened, and Connor let out a low whistle. Dillon turned to follow him into the apartment.

      “Should we call for backup?” Dunleavy said.

      “We don’t even know what they’re doing. Let’s go take a look in the windows,” Maria said.

      Maria jogged across the street. The building was fronted by a carport, and she stopped at Connor’s car and looked inside. No passengers. No visible weapons. No phones. 

      The door Connor and Dillon had gone through slammed open. A young black man was trying to leave, but Dillon had a hold of his shoulders. The black man slammed his elbow backwards but missed. Dillon got his arms completely around the man’s waist and lifted him off the ground and pulled him back into the apartment. The door swung shut behind them.

      “Did that guy look five foot nine to you?” Maria said.

      “He looked like we should call for backup,” Dunleavy said.

      “That has to be Van. Let’s go in before they lock the door. It’ll save us the trouble of kicking it in,” Maria said.

      “You don’t like backup, do you?”

      “They take forever to get here,” Maria said.

      “There’s a hundred cops right next door,” Dunleavy said.

      Maria pulled her gun from her holster and sprinted to the door. Placed her ear against it. Muffled voices. A sound that could have been a punch. She pulled the door open and went in, back against the wall, gun out and up. Dunleavy right behind her.

      Dillon was holding Van’s arms back. Connor was standing in front of him, fist balled.

      “Do me a favor guys, don’t move. I haven’t had to shoot anyone in a few weeks and I’m not up for going to see the shrink again,” Maria said.

      “That’s right, get your fucking hands off me, brah,” Van said. He pulled away from Dillon and took a step toward Maria.

      “You too, Van. You stay right where you are for now. As a matter of fact, all of you very slowly get down on the floor and spread your arms out,” Maria said.

      “I’m not sure this living room is big enough,” Connor said. 

      “Make it work,” Dunleavy said.

      “How did you know my name?” Van said.
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      Once they were on the ground, Dunleavy frisked them. Connor and Dillon were both carrying handguns. The only thing in Van’s pockets was a joint.

      “You damn well better give that back,” Van said.

      “Relax, will you? Jesus, we just saved you from a beat-down, apparently,” Dunleavy said.

      “Kidnapping is a serious crime, Connor,” Maria said.

      “Nobody was doing any kidnapping. We were just here to have a talk,” Connor said.

      “The same kind of talk you had with Les,” Maria said.

      “We had nothing to do with that guy dying. This dude can vouch for that,” Dillon said.

      “What the hell I gonna vouch for you for? You been trying to kick my ass for days,” Van said.

      “We just want to talk to you, and you keep running away,” Connor said.

      “Have you two looked in the mirror lately? Aryan youth looking motherfuckers and you wonder why I’m running,” Van said.

      “I have a full head of hair. How you going to call me a skinhead?” Dillon said.

      “Shit, you was carrying a torch at Charlottesville. You ain’t gotta lie,” Van said.

      “Look, Maria, I know it looks bad,” Connor said.

      “Bad doesn’t adequately describe it,” Maria said.

      “We’re just trying to find our friend. She went missing, and we were trying to find her. To make sure she’s ok,” Connor said.

      “And who would your missing friend be?” Maria said.

      “Her name is Ariella Matos,” Connor said.

      “Ariella wouldn’t be friends with your uptight ass,” Van said.

      “All right, let’s hear it, but from the beginning,” Maria said.

      

      Connor and Dillon had been friends with Ariella since high school. They’d both been smitten with her, but she wouldn’t give either of them the time of day. Then years later they ran into her at a bar she was working at downtown. Connor and Dillon became regulars at the bar, and eventually Ariella started hanging out with them on her days off.

      “Were you guys sleeping with her?” Maria asked.

      “I wish. She wouldn’t hook up with either of us,” Dillon said.

      “She used to say her life was complicated, so she couldn’t have relationships. I took it to mean we were friendzoned,” Connor said.

      Ariella was supposed to meet them the previous Thursday to go to a concert. But she didn’t show, and her phone was off.

      “At first I figured she'd met some guy and went out with him, but when I found out she hadn’t shown up for work, I realized something was probably wrong,” Dillon said.

      “I checked the morgues and hospitals first, but nothing,” Connor said.

      “One of her co-workers knew she was hanging out a lot with some guy named Van who had a recording studio, so we went looking for him. We tried to talk to him, but he sicced some random guys on us. Said we were trying to beat him up because we were gay bashers, and we ended up fighting those guys while Van took off,” Dillon said.

      “So you’re saying the bruises on your hands are from that fight,” Maria said.

      “That’s correct,” Connor said.

      “Is what he’s saying true?” Maria asked Van.

      “I’m pleading the fifth,” Van said.

      “You’re not being accused of a crime, and we’re not in a court of law,” Maria said.

      “I don’t give a fuck. I ain’t got nothing to say. Ya’ll some crazy ass white people fixing to have me killed. No, no, I just want to be on my way,” Van said.

      “We’re in your house, aren’t we? Where you going to go?” Maria said.

      “Wherever the torch carrying motherfuckers ain’t,” Van said.

      “Was Ariella your friend?” Maria asked.

      “Yes,” Van said.

      “Don’t you want to find her?” Maria said.

      “That woman had secrets so deep, the minute she started sharing them, I just knew she was done for,” Van said.

      “And how was she sharing those secrets? What exactly was she doing with you at that recording studio?” Maria said.

      “She was making a podcast about what it was like growing up with a gangster father who had connections all throughout the world but was apparently unable to protect her,” Van said.

      “Gangster father?” Connor said.

      “Told y’all you don’t know shit. Ariella may have liked to have a cocktail with you two, but she didn’t trust you and neither do I,” Van said.

      “I’m going to need to hear those recordings,” Maria said.

      “What about us?” Connor said.

      “Kidnapping is a serious crime,” Maria said.

      “We weren’t kidnapping anyone,” Dillon said.

      “He was trying to run out of the apartment, and you pulled him back in,” Dunleavy said.

      “You saw that?” Dillon said.

      “We just wanted to talk to him. That’s all. We were investigating the disappearance of Ariella Matos, and if we’re being honest, you interfered in my investigation,” Connor said.

      “You going to try to pull that bullshit?” Maria said.

      “Wait a minute, this dude is a cop,” Van said. “Aw hell naw man, what the fuck? Everybody just get out of my house. I don’t know where Ariella is. I thought you were her father’s men sent to drag me off and shit.”

      “I’m not sure they aren’t,” Maria said.

      “Why would Ariella’s father have men?” Dillon said.

      

      Maria walked outside and called Millie. Explained where she was at and what she was doing.

      “What the hell does any of this have to do with Les Hilton?” Millie asked.

      “I don’t know. Still trying to figure that out.”

      “A cop on a personal mission. Do you believe him?” Millie said.

      “Not sure. Maybe. They seem genuine. I kind of think letting him skate is the best option. If we arrest him, he’ll lawyer up. If he thinks nothing is going to happen because he’s a cop, he’ll get cocky, and we can see what he does,” Maria said.

      “And if he’s our killer and kills someone else?” Millie said.

      “It’s a risk. But I think it’s one maybe we should think about taking,” Maria said.

      “What do you hope to achieve by not arresting him for a crime you witnessed?” Millie said.

      “For one, I think he’s going to hide behind being a cop. He’s going to say he was investigating Van for being in a gang, and Dillon was on a ride along. It’s bullshit, but it might get a prosecutor to back off,” Maria said.

      “That’s a problem for the prosecutors. If they do that, that’s on them,” Millie said.

      “And there’s a woman missing, and if they’re telling the truth, maybe they’ll find her. If they’re lying, maybe they’ll lead us to her. But arresting them won’t get us any closer to finding her,” Maria said.

      “All the dead bodies, you’d like to keep one alive for once,” Millie said.

      “More or less,” Maria said.

      “All right. I’ll be over in a minute. Send me your location. And don’t do it over the radio,” Millie said.

      

      Millie arrived within fifteen minutes. She looked like she always looked, pissed off.

      “How far do you want to take this?” Millie said to Van.

      “What do you mean by that?” Van said.

      “Well, we can charge them for kidnapping and breaking and entering. I can’t guarantee the charges will stick, but if they do stick, you will need to testify in a court of law, and I’ll need a statement from you tonight about everything that happened,” Millie said.

      “What’s option number two?” Van said.

      “I make sure these two idiots never come near you again,” Millie said.

      “Can you guarantee it?”

      “If they come within a few blocks of you again, I’ll shoot them myself,” Millie said.

      “Do I have to testify if you shoot them?” Van said.

      Millie shook her head, no.

      “I’ll take option number two,” Van said.

      “Dunleavy, you stay with Millie and deal with these two. I’m going with Van to the recording studio,” Maria said.

      “I thought you were all leaving. Why I got to go with you?” Van said.

      “Would you rather stick around with them?” Maria said.

      “Where’s the car?” Van said.
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      Maria loaded Van up into her car, and they headed for the studio.

      “I need to be a cop, so I can break into people’s houses and hold them hostage and not have shit happen. That must be nice,” Van said.

      “You told me you weren’t going to cooperate with the investigation,” Maria said.

      “How’s that going to come off? Young black male testifying against a white police officer. Shit, might as well put a target on my back,” Van said.

      “Target would have been on both of our backs, to be honest,” Maria said.

      

      The recording studio was quiet and dark. Van took a set of keys from his pants and opened the door. The inside was smaller than it looked from the outside. A tiny waiting room and then a control room and a glassed off recording room with two couches and two microphones on stands.

      “You set up this place yourself?” Maria asked.

      “Ariella helped me. I couldn’t have afforded all this equipment on my own. I would have had do like a million Instacart orders to do this,” Van said.

      “Where’s her recording?”

      Van sat down and went to boot up a computer. Then he stopped, got down on his knees and looked under the table. When he came back up, he looked like he’d been kicked in the stomach.

      “The hard drive is gone,” Van said.

      “You have her file backed up, though, don’t you?”

      “She wouldn’t let me. She pulled the internet on this place because she didn’t want anyone hacking into it until after she’d released the podcast. Said if anyone knew ahead of time, she’d be toast,” Van said.

      “What the hell is on those recordings?” Maria said.

      “I don’t even know. She recorded them herself. Made me promise not to listen until she was ready to release them,” Van said.

      “And you kept that promise?” Maria said.

      “I listened to the first one. She was just talking about her mother and how much she loved her mom and about the accident that killed her. Except she said it wasn’t an accident, actually. She said her mom was run over on purpose. Then she did another one last Thursday, and I hadn’t gotten a chance to listen to it yet,” Van said.

      “When was the last time you were here?” Maria asked.

      “I came by this afternoon for a minute. Everything was here. Who would steal a hard drive, though? Who would even know?” Van said.

      “I think I know,” Maria said.

       She walked around the back of the building and saw the window was still ajar. That was probably how her mystery phone friend had gotten in. He could have been inside when he was talking to her.

      Who the hell was this guy?

      

      Maria took Van home and walked him inside. The place was empty. She asked him if he was fine to stay there or if he’d prefer to stay somewhere else.

      “Where would that be?” he said.

      “Don’t you have family?” Maria said.

      “They’re in Georgia. Will that other cop keep her word about keeping those idiots away from me?” Van said.

      “Yeah, she will,” Maria said.

      “I’m good right here then,” Van said.

      

      As she drove home, Maria dialed Nazmul. He picked up on the third ring. 

      “Where’s the hard drive?”

      “Hard drive?” he said.

      “Don’t patronize me,” Maria said.

      “How did it go with Van?” he said.

      “Van had nothing useful to add, but I feel like those recordings you stole do have a lot of useful information,” Maria said.

      “I’m sure if there are recordings that have been found with useful information pertaining to Ariella, you will be notified quickly, so as to act on that information.”

      “You’re starting to piss me off,” Maria said.

      “You sound tired. You should get some rest. I believe that tomorrow will be a very long day,” Nazmul said.

      “And Ariella? What about her?”

      “I was led to believe you are a very experienced police officer,” he said.

      “I am.”

      “Then tell me, in your experience, if she’s still alive, will one more night make much of a difference?”

      Maria didn’t respond. He was right. It had already been five days. If she was still alive, she’d probably still be alive for weeks, trapped somewhere being raped repeatedly, but alive. If she was dead, she’d probably been killed within hours of being taken.

      “I have some research to do. I will be contacting you tomorrow with locations of interest.”

      He hung up.

      Could she trust him? Probably not, but she didn’t exactly have much else to go on.

      She called Michael. He picked up on the second ring. Voice groggy.

      “Did I wake you?” Maria said.

      “No, this is my wide awake voice,” Michael said.

      “You picked the right time to take a vacation.”

      “If a bullet to the stomach is your idea of a vacation, we need to talk,” Michael said.

      Maria told him about her day and about the missing woman.

      “You thinking she went up to Pahrump to meet someone, and they took her there?” Michael said.

      “I don’t know. And I can’t even get a warrant for her phone because there’s no one to file a missing person’s report. All I have is what the FBI gave me,” Maria said.

      “Was there a corpse in the burnt-out car?”

      “According to the agent, no. But he said it was burnt to a crisp. Good luck getting any DNA or anything, just a husk,” Maria said.

      “So how the hell did whoever did this get back from the burnt-out car?” Michael said.

      “Has to be two people, doesn’t it?”

      “Or one who plans really well,” Michael said.

      “I must be exhausted. I didn’t even think of that. She was probably taken in Vegas, and they drove the car off to get it away from where she lived, and they dumped it across the state line where it probably wouldn’t have been found for weeks if the FBI wasn’t tracking the car. Is it possible this has nothing to do with her father? Can’t be unconnected, could it?” Maria said.

      “Remind me who her father is testifying against again,” Michael said.

      “It’s better not to think about that. People we don’t want to be messing with,” Maria said.

      “Then why are you messing with them?” Michael said.

      “Because there’s a woman missing,” Maria said.

      “And Les?”

      “I’d almost forgotten about him, to be honest,” Maria said.

      “The stuff with the father, it sounds too fanciful. I’d focus on Les,” Michael said.

      “But why would the person who killed Les kidnap Ariella?” Maria said.

      “Find out who killed Les and ask him,” Michael said.

      Maria’s phone buzzed. Millie. 

      “I have to let you go,” Maria said.

      “That’s all right. I wasn’t sleeping or anything when you called,” Michael said.

      Millie sounded as tired as Maria felt.

      “That Connor was a real prick once you left. I think he’s scared of you, but the minute you were gone, he was trying to get all Mr. Supercop with me,” Millie said.

      “How’d that go over?”

      “I asked him if he wanted to try that bullshit with his sergeant. He shut up right quick. Do you think it’s steroids? I mean, we need to be able to hold our own in the streets, but Jesus, have some brains too,” Millie said.

      “What did you end up doing with him?” Maria said.

      “I ripped him a new one from one side to the other, and while I was doing that, I had Dunleavy put a GPS on his car,” Millie said.

      “How’d you get a warrant for that?” Maria asked.

      “Who said anything about a warrant? We’re just going to see what he does for a few days and since he likes to leave his phone at home, we’ll do it this way,” Millie said.

      “I hope he doesn’t have a motorcycle,” Maria said.

      “He looks like the rice rocket type, doesn’t he? We’re taking a gigantic risk here, and if that kid Van goes to the press, we’re fucked,” Millie said.

      “I don’t think we have to worry about that. He’s worried about Ariella’s father finding out who he is. But I don’t like leaving him out unprotected,” Maria said.   

      “What are the chances this doesn’t blow up in our faces?” Millie said.

      “Miniscule,” Maria said.

      “Remind me of why we’re doing this again, so I don’t feel like such a complete moron,” Millie said.

      “Because a woman is missing, and if she’s still alive, this is probably our only chance to find her,” Maria said.

      “Ok, I can live with the risk of losing my career if there’s a possibility it’ll be worth it in the end,” Millie said.

      “Think of how easy the next promotion would be if we saved a kidnapped woman,” Maria said.

      “Try not being an asshole for one conversation. Just one,” Millie said. She hung up.

      

      When Maria arrived home, Carla was deep asleep. Maria stepped into the shower and let the water wash off a day’s worth of stress and sweat and adrenaline. She’d rarely felt more sure she was missing something essential, something staring her right in the face, but she was just looking right by it, totally oblivious. 

      She was sure of it.

      But what it was, she’d be damned if she could see it right now.
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      When Maria opened her eyes, Carla was looking right at her. Maria closed her eyes tight and reopened them. Carla had her head on the pillow, hands under her head. She was just laying there watching her.

      Maria reached to put her arms around Carla’s waist to pull her closer, but Carla fended her off.

      “What’s up?” Maria said.

      “Is everything okay?”

      “With what?” Maria said.

      “Today’s a big day, and I want to make sure you’re all in,” Carla said.

      “How could I not be all in?”

      “You came home super late. You didn’t even remember the appointment yesterday. Where’s your head at on this?” Carla said.

      Her head was on a missing woman and a man who’d had his jaw knocked off of his face with a hammer, but she couldn’t tell Carla that, could she?

      “I’m just in the middle of a very intense case,” Maria said.

      “There’s always going to be an intense case, but there’s only going to be one first child,” Carla said.

      “You’re right,” Maria said.

      “I’d feel better if you took today off,” Carla said.

      “What time is the appointment?” Maria said.

      “One pm,” Carla said.

      “I have to do at least a half day. I literally just went back to work a couple of days ago,” Maria said.

      Carla’s eyes narrowed. 

      Maria reached out and pulled her close. Kissed her on the tip of her nose.

      “I’ll be here by twelve-thirty to pick you up,” Maria said.

      “Twelve-fifteen,” Carla said.

      “Twelve-twenty-two,” Maria said.

      

      Michael was sitting in his backyard with a plate of eggs and a thermos of coffee.

      “Going real easy on your stomach,” Maria said.

      “No way a bullet is getting between me and breakfast,” Michael said.

      Maria sat across the table from him. Looked across the backyard at the cinderblock wall.

      “Your face is more resting, bitch than normal. It’s a little early to be this despondent, isn’t it?” Michael said.

      “We have the fertility clinic appointment today, but I have a missing woman to look for,” Maria said.

      “Go home. Take the day off,” Michael said.

      “Did you not hear the part about a woman being missing?” Maria said.

      “Sometimes we have to remember to tend to the living,” Michael said.

      “Did Carla call you? Feed you that line?” Maria said.

      “Something my ex told me about a month before she served me with divorce papers,” Michael said.

      “Thanks for the advice, Mr. Different Woman Every Week,” Maria said.

      “Carla wants to have kids and start a family. If you don’t want that, don’t keep moving forward,” Michael said.

      “I do want that,” Maria said.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Get shot in the stomach one time and you turn into a shrink,” Maria said.

      “I’m just worried about you,” Michael said.

      “I’m worried about finding this woman. Did you have any thoughts about that, Dalai Lama of the backyard?” Maria said.

      “She was probably taken here in Vegas. I looked at the map again this morning. Where she stopped in Pahrump, it’s a casino with RV parking. There’s a lot of out of the way places to stop, but if this was planned, the perp could have parked the RV in Pahrump and driven down to Vegas. Kidnapped her in her car. Driven to Pahrump. Hitched the car to an RV and driven off into the desert to dump the car,” Michael said.

      “Would you go through all that trouble just to kill a woman?” Maria said.

      “Probably not.”

      “The apartment where she stopped is where Patrick Miller is staying, and she was volunteering on his campaign, and the campaign was not very accommodating when I started asking questions about her,” Maria said.

      “Sounds like you know where to focus your attention,” Michael said.

      “Getting camera feeds from that casino in Pahrump,” Maria said.

      “And pressing Patrick Miller,” Michael said.

      “I feel like if I press, they’ll clam up and I’ll get nowhere,” Maria said.

      “Or they’ll panic,” Michael said.

      

      Back in the car, Maria called Special Agent Morris. He picked up on the second ring.

      “Can you get me camera footage from a parking lot in Pahrump?” Maria asked.

      “Probably. Why?”

      “According to the GPS coordinates you sent me, Ariella’s car stopped there for thirty minutes before heading across the state line to California,” Maria said.

      “And you think we’ll be able to see whoever took her from the cameras?” Morris said.

      “Can’t hurt to try,” Maria said.

      “Send me the address and give me a couple of hours,” he said.
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      Dillon was nervous. 

      But he couldn’t let Connor know that. The whole thing had been Dillon’s idea, and now they were both over the barrel. Dillon was sure that Connor being a cop would protect Connor, but he wasn’t so sure about how that would protect Dillon. 

      But Dillon knew how to make sure he was covered. At least, he hoped he did.

      Connor walked across the grass towards the jungle gym. The sun was low in the sky and the park was mostly covered in shadows. The two of them had grown up around the corner and become friends in this park. From the looks of it, the equipment hadn’t changed since they were in grade school. 

      “How you holding up?” Connor asked.

      “This whole thing is fucked,” Dillon said.

      “Tell me about it.” Connor sat on the swing beside him. Looked left and right.

      “Are they watching you?” Dillon asked.

      “They put a GPS on my car,” Connor said.

      “They can do that?” Dillon said.

      “What a person can do isn’t always tied to what they’re allowed to do so much as what they’re willing to do. I left it on there for now, so I can use it to our advantage,” Connor said.

      “This has gotten way out of hand,” Dillon said.

      “They had us by the balls, didn’t they? Police testimony about another officer kidnapping an African-American gay man while searching for a woman, the press would have eaten that up. We’d a been fucking crucified before the preliminary hearings,” Connor said.

      “I hadn’t even thought about that,” Dillon said.

      “Two white guys, right? One is a cop. The other is an OnlyFans manager, and they are attacking a black gay male at his home across the fucking street from the police station. I mean, seriously, what the hell were we thinking?” Connor said.

      “We were thinking no one was following us. How did they end up following us, anyway?” Dillon said.

      “They were staking out the recording studio, looking for Van. How they found out that much, I mean, I could find out some details, right? One of my friends had a talk with Dunleavy. Guy is so new his ears drip, so my friend could get me some details, but when he pressed too hard, the kid clammed up,” Connor said.

      “So we don’t know how much they know?” Dillon said.

      “Not a clue. We should just assume the worst. This woman, Maria Varela, she don’t fuck around. She’s our worst nightmare right now,” Connor said.

      “Ain’t there something we can do?” Dillon said.

      Connor cocked an eyebrow. He didn’t like where the conversation was heading.

      “What we can do is keep our fucking mouths shut and hope that this whole thing blows over. That’s what we can hope to do,” Connor said.

      “And Ariella?” Dillon said.

      Connor shrugged. 

      “If they tie us to Les-” Dillon started to say, but Connor cut him off.

      “They aren’t going to tie us to Les. Who else was there? What could they tie us with?” Connor said.

      “This just has gotten a hell of a lot deeper than expected,” Dillon said.

      “Did you think this was going to be easy? We were fucking with some serious people, and you thought what, shit could never go sideways? Well, it did, so man up and keep your fucking mouth shut,” Connor said.

      “I keep my mouth shut. You know that. I kept my mouth shut over that hit and run a few years back, didn’t I? But I’m not a cop like you. I don’t have friends who can protect me,” Dillon said.

      Connor turned to look at him. Searched Dillon’s face. There had been nothing in his tone of voice, but the threat was clear. If Dillon started talking, Connor was going to be in some serious shit.

      “You don’t have to worry about anything. I’m going to protect you, just like you protected me,” Connor said.

      Dillon heard the words but wondered if he could believe them. Things were so fucked that he didn’t have much of a choice, but to wait it out, did he? But was he waiting for everything to blow over or for Connor to bury him in the desert? 

      This was the question Dillon didn’t have an answer for.

      “I’ll see what I can do about getting us some help. There’s big money at stake here, so someone has to be willing to help us make it all go away,” Connor said.

      “You think someone can get this Varela to back off?” Dillon said.

      “God himself couldn’t get Varela to back off, but maybe the case can get transferred or maybe we can go on a vacation and let everything blow over. Just do me a favor and relax. You are super tense, and it’s making me nervous,” Connor said.

      “How the hell can I not be tense?” Dillon said.

      “You just need to trust me. Have I let you down before?” Connor said.

      Many times, Dillon thought. But saying that out loud wasn’t going to achieve anything.

      

      Patrick looked at himself in the bathroom mirror. 

      The big dark circles around his eyes. The paleness of his skin. He’d never thought running for office would be so tiring. He’d spent weeks sleeping on the hard rocks of Afghanistan, but he felt more tired now. Maybe it was his age. Fifty was fast approaching. But it wasn’t really the physical part of running that was so draining. No, it was the emotional, the constant need to be “on” to be ready to smile and listen and be interested in people he could care less about.

      Why had he done this?

      He knew why. But still, the doubts crept in.

      Was all this really worth it?

      He walked into the bedroom and pulled on a pair of slacks. Opened the closet door and looked at the row of neatly pressed dress shirts. He was dying to put on a Hurley t-shirt and some too long shorts and flip-flops and just be alone for a few days.

      Nick poked his head into the bedroom. “Is his highness up for a visit?”

      “Fuck you,” Patrick said, laughed. 

      The two of them had served together, and most days, Nick and Kenneth were the only people who kept Patrick sane.

      Nick sat on a chair against the wall. Pulled out his phone, and scrolled through it.

      “You on a dating app?” Patrick said.

      “I created a grindr profile with your picture. I’ve got like eight dates lined up for later,” Nick said.

      Patrick laughed. Then looked carefully at Nick. Sometimes with him you thought it was a joke and then a male stripper showed up at your door. Wanda had thought it was great. Patrick, on the other hand, not so much.

      “You look like shit,” Nick said.

      “You don’t look much better,” Patrick said.

      “Nobody is looking at me,” Nick said.

      “I have a feeling you didn’t come in here just to tell me how terrible I look,” Patrick said.

      “He wants to see you,” Nick said.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Patrick said.

      “You’ve been saying that for a while, and I think we’re at a point where it can’t be put off any longer,” Nick said.

      Patrick shook his head. Now was definitely not a good time for clandestine meetings with people best not met, not in person, not via the phone, preferably not even in the same zip code. If the press found out about it, he’d be finished. If his wife found out about it, he’d wish he was dead.

      “I know it’s a difficult time and a bad look, but how much longer can you really push him off?” Nick said.

      “A bad look? You think that’s my primary concern? And let’s be honest, it’s a hell of a lot more than a bad look. It’s the kind of thing that would destroy my reputation,” Patrick said.

      “I don’t seem to remember you caring about your reputation when you needed him to handle that especially tense situation,” Nick said.

      “Those were special circumstances, and as I remember, I saved his ass when we were overseas, so it wasn’t like I didn’t have a favor coming,” Patrick said.

      “He just wants you to hear him out,” Nick said.

      “And it’s really going to stop there?” Patrick said.

      “Ignoring him isn’t going to make it go away,” Nick said.

      Patrick checked his watch.

      “You have fifteen minutes before we have to go to that breakfast meeting,” Nick said.

      “Are you really pressing me on this?” Patrick said.

      “I’m just stuck in the middle. I’d rather not be. I’d also rather not be here. I’d be much happier on a beach in Costa Rica, but you asked me to come. Told me you needed me by your side. Said I was the only guy you could really trust, so I’m telling you, he ain’t going away. Best to hear him out, just like you hear out all of these other fucks with their fifty thousand dollar watches and their ten figure bank accounts,” Nick said.

      “You know I can’t stand them,” Patrick said.

      “Yet you talk to them because it’s what needs to be done,” Nick said.

      “And you’re telling me I need to see him?” Patrick said.

      “He handled what needed to be handled. We don’t turn our backs on people like that,” Nick said.

      “Fine. Set it up, but make sure no one, and I mean, no one, finds out,” Patrick said.
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      Maria’s phone buzzed. A 702 number she didn’t know. 

      “I understand you’re looking for Ariella Matos,” Wanda Miller said.

      “Yes, I am. Do you know where she is?” Maria said.

      “No, I’ve been wondering that myself,” Wanda said.

      “What was your relationship with her?” Maria said.

      “She was a volunteer on the campaign, and I had taken a liking to her.”

      “When was the last time you saw her?”

      “Last Friday. She came by the apartment and had a glass of wine with me. We talked for about an hour or so, and then she left,” Wanda said.

      “Did she tell you where she was going?”

      “She said she was going to meet some friends at a bar. She tried to get me to go with her, but I’m a little old to be out drinking with young people. What has happened to her?” Wanda said.

      “That’s what I’m trying to find out. Where was your husband on Friday night?” Maria said.

      “He was at a dinner with some friends from the military,” Wanda said.

      “Are you at the apartment complex now? I’d like to come by and take a look at the camera footage,” Maria said.

      “Of course, I’ll get the manager to help you,” Wanda said.

      

      Wanda texted Maria the name of the apartment complex manager, Blair, who was waiting for Maria when she arrived. Blair took Maria directly to the security office, which was through a nondescript door right past the leasing office. The room was more of an oversized closet with a bank of television screens and a hard drive. 

      Blair, who looked to be mid-forties, was a little too excited about the prospect of helping Maria in her investigation. Finding the right day and time took about fifteen minutes, but once Blair was situated, she was very proficient with the camera setup, and Maria wondered how much time Blair spent in that room watching her residents go about their days.

      Ariella showed up at eight twelve pm in her Silver Accord. The front gate intercom had an embedded camera, and Ariella looked totally normal when she arrived. She punched some keys. Waited patiently. Spoke to whoever she had called and then pulled through the gate.

      She parked her car in visitor parking in front of Wanda’s building. The camera coverage wasn’t great, and only the driver’s side of the car was visible in the upper corner of one frame. Ariella entered a building and took the stairs to the second floor. About an hour and a half later, she came out and drove off. From the camera at the gate, it appeared that the only person in the car was Ariella.

      “I’m going to need every camera from the whole complex from two hours before she arrived until she left the complex,” Maria said.

      “That’s a lot of footage,” Blair said.

      Maria gave her an email address and told her to send the footage there.

      

      Maria went up to Patrick and Wanda’s apartment. The candidate had already left for breakfast, but Wanda was there, in workout gear and with a flushed face like she’d just gotten out of the gym.

      “Was Blair helpful?” Wanda asked.

      “Very,” Maria said.

      “And the camera feeds. Did you see anything?” Wanda said.

      “I’m not sure. I’m going to have to go through all of them more carefully to figure it out,” Maria said.

      “So why are you here instead of doing that?” Wanda said.

      “Because I want to know what the hell is going on,” Maria said.

      Wanda cocked her head. Narrowed her eyes. When Maria had walked into the apartment, she had been all politeness and seemingly genuine worry, but the tone of Maria’s voice had brought back the woman from the campaign office. 

      “I try to help, and now you’re looking at me like I did something wrong. And then cops always wonder why people hate them so much,” Wanda said.

      “Drop the aggrieved routine. You lied to me about where your husband was the first time I met you, and now you expect me to just trust whatever you say? Are we being serious with each other, or is the bullshit train going to keep rolling?” Maria said.

      Wanda grimaced.

      “I knew calling you was a mistake,” she said.

      “Why was Ariella here?” Maria said.

      “Because I wanted to have a glass of wine with her.”

      “I’m going to have my partner go over the video. If you are lying about being here or your husband being here, now is the time to stop. If you all were having sexual relations with her, I don’t care. I won’t leak it to the press, but if I’m going to find this woman, I can’t be wasting energy exposing useless lies,” Maria said.

      Wanda laughed.

      “God, I wish Patrick would go for a threesome. He’d never do anything so adventurous. If it leaked, his precious career would be over,” Wanda said.

      As Wanda was talking, Maria wanted to distrust every word coming out of her mouth, but the reactions were so genuine. The roll of her eyes when she said, “He’d never do anything so adventurous,” the way she looked away when she finished talking and shook her head, as if imagining a situation different from her reality. 

      Was this the real Wanda, or just a wonderfully manipulative lie? 

      “So tell me about your relationship with Ariella then,” Maria said.

      

      Being a politician’s wife was brutal. A non-stop train of social events where Wanda had to stand with a perfect smile on her face, knowing that the other candidates had stringers watching her every move. Nothing created scandal like family problems, and Patrick talked up their marriage every chance he got, so she had to stand there stupid smile plastered on, aide whispering the names of people coming to greet her. 

      And her life had to be completely secondary to her husband’s. Her mother didn’t see an issue with that, but Wanda wasn’t sure this was what she’d signed up for, and Ariella had seen right through her. They’d been at an event. Ariella’s first or second event volunteering, and as Wanda was walking out to the car, Ariella had said, “I hope to one day be able to hide my absolute disgust for the person I’m looking at as well as you can.”

      “I must not be hiding very well if you saw it,” Wanda had told her.

      Ariella told her not to worry. All the rich people in attendance were so narcissistic that they couldn’t tell that both Wanda and Patrick couldn’t stand any of them. Then Ariella had looked directly up at Wanda and said, “Is it hard being that perfect every day? It looks like it’d be hard.”

      Wanda had been looking up at the ceiling of the kitchen while she told this story to Maria, but now she looked directly at her. 

      “I wish I had the courage that young woman had at her age. She’s volunteering barely a week, and she spoke to me so plainly. As the spouse on a campaign, everyone is either telling you where to go and who to talk to, or they’re walking around on eggshells, afraid to piss you off. Ariella was neither. She was just herself, and it was so refreshing. So we became friends,” Wanda said.

      “When did you notice she was gone?” Maria asked.

      “The next day she didn’t show up to the headquarters for her shift on the phones. I hoped she was just hung over. I called her. Right to voicemail. I tried a few more times that day and the same. The next day also, the same. Then a few days later you show up asking about some reporter and then you come in and ask about her. Helen told me you were looking for Ariella, so I figured I’d let you know what I knew,” Wanda said.

      “What aren’t you telling me?” Maria said.

      “That’s everything,” Wanda said.

      “No, it isn’t. You don’t call a volunteer day after day when she no call no shows, and if the campaign manager knew to contact you when I came around asking about Ariella, there is something you aren’t telling me,” Maria said.

      Wanda shook her head. Looked back up at the ceiling. 

      “You are a perceptive woman,” Wanda said.

      “I’m getting tired of having my time wasted. There’s a woman missing. Spit it,” Maria said.

      “I had told her things about Patrick. Things that would be embarrassing and hurtful to his campaign if they came out, and I thought when she didn’t show up that perhaps she had been planted by one of Patrick’s opponents in order to get close to me or to Patrick. And I thought she had succeeded and disappeared, and I was expecting negative news articles to appear, so I spoke with Helen. Told her my fears,” Wanda said.

      “What are the things you told Ariella?”

      “Not in a million fucking years will I tell you,” Wanda said.

      “I need to know everything, so I can know what’s important and what isn’t,” Maria said.

      “When was she taken?”

      “Within twenty minutes of leaving your apartment,” Maria said.

      “Then it can’t be important because I told her here, in my apartment, the night she was taken,” Wanda said.

      “Seems a bit much for a coincidence,” Maria said.

      “Seems a little fast to be related,” Wanda said.

      “I could bring you in for questioning,” Maria said.

      “Good luck with that. Now I’ve told you everything I know, so why don’t you stop staring holes through me and get out there and find her,” Wanda said.

      Maria thought about pushing harder, but she didn’t really have anything to push with. Wanda’s counter argument had been logical. The abduction, if that’s what they were dealing with, was rather quick for it to be connected to Ariella’s visit here, but still, something was off.

      “Don’t disappear on me. We’re going to talk again soon,” Maria said.

      “Where would I go?” Wanda said.

      

      Maria headed for her car. Checked her watch. A little after eleven. She had another hour tops before she had to go home. Maybe she should just go home right now. Get back at it after the appointment with Carla. That would be the smart thing to do, but an hour was an hour. Run back by the station. Look through the evidence from Les’s office. Something had to be there in those notes.

      Maria’s phone buzzed. Michael.

      “I just received an email with a shit ton of video footage. I could have sworn I was on vacation,” Michael said.

      “You can always ignore the email, if you want,” Maria said.

      “You’re an asshole. What am I looking for?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Oh, that’s helpful,” Michael said.

      “The missing woman arrives at eight twelve pm and goes into an apartment. This is the last place she stopped for more than a few seconds. I’m pretty sure she was kidnapped here, but I wasn’t able to see it on the video. I just want you to see if there’s anything suspicious related to her, or her car,” Maria said.

      “I guess I can do that while on painkillers,” Michael said and hung up.

      Maria pulled the car into drive and headed for the exit. Just back to the station for a bit and then home to Carla. How long could the fertility clinic take, anyway? 

      An hour or two and then she could work all night. 

      Maria’s phone buzzed. Nazmul.

      “How is the angry policewoman today?” he said.

      “I took up meditation,” Maria said.

      “That would be helpful, but perhaps marijuana would be a more rapid tool,” he said.

      “Please tell me you have something more useful than a discussion about my mental health.”

      “I have two addresses for you. I believe that Ariella is being held at one of them,” Nazmul said.

      “How did you find these addresses?” Maria said.

      “Why don’t you search the locations first and then afterwards I can shock you with my intellectual prowess,” Nazmul said. 

      Maria’s phone buzzed. A text message from Nazmul. One address was on the outskirts of Las Vegas, but the other one was in California.

      “I’m a Vegas cop. I can’t go into California,” Maria said.

      “But the FBI can,” Nazmul said and hung up.

      Maria called Dunleavy, told him to be waiting outside the station.

      “Where we going?” he asked.

      “To brunch. Bring your vest and a shotgun,” Maria said and hung up.

      “What do I tell Millie?” 

      “Tell her she doesn’t want to know,” Maria said.
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      The house was on Stewart Avenue, a street Maria didn’t know existed. It was about as far east as you could go and not be in the desert. The neighbors on either side were empty plots. The houses across the street were in a walled off subdivision. If a person was looking for a place to hold someone against their will, they’d have had a difficult time finding a better place. There were no businesses within a mile and no reason for anyone to walk by. The neighbors in front were blocked from view by a head high wall. The neighbors in back were too far off to be the kind to share a cocktail over the fence line, and besides, people who lived on lots of land like these on the outskirts of town weren’t the kind of people looking to be social.

      “This it? That’s a big lot,” Dunleavy said.

      “Keep driving by,” Maria said.

      The house was two stories high and fronted by trees. The front yard would have been big enough for kids to play soccer, and the lot was enclosed by a white wrought-iron fence with ornate designs on the gate. 

      An RV was parked in the driveway.

      “We need to go in there?” Dunleavy said.

      “Yup.”

      “It’s wide open. There’s no cover. If someone starts shooting at us, we’re screwed,” Dunleavy said.

      “Welcome to police work,” Maria said.

      “Do we have a warrant?”

      “Exigent circumstances,” Maria said.

      “Why do I feel like I could get suspended over this?” Dunleavy said.

      They drove around the block. The house had a six feet tall cement block wall on three sides, and the lot behind was completely empty.

      “You climb that back wall, and I’ll go ring the doorbell,” Maria said. 

      “Sounds like you’re getting the crap end of this deal,” Dunleavy said.

      “I’m shit at climbing walls,” she said.

      

      Maria went back around the block and parked in front of the house. She checked the gate, unlocked. She pulled it open and walked up the driveway. 

      The windows of the house were covered with curtains. 

      Nothing moved anywhere.

      Maria approached the RV and touched the front of the car with her hand. The metal was cool to the touch. She checked the cab doors. Locked. She went to the back and tried to open the door to the living area, also locked.

      Her phone buzzed. A text from Dunleavy. He was ready to climb the wall.

      Maria walked around the front of the house. 

      Still no movement. 

      She texted back, Ringing now.

      She hit the doorbell. Heard the ding dong from inside. 

      Waited. No sounds from inside. No footsteps. Nothing.

      She hit the doorbell again.

      Same thing. The ding dong of the bell and then silence.

      Her phone buzzed, at the back door.

      If the intel was bad, there was going to be hell to pay.

      She walked around the far side of the house, checking windows as she went. Every window in the house was completely covered by blackout shades. 

      Were they about to break into a cartel stash house?

      Something was off. 

      The backyard had an empty pool and a set of patio furniture. One of the chairs was on its side.

      Dunleavy was waiting by the backdoor. Face pressed to the glass.

      “What do you see?” Maria asked.

      “Nothing. You sure about this?”

      “No, not at all, but we drove all the way out here, so we might as well go all the way,” Maria said.

      Dunleavy stepped back from the door and kicked as hard as he could. The door flung open, and Maria went through first into an empty kitchen, linoleum flooring and twenty-year-old cabinets. The refrigerator was white and devoid of pictures or decoration. 

      She moved forward against a wall. Dunleavy close behind. The next room was dark, the windows covered by the blackout curtains Maria had seen from outside. She turned on her flashlight and shone it into the next room. 

      Dunleavy passed her at the doorway and moved quickly, turning into the blind-spot. Maria went through into the living room. Searched for a light switch and flipped it on. The room was empty; the carpet faded with indentations from furniture long removed. No pictures hung on the wall. 

      Dunleavy had moved around the corner and was aiming his gun up a set of stairs. He motioned with his head up. Mouthed, he might have heard something. Maria took up position behind him, and they went up as a team, quick and smooth, but they found the second floor was as empty as the first until they found the master bedroom. 

      

      The first thing Maria noticed as they came through the door was the camera in the upper right corner of the room. Wireless and mounted to the wall, the camera was focused on a blue metal chair. The back part of the chair was just a rounded metal rod. Nothing to support a person sitting, just an open space. The chair itself smelled of bleach and the chair was discolored underneath as if bleach had fallen off the chair and stripped the fibers of their color.

      Maria moved slowly across the carpet, looking for evidence of who had been here. 

      Behind the chair were circular imprints on the carpet. As if something had been placed there but removed. Maybe a tripod or a stool. Against the wall was the indentation of something long and thin. She looked at the wall more closely and saw a line, as if something had rested against the wall and been removed.

       From the doorway, Dunleavy said, “What the hell is this place?”

      “Don’t come in here. There’s a camera and it might be recording. See if you can find an internet router somewhere,” Maria said.

      Maria crouched down. Looked from one end of the room to the other. She had to believe the crime scene techs could get something out of this place, but how was she supposed to explain it to Millie?

      Her phone buzzed. Special Agent Morris.

      “The cameras in Pahrump were a dud. Her car definitely pulled in, but we couldn’t see who was driving. Then the car was towed off by an RV. I’m sending you the license plate now,” he said.

      “I’m pretty sure I found the RV but send me the plate, anyway. Can you send me the video footage too, so I can justify what I just did?” Maria said.

      “What did you just do?”

      “I don’t even know. But I think it’s going to be a mess. I have an address in California. Do you think you can send some people to check it?” Maria said.

      “We’re moving house today. The best I can do is send someone tomorrow,” he said.

      From down the hall, Dunleavy yelled, “I found the router. Want me to disconnect it?”

      “Yeah, I don’t like being watched,” Maria said.

      

      Back outside, she checked the license plate number of the RV against what Morris sent her. Same car. She had the plate run. It was last registered to an Oswald Capstone. Only problem was Oswald died twelve years ago, and the plates belonged to a 1993 Oldsmobile. 

      Maria called Millie. Told her what she had. Millie told her to stay put, and she’d send some techs.

      Dunleavy stood in the doorway. Hand shading his eyes against the sun. 

      “You might want to check what I saw in the basement,” he said.

      The basement was finished, wooden flooring on top of what should be a concrete foundation. A long thin mirror lay on an oversized beach blanket. Next to the mirror was a box of rubber gloves. The box had been ripped open and a white latex glove hung over the side. Beside the gloves was a bottle of bleach. Next to the bleach was a three-legged stool. 

      Everything looked freshly wiped down, and the smell of bleach hung in the air. These objects had been cleaned relatively recently.

      “What do you think?” Dunleavy asked.

      “I haven’t got a clue,” Maria said.

      She walked around the rest of the basement, shining her flashlight into the corners, looking for something, anything that remained of whoever had been here, but she saw nothing except for the mirror and the stool and the cleaning supplies.

      Dunleavy had his face scrunched up like he’d eaten a handful of Sour Patch Kids. 

      “Bleach bothering you?” Maria said.

      “No, it’s just, what did they need a mirror for?”

      “It was upstairs in front of the chair. There was an indentation in the carpet and scratches on the wall,” Maria said.

      “But that doesn’t make any sense,” Dunleavy said.

      She looked around the basement again. Nothing more stood out. Hopefully, the techs would be able to get something off of these objects, but probably not. The bleach had likely killed whatever traces were left, but still, somewhere in this house had to be a remnant of the person who had been here, and hopefully that remnant could lead them to Ariella. 

      Had she been here?

      Was she the one shackled to the chair?

      And if so, where was she now?

      “This is fucked, the whole thing,” Dunleavy said.

      “Welcome to being a detective,” Maria said.

      Maria walked outside to wait for the techs. Her phone buzzed. Nazmul.

      “What did you find?” he asked.

      She told him about the RV, the chair, and the camera.

      “Tell me the address. I will access the router and check to see who was watching the camera,” Nazmul said.

      “You can do that?” Maria said.

      “I have stated so. Why do you still not believe me?”

      “I’ll have to re-plug in the router,” Maria said.

      “You cut off the internet,” he said.

      “Yeah, I didn’t want anyone watching us from afar,” Maria said.

      “You must go now,” he said.

      “Go where?”

      “To the other house. Whoever did this now knows you have found one house, and they will know you can find the other house as well. Ariella is not safe. They will go and either kill her or move her. And the next time, she will not be so easy to find,” Nazmul said.

      “I can’t go to California. I don’t have jurisdiction. I’ll need to call ahead to Highway Patrol and hope that they’ll help. Plus, I have to wait for the crime scene techs,” Maria said.

      “Then Ariella will die,” he said and hung up.

      Maria called Special Agent Morris. Told him what she’d found and about the house in California.

      “I don’t have anyone that can go to California right now, and that address, I don’t even know where it is. What’s the nearest town?” Morris said.

      “Baker, probably,” Maria said.

      “Baker? Fucking Baker, California? That town is a rest stop. I’m almost done with this move. The house was just swept. We’re moving Syed now. Give me two or three hours, and I can send two guys,” Morris said and hung up.

      Maria stood in the doorway, looking out at her car.

      “You look like you’re about to go do something stupid,” Dunleavy said.

      “I need you to stay here. We need to keep the crime scene secure until the techs come,” Maria said.

      Dunleavy handed the shotgun to her.

      “Probably going to need this,” he said.

      She headed for the car.

      “I’m beginning to understand the love-hate relationship everyone has with you,” Dunleavy said.

      “Tell me about it when I get back,” Maria said.
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      Maria accelerated around a tractor trailer. The strip was disappearing in her rearview. The emptiness of Western Nevada spread out in front of her.

      Her phone buzzed. Carla. Shit. She’d forgotten about the appointment.

      “Where are you?” Carla sounded pissed. The kind of pissed that might take weeks to get over.

      “I have a work situation,” Maria said.

      “And our child situation?” Carla said.

      “I know, I know, look, I’m sorry. Really, I am. If this wasn’t a matter of life and death, I would be there, I swear,” Maria said.

      “You told me you were going to pick me up,” Carla said. Her voice was starting to break up. 

      “You have to understand-”

      “If you didn’t want this, why did you say yes? Why did you sit there and look at the brochure and go to the first appointment? If you were going to hide behind your job, why didn’t you just tell me no?” Carla said.

      “Carla, there’s a woman who’s been kidnapped. I’ve done everything I can to find her. She’s in a house in California, and I have to get there as fast as I can or there’s a good chance she'll never be seen again. Do you really want me to be the type of person who lets a woman die because it's inconvenient for me? Because I would much rather be with you, believe me. I’d rather be with you all day, every day, but I have to do this,” Maria said.

      “I always knew the job would come first. I just thought you’d know how to put it aside when it's necessary,” Carla said.

      “There’s no one-”

      “Yes, yes, there’s no one else. California Police, Highway Patrol, Las Vegas police, no one else, just Maria Fucking Valera, off to the rescue,” Carla said.

      The line went dead.

      Maria shook her head. Sure, the timing was bad, but Carla needed to understand this one. Didn’t she? Or was she right? Maria thought through what she was doing. She’d broken into a house on the word of a man she didn’t know and was only trusting because a Bangladeshi gangster had given her the number. Maria doubted she could find Bangladesh on a map if she was asked to. But here she was, doing almost one hundred miles an hour out of her jurisdiction to save a woman she didn’t even know and who might not even be there.

      What would her father have said about this?

      Her phone buzzed. Michael.

      “I need to run something by you, and I need to know if I’m crazy,” Maria said.

      “Yes, you’re crazy,” Michael said.

      “I haven’t even-”

      “If you’re asking me, it’s probably crazy, but usually when you do something crazy, it’s right, so I’d go with it,” Michael said.

      “How’d it go with the video?”

      “Someone got in her car. It happened pretty quickly after she arrived, and I’m having a very difficult time figuring out who it was, but I’m keeping at that,” Michael said.

      “Then how do you know someone got in the car?” Maria asked.

      “The dome light went on. Briefly. They must have gotten in on the side away from the camera,” Michael said.

      Millie called. The last person Maria wanted to talk to.

      “Millie’s calling. I have to let you go,” Maria said.

      “I’ll keep checking to see who it could have been,” Michael said.

      Maria clicked over.

      “Where the fuck are you?” Millie said.

      “Do you really want to know?”

      Silence on the line. 

      “Fuck. At least you haven’t pissed off anyone important so far today. Have you?”

      “My girlfriend. She’s pretty pissed,” Maria said.

      “Piss her off all you want. That doesn’t make my job more difficult.”

      “I think I have a line on where Ariella is, but it's out of our jurisdiction,” Maria said.

      “Did you notify the police in that jurisdiction?” Millie said.

      “Not really. The GPS says the address is right on the edge of Indian territory and there isn’t a town there, and I’m kind of in a hurry,” Maria said.

      “Where in Nevada is that?” Millie said.

      “It’s not in Nevada,” Maria said.

      “Do I want to know how you found out about this house?”

      “Probably not,” Maria said.

      “You sure about this?” 

      “No, not at all, but if I’m wrong and I go, I look like an idiot, but-”

      “But if you’re right and you don’t go, a woman dies,” Millie said.

      “More or less,” Maria said.

      “Good luck. If this backfires-”

      “I know, I know, it’s on me,” Maria said.

      “Just come back alive. And hopefully with the woman, and we’ll figure out some way to cover you from the backlash,” Millie said.
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      Maria pulled off the highway.

      Saw a dusty gas station that hadn’t been painted in way too long. A man walked out of the gas station and headed for a minivan at the gas pump. He turned around. A boy, maybe ten years old, pushed the door open and broke into a jog to catch up to him.

      Across the street from the gas station, three tractor trailers were parked in a dirt lot. A little further back in the lot was an unattached trailer whose front half had been ripped open, exposing an empty interior as if torn apart by the claws of a dinosaur. 

      The GPS told her to go straight ahead, but there didn’t appear to be anything but desert and scrub brush ahead of her. She wasn’t going to stop now, obviously. She hadn’t driven all this way to stop at a gas station and turn around, but she was fairly sure she was being an idiot.

      She headed past the gas station and up and over a rise. On the left she passed two abandoned cars that had been baking in the sun so long, they looked like a person could break them in half with a hammer. The road curved around to the right and continued off into the nothingness of Eastern California. The GPS told her to keep going straight for another half mile, and sure enough, a half mile later, a dirt road appeared. The GPS said go right. Her gut said, go home.

      She followed the GPS.

      The dirt road was smooth and well worn and led up over a small hill. When she reached the crest, she saw a little house sitting all by itself in a clearing. Maria stopped the car at the rise and watched. The house wasn’t much more than an oversized shack with what looked to be newly installed solar panels and a satellite dish. A wooden fence ran around the house, but the fence was broken in spots, rotted wood having fallen away.

      Who would want to live out here?

      More importantly, who installed solar panels and a satellite dish but left the fence to fall apart.

      Maria continued down the dirt path and parked. She stepped out of the car, looked around. There seemed to be nothing but scrub brush for miles. She knew the freeway was to her right, but it was blocked by some hills.

      How had Nazmul found these houses?

      Maria approached. There were three steps that led up to the front door and one window on the front of the house, covered by a blackout curtain. Who covers their windows in the sticks? She went around the corner, found another window, also covered by a curtain. She tried to look through the window, but nothing. The curtain looked like it was taped to the inside wall. She followed the wall and went around the corner to an empty backyard. A single patio chair sat next to the back door. 

      No sheds, no signs of life. Just another window completely blocked off. 

      She tried the backdoor. The knob was locked. She took a step back from the door and raised her foot and kicked as hard as she could. The door flew open, and she went in right after it.

      The house was pitch black except for the line of light from the now kicked open door, but the sun was low and on the other side of the house, so Maria couldn’t see much. She cursed herself for leaving her flashlight in the car and inched forward. 

      Listened.

      A creaking. But from where?

      She kept moving, shotgun at the ready. Her eyes were becoming accustomed to the gloom. A stool was a few steps away from her. Beyond it, she saw cabinets. She headed for the wall and found the window. Ripped the blackout curtain from the frame.

      The house was split in two by a wall. This side of the house had a kitchen, a three-legged stool, and an easy chair and nothing else. The cupboards above the stove had no doors, and the refrigerator door was open. The shelves completely bare.

      Had she driven all this way to break into an abandoned house?

      She moved further into the house and found a door secured with a padlock. She put her ear to the door. Heard nothing. She looked at the door more closely. The lock was newer, the metal still shiny. She stepped back and looked at the doorway and the wall. It looked fresher than the rest of the house, and the paint was newer. The wall had been installed recently. 

      Who walled off a room in a house this small?

      She took the butt of her shotgun and rammed it into the hasp. It held tight. She slammed it again and again and again. The metal bolts strained but were holding, and she was already breathing heavily. She could hear Michael in her ear. Keep skipping cardio, keep skipping the gym. See where that ends up.

      To hell with it.

      She stepped back and raised the shotgun. Pointed it right at the lock and fired.

      The door flew open.

      

      The other room was pitch black, but something or someone was definitely inside. There was a creaking, the rattling of something metallic. Breathing.

      Maria stepped into the room completely.

      Saw the outline of a human in the gloom. 

      She made for the wall and found the window. Yanked down the curtain.

      A woman was handcuffed to a chair in front of a mirror. She was blindfolded and gagged and completely naked. Her head hung to her chest and bobbed up lazily, as if she was so weak she couldn’t hold her head up. 

      In the far corner of the room was a camera on a tripod, red light blinking, camera trained right on the woman. Maria went to the camera and turned it around so it faced the wall. 

      There was nothing else in the room except for the woman. No closets. No dressers. No other doors. Just an isolated prison. Maria took the blindfold off. Pulled out the gag. She grabbed the woman by the chin and pulled her face up to get a good look at her. 

      Ariella Matos. Maria was sure of it. 

      “Say something,” Maria said.

      Ariella’s eyes were glazed. Her mouth opened, but nothing came out. She was feverish and looked deathly pale.

      “Can you talk? Are you Ariella Matos?” Maria said.

      At her name, the woman tried to nod her head, but the most she could do was a slight jerk.

      Maria checked her pulse. Weak but steady. She ran her finger down Ariella’s shoulder and found a needle mark. She’d been drugged. With what, who knew, but she had to get her out of here before whoever was responsible showed up.

      Maria kneeled down and checked how Ariella was attached to the chair, two standard pairs of handcuffs attached to the metal frame. The chair itself was bolted to the floor. 

      Maria looked up. 

      Ariella’s eyes had settled on her. She seemed to be coming out of whatever fog she was in. 

      “I’m going to get you out of these handcuffs, and then we’re getting in the car and going far away from here. You’re going to be ok, just hang in for me,” Maria said.

      Tears started to stream down Ariella’s cheeks.

      She mouthed the word, Please.

      Maria pulled the handcuff keys from her pocket and got down on one knee. She unlocked the first cuff and released it. Ariella pulled the arm around and flexed her hand. Maria slid around the other side of the chair and put the key in the lock.

      Maria didn’t hear the gunshot, but she heard the window blow open and the impact of the bullet. 

      Ariella slumped down and then off the chair, her left arm still held in the handcuffs. Her hand bent at an angle no living person could hold for more than a few seconds.

      Maria looked at the wall. What she saw told her everything she needed to know about what was left of the woman who had been Ariella Matos. She rolled away from the body and towards the wall. 

      The wind whistled through the shattered glass of the window.

      She hadn’t even heard a shot. 

      How far away did a rifle have to be that you didn’t even hear it?

      Another bullet tore through the wall. Then a third and a fourth. Big holes torn through the wood. What was left of the window shattered. Whoever it was, they were trying to get her too, or make her run out of the house where she’d be easier to pick off.

      Maria stayed right underneath the window, unsure of what to do. 

      There was no training for being a target at a shooting range.

      After what seemed like a hundred shots but was probably more like eight or nine, the bullets stopped tearing through the walls, and the quiet of the desert returned.

      Maria counted to fifty and then made her way to the kitchen on her stomach, clinging to the walls, avoiding any spots where she could be seen through the window. She’d never been so scared. When Harold had tried to imprison her, she always had an option. When Johnson had tried to shoot her, she had room to maneuver and knew where she was.

      Here, she was blinded by walls and alone.

      A nail scratched her stomach as she turned the corner out of the doorway.

      All those bullets and she was going to die of tetanus, she just knew it.

      

      On the other side of the house, she sat against the wall. Tried to get back control of her breathing. She had to figure out what to do next. The camera. If she hadn’t knocked it over, he could have seen her, and she’d have been done for. 

      She checked her phone. 

      No bars. Fuck.

      From the other room, a voice came through a speaker. A metallic voice, whether computer programmed or a voice box, Maria couldn’t be sure.

      “You still with us, detective? I was never going to let you take her from me. But you, you I can deal with whenever I want. Maybe you’ll be in the chair next, or maybe I’ll head over there and finish this properly right now.”

      Yeah, why don’t you do that? Come out of hiding, you prick, she thought. 

      She looked around the room, searching for another camera. She doubted he’d only have one. Wouldn’t he want to see all the house if only for security purposes? The room was largely empty and dimly lit by the weak afternoon sunlight filtering through the one window whose curtain she had torn down. She scanned the corners of the room. No cameras anywhere that she could see. 

      Why an easy chair?

      And the stool?

      The same kind of stool had been in the basement of the other house, as well as a mirror. Almost the same setup, but the house was in the process of being disassembled. She’d prevented whoever this was from eliminating all the evidence. 

      Now she just had to keep from being eliminated herself.

      Why had she come alone? No, better to be alone than to drag a rookie into this.

      A bullet slammed into the house and tore through the wall. To the right and high of her. He couldn’t see her, that was a relief, but one of those bullets could hit her by accident. Wouldn’t that be the worst, dying by a lucky shot from a long-distance shooter? 

      “I warned you to stay away. But you’re just like every other ungrateful bitch out there. Totally unable to know your place. You walk around like you know everything, but your knowledge, your experience, your skills are so insignificant compared to mine. You should have realized that sooner, and you wouldn’t be in the box,” the voice said.

      Did he know her?

      There was a personal nature to his ranting. The way he was describing her, she must know him. He called her detective. The only person who made sense was Patrick Miller. He had been a sniper. Seen military combat. The campaign had been holding things back from her, but this was something major to hold back. 

      How would a person in the middle of a political campaign have the time to do all of this?

      “Unfortunately, it seems I will have to be going. We’ll finish this another day,” the voice said.

      Was he trying to trick her? Trying to get her out of the house where he could spot her?

      She didn’t know what to think. Or what to do. Then on the other side of the easy chair she caught the flickering of a light, the internet router for the satellite. She went to it and flipped it around to read the back. She used the password to connect her phone to the Wi-Fi. Prayed it hadn’t been changed. The three seconds it took for the phone to connect to the signal seemed like a decade. Then she saw the symbol that she was connected.

      She called Millie.

      “Is this a good call?” Millie asked.

      “I found her, but I’m pinned down by a sniper, and he shot her through a window when I got here,” Maria said.

      “A sniper? What the fuck?”

      “I’m texting you the address. Send help please. I don’t know if he’s out there waiting for me to leave or what, but the shots are coming from the east side of the house,” Maria said.

      

      Help took almost an hour to arrive.

      Maria sat there against the wall for that hour, trying to figure out what the hell was going on. The only thing she was sure of was that she didn’t have a clue, and she had failed to save Ariella. If she hadn’t opened the curtain, if she had brought her flashlight, if she had brought help, maybe Ariella would be alive. She knew even as she told herself it was her fault that it probably wasn’t true. If he hadn’t shot Ariella through the window, he would have shot them on the way to the car, and they’d both be dead, but her rationalizations didn’t matter.

      She had failed, and when she failed, people died.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            32

          

        

      

    

    
      Car tires on the driveway brought Maria back to the present. A door opened and slammed shut. A man’s voice called out, asking whoever was inside to come out with their hands up.

      Maria opened the front door and saw a tribal police officer. He looked to be close to forty, skin darkened by years out in the sun. She had her hands out and up so he could see she wasn’t a threat, but he had his gun on her, anyway.

      She braced herself for the coming onslaught. 

      Why had she come here by herself? 

      Did she realize she had no right to be here?

      Instead, the man lowered his gun, asked her name.

      She told him.

      His name was Jon. 

      “Well Las Vegas Detective Varela, I’m going to go ahead and assume you have a good reason to be way outside your jurisdiction, so why don’t you show me,” he said.

      Maria led him inside and showed him Ariella’s body and the bullet shattered wall.

      The tribal officer got down on his haunches and took the room in. Eyes roving to the wall and the floor and back to the body. Blood thick and black was drying in a growing semi-circle. He shook his head and looked up at Maria.

      “You were lucky to survive this. You should have called ahead. Maybe we could have gotten here sooner,” he said.

      “Maybe, but if I did that, you might have been the one being used for target practice,” Maria said.

      “You are probably right. Maybe I owe you a thank you, then,” Jon said.

      

      Crime scene techs and FBI agents and California State police took another couple of hours to show up. Maps were pulled up and double checked. While the road that led to the house was on reservation land, the house itself was actually not. It didn’t take long for everyone to decide the FBI should take the case. The woman had been kidnapped in Nevada and transported across state lines, and she was the daughter of a cooperating witness. Watching the men go back and forth about jurisdiction and responsibilities and legal bullshit was driving Maria nuts, so she went outside and stood against her car. Waited for them to ask her for a statement.

      The FBI agents had been as cold as Jon had been kind.

      An interrogation of her was coming, but she didn’t know if she was up for it today.

      And how the hell was she going to explain finding the house?

      If she gave up her contact, would Syed be in trouble?

      Jon walked out of the house and stood a few feet off. Looked into the distance, eyeing the hills where the shots had come from.

      “They sent a helicopter up looking for him, but he was long gone,” Jon said.

      “Or hiding really well,” Maria said.

      “Nah, heat sensors, they’d a seen him,” Jon said.

      “Interesting location for the house, just off the reservation, a jurisdictional nightmare,” Maria said.

      “Shit, if it was on the res, we were still going to give this to the FBI. We didn’t need to go to all this trouble to figure it out, but some people do love to show how smart they are by reading a map and quoting law books they’ve never read,” Jon said.

      Maria smiled. Took a deep breath.

      “How you holding up?” Jon asked.

      “Just bracing for the shitstorm that’s coming,” Maria said.

      “You did the right thing. You tried to save a woman. In the end, that’s what mattered,” Jon said.

      Maria wanted to believe he was right, but she didn’t feel that way right now. She felt like an idiot.

      “The stool in the kitchen. There were indentations behind the chair. The mirror on the wall. He sat and watched her from behind. He looked at her in the mirror and watched her with him sitting there,” Jon said.

      Maria had been so busy trying to stay alive that she hadn’t really thought through the scene, but he was right. That was why the killer had cleaned the stool and the mirror in the house. He had been watching his reflection looming over her in the mirror, and he wanted to make sure to have left no trace of himself.

      “That’s a sick fuck, whoever it is. When you find him, you send him to the next life because he ain’t got no reason to be in this one,” Jon said.

      “I’ll make sure he goes to prison for so long, he’ll never see this side of a wall again,” Maria said.

      Jon shook his head.

      “Man, like that got no reason to be breathing,” Jon said. 

      He walked to his car. Drove off.

      Maria stood there, the sun setting behind her, the whole area bathed in a low orange light. The air was getting colder by the second, and she thought about what Jon had said about the stool. She remembered the voice, how angry it had been. 

      Was that anger directed at her specifically, or just in general?

      Positioning Ariella in front of the mirror and chaining her there, what was that about? Power and control, that seemed most likely. That was usually what motivated the sick fucks that did things like this. An impotent rage that could only be sated through power and control. 

      She’d have to wait for the ME report to find out if Ariella had been raped. Experience said yes, but how could he rape her if she was chained to a chair? There was no mattress in either house. Experience, history, studies, all the things cops used to catch people like this shooter, all of that said Ariella should have been raped and repeatedly.

      But something was off. 

      Maria would have been willing to bet her annual salary that Ariella wasn’t raped. That she was placed in the chair and made to watch as her captor sat behind her. 

      Power and control.

      Maria shook her head.

      This case was a career killer.

      She was sure of it.
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      Carla had taken one look at Maria when she’d come home at almost two in the morning and gone from furious to concerned at a speed Maria found heartwarming. The two of them had spent an hour on the couch, Carla’s long arms and legs wrapped around Maria as she laid there silently. Carla knew better than to ask for details. Maria believed in keeping the nastiness she saw regularly to herself.

      But Maria told her enough to know what happened.

      Maria had taken a risk and been correct to do so, but in the end, it hadn’t mattered. 

      And she’d watched a woman die.

      “I feel like this woman meant something more to you than just a case,” Carla said.

      Could that be accurate? Maria shook her head, no.

      “I know, I know, you were pressed for time. Going was probably your only chance, but still, would you have done that for any case?” Carla said.

      “Shouldn’t I?” Maria said.

      “Maybe, but I feel like this case became a little personal,” Carla said.

      “I should have recused myself from the Les Hilton murder. I had personal issues with him. I could have pushed it aside and given it to someone else. Maybe that’s what’s going on, maybe I feel guilty for hating Les so much and now I’m pushing too hard on this case. Doing things maybe I shouldn’t do,” Maria said.

      “Are you in trouble?” Carla asked.

      “Failure is always an orphan,” Maria said.

      “Maybe having a baby isn’t the best idea right now. Maybe I should have waited longer after your brother’s death,” Carla said.

      “Oh no, we are having a baby. I’m going to solve this case, and then I’m taking some time and we can go to all the appointments we need to go to. There’s no way in hell, we’re not doing this,” Maria said.

      “That’s reassuring, that you feel that way and can express it like that,” Carla said.

      “Did you go do the appointment without me?” Maria asked.

      “I’ll tell you about it tomorrow. Let’s get some sleep,” Carla said.

      “I want to know,” Maria said.

      “And I want to tell you. But when you aren’t struggling to keep your eyes open. Besides, I need time to get over the fact that you missed something super important, but I’m not allowed to be angry because you were off trying to save some other woman,” Carla said. 

      Her tone was joking, but she was being serious. She knew Maria was justified in doing what she’d done, but Carla didn’t like it.

      Maria followed her to bed. She thought about arguing. Making Carla tell her now, but she was right about Maria fighting to keep her eyes open. The day had been a heavy disaster, and she was crashing. Hard. She was asleep within seconds of her head hitting the pillow.

      

      What was that noise? Maria sat straight up. 

      The room was pitch black. Carla stirred beside her but didn’t wake up. 

      Maria reached down by the side of the bed and pulled her gun out of the holster. She edged off of the bed. Strained to listen. Carla mumbled, deep in a dream. 

      The apartment creaked. 

      Was that someone in the living room?

      She padded towards the hallway. Pressed her back against the wall. Controlled her breathing. Stood there. Nothing, she heard nothing. She swung out into the doorway. The lights from the parking lot filtered through the curtains, enough to see the shapes of furniture. She flipped the light-switch. 

      The room was empty, just empty furniture.

      She stood there listening to the apartment.

      Silence. Nothing.

      She told herself she was an idiot, and she should just go back to bed. But she knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep until she’d checked and double checked the house. Which she did, twice. 

      When she returned to bed, Carla was awake. 

      “Did you find the boogeyman?” 

      Maria shook her head, no.

      “He probably saw that we have an alarm,” Carla said.

      Maria wasn’t sure of much, but she was sure that whoever had been on the other end of that rifle could get through an alarm, but she couldn’t tell Carla that. Instead, she climbed back into bed. Told Carla she was right.

      

      Maria closed her eyes and did her best to sleep.

      A coffee pot beeped three times. 

      Sizzling. 

      The smell of bacon drifted down the hall. 

      Maria opened her eyes. She was alone in the bed. Early morning light streamed through the windows. She sniffed the air. Was Carla really making her bacon? Carla didn’t eat meat, and she hated the smell of it, but there she was cooking breakfast for Maria, enduring that which she hated, so Maria could have a pleasant start to her day after a hellish yesterday. The day after Maria had screwed up by missing the most important appointment she could possibly miss, but still Carla was letting it go and unselfishly doing something for Maria.

      When was the last time Maria had done that for Carla?

      Some things needed to change. 

      Maria was going to get through this case, and then she would transfer out of homicide. Into what, Maria didn’t know, but something not so stressful. Maybe it would take a few months to make the move, maybe as much as a year, but she couldn’t go on like this. Not if she wanted Carla in her life, and Maria needed Carla more than she even realized. 

      She’d never been more sure of anything lying there.

      She wondered if this was how her father felt after she was born.

       

      

      Maria walked out to the car. The sky was clear, and the sun was still low on the horizon. She wanted to get in early and start looking over that evidence before everyone started piling on. She knew it was coming. She’d lost the woman, largely because she’d forgotten her flashlight and opened a window. Sure, everyone knew that the minute she brought Ariella to the car, the shooter would have had them both, but review boards needed to find something. A critic always finds something to criticize, and every step and decision Maria had taken was going to be dissected to the point where she was even going to doubt herself. 

      She needed to get into the evidence. Hit the street. Moving targets were the hardest to strike, and if she could keep it moving, the bureaucrats would take time to catch up.  

      And she needed to talk to Syed. If Morris would let her.

      She hit the remote. The lights on her car flashed, and she pulled the door open and got in. Through the windshield, she saw something on her hood.

      A bullet.

      Not a handgun bullet. This bullet was longer and leaner. The tip was long and extended out from the cartridge to a fine point. 

      This bullet was the kind that came out of a sniper rifle.
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      Wanda Miller watched her husband toweling off. Why had he come home so late last night? He’d told her one of the donors had pigeonholed him and talked his ear off for hours and hours, and that was certainly plausible. Donors did love to talk and craved attention. Worse than kids, really. 

      But she doubted she was getting the whole story.

      “Who was it that kept you out so late last night?” Wanda asked.

      Patrick looked at her like he didn’t understand the question.

      “When you came home, you told me a donor talked your ear off? Was it Nate Morrison? That man can talk for days,” Wanda said.

      Patrick walked into the bedroom. Threw his towel down to the ground and put one knee on the bed. Leaned forward, so he was hovering above her. He knew exactly how much she loved it when he was above her.

      “Are you interrogating me?” Patrick said.

      “I am your wife. I do get to ask questions,” Wanda said.

      “Do you?” Patrick said. He leaned down, pressed his mouth against the side of her neck and kissed.

      “Don’t think for a minute this will prevent me from getting my answers,” Wanda said.

      Patrick kissed her again. Ran the tip of his nose up her neck.

      “A slight delay perhaps,” Patrick said.

      Wanda reached up and pulled him between her legs.

      

      Dillon pulled into the parking garage at the gym and stepped out of his car. Walked out onto the street and headed for the coffee shop on the corner. Connor was there, coffee in one hand, phone in the other.

      “Did you talk to him?” Dillon asked.

      “Jesus, get a coffee, will you? You need to relax because you are starting to make me nervous,” Connor said.

      Dillon didn’t want a coffee. He wanted to know what was up, but he went inside and ordered a coffee. The barista was tall and had hair that hung down over his eyes and seemed hungover. Taking the coffee took at least twice as long as it should have.

      Back outside, Connor was all smiles as Dillon sat down.

      “So are we good?” Dillon asked.

      “Good is relative. Good compared to who? But for two schmucks from Vegas, we should be fine,” Connor said.

      “Some more details would be helpful,” Dillon said.

      “Basically, we just have to keep our mouths shut about everything related to Les, and we will have top-notch representation and all the political assistance that can be brought, and from what I hear about the sergeant overseeing this case, she’s very pliable in that area,” Connor said.

      “So we’re good,” Dillon said.

      “Here’s the thing, this detective, she is not pliable. I guarantee you she’s going to come back at us another time. She’s going to try every trick in the book. The most important thing you can do is just keep your mouth shut. As long as you keep quiet, you’re fine, but the minute you talk, all our assistance, all our political and financial backing, it goes right out the window,” Connor said.

      Dillon eyed his friend. Wondered if he could trust him. Did he have any other choice, really? This whole thing had started so simply and now it was just a disaster. He’d keep his mouth shut for now. But if he caught even a whiff that he was being set up, he was telling everyone who’d listen exactly what had happened. 

      If he was going down, he wasn’t going down alone.
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      Michael opened the front door and saw Maria and Carla standing there. 

      “That bad, huh?” he said.

      Maria didn’t answer.

      “She’s being ridiculous,” Carla said.

      “Better ridiculous and alive,” Maria said.

      Explaining to Michael only took a few minutes. Once he heard about the bullet on the car, he told Carla that Maria wasn’t being ridiculous. 

      “I’m not staying in here like a prisoner,” Carla said.

      “Of course not,” Michael said.

      “But you are staying here until I get back,” Maria said.

      “And how long will that be?” Carla said.

      “However long it takes,” Maria said.

      “I guess I should get back to watching video tape. What are you going to do?” Michael said.

      “I’m going to find this son of a bitch and put him through a wall,” Maria said.

      In the car, Maria called Special Agent Morris.

      “I need to talk to Syed,” Maria said.

      “Now is really not a good time,” Morris said.

      “I don’t give a shit. I was used as target practice yesterday and watched his daughter’s head explode, and this morning, someone left a bullet on the hood of my car. Right outside the apartment where I live with my girlfriend,” Maria said.

      “Let me talk to him, and I’ll get back to you,” Morris said and hung up.

      This had to be tied into something with Syed. She was sure of it. The podcast tapes, the professionalism of everything. If the ME report came back negative for rape, they must have been staging Ariella to intimidate Syed. It was the only thing that made sense, and if that was the case, Syed would know exactly who these people were. 

      Or Nazmul. Maybe he would know. 

      And how had he known where the houses were?

      Maria dialed Nazmul. A robotic voice announced that this number was no longer in service.

      Shit. She was at a loss. No clue what to do. Could this really be tied to Les? She was starting to have her doubts, but her only option was to go back to Les’s notebooks. She started to head for the station. Her phone buzzed. A text message from Morris with a Las Vegas address. Told her to be there in twenty minutes.

      Les’s notebooks could wait.

      

      Syed looked like a man should look after finding out his daughter was dead. He was sitting on the edge of a chair, elbows on his knees, face in his hands. 

      Maria thought of how well Johnson and Veronica had faked their emotional distress. Wondered if Syed was faking his. The murder of a daughter was a rare thing, but Syed was a man who’d been a criminal for decades. Maria didn’t know what he was capable of or of what was on those podcast tapes.

      Morris watched them from the corner.

      “I need to talk to him alone,” Maria said.

      “That’s not happening,” Morris said.

      “I’m not going to get any answers from him with you here, and I need some answers. So go outside,” Maria said.

      “You can’t be serious,” Morris said.

      Maria stared at him. 

      “I have to protect the integrity of my investigation,” Morris said.

      “That’s exactly why you need to go outside. You’ve been around long enough to know that you don’t always want to know everything,” Maria said.

      Morris thought that over. He knew she was right, but a part of him couldn’t let go.

      “Just a few minutes,” Syed said.

      Morris walked outside. Stood there watching them through the sliding glass doors.

      “Who is Nazmul?” Maria asked.

      “An associate,” Syed said.

      “I’m going to need some more details than that,” Maria said.

      “That’s all the detail I can give you,” Syed said.

      “I don’t have time for your evasions. I did everything I could to save your daughter. I risked my life and my career and now whoever did this is threatening me and my family at my home, so start talking or so help me god, I’ll shoot you myself, right now,” Maria said.

      Syed looked her directly in the eyes for a full second and then looked away.

      “I believe you,” he said.

      “About shooting you? Yeah, I’m not kidding about that,” Maria said.

      “No, about doing everything possible to save my daughter. Thank you, I know that wasn’t your responsibility. Special Agent Morris told me the lengths you went to for her. He allowed me to read the report, which was very detailed about her final moments.” He closed his eyes. Took a deep breath to calm himself.

      “I need to know what the hell is going on and who Nazmul is, and I need to get in touch with him,” Maria said.

      “Nazmul is my brother. He goes where he wants. Shows up when he wants, I do not control him. He was trying to protect Ariella for me while I was going through this process. I thought I had kept her secret enough to be safe, but apparently I was wrong,” Syed said.

      “I need to know who you are testifying against,” Maria said.

      “A United States Senator and the CEO of a private security company. Two navy generals as well,” Syed said.

      “I’m going to need names,” Maria said.

      “Names will do you no good. The only thing you should do now is stop investigating. Go on vacation. The court dates are soon, and once I testify there is no more reason for violence,” Syed said.

      “He killed her right in front of me. There is no way in hell I’m letting him get away with that,” Maria said.

      “You would have been a very wonderful associate. I wish you had been working with me in Bangladesh rather than chasing criminals in Las Vegas,” Syed said.

      “How do I get in touch with Nazmul?” Maria said.

      “Listen to the wind,” Syed said.

      “Were you involved in any way with Patrick Miller?” 

      Syed shook his head, said he didn’t know who that was.

      “A reporter was killed. He was looking for your daughter. His name was Les Hilton. Do you know him?” Maria said.

      “You have already asked me this question the last time you were here, and I still have the same answer. Special Agent Morris is getting antsy. I can tell from the expressions on his face. So we must end this conversation soon. If there is something you want to ask, best that you do it now,” Syed said.

      “What was on the podcast tapes Ariella was making?” Maria said.

      “I did not know she was making a podcast,” Syed said.

      “Did you have anything to do with the murder of your daughter?” Maria asked.

      “Of course I did. I failed to raise her properly. I tried to protect her through distance, but in the end, all I did was leave her helpless in a cruel world full of danger. And now she has died in a shack in the middle of nowhere, killed by an unseen assailant from an incredible distance and the only thing that comforts me is that you were unlocking her handcuffs as she died, so her dying thoughts were that she was being rescued. Perhaps knowing that she died while feeling that relief is the best thing a father can hope for. It obviously doesn’t provide any comfort at the moment, but perhaps in the future I will be able to cling to it,” Syed said.
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      Maria headed for the station. She didn’t think she was going to get much out of Les’s notebooks, but she also didn’t really know where else she could be looking. Dunleavy was waiting for her in the room with the materials from Les’s office.

      “Have we found Nancy?” Maria asked.

      “Nancy?” Dunleavy scrunched up his nose.

      “The co-worker who was gone when you went by the office the other day,” Maria said.

      “Totally forgot about her,” Dunleavy said.

      “That’s ok. We were a little busy. Where are we at with this stuff?”

      “The company. The one with the Florida phone number. I found it through the corporate filings in Florida. They’re landlords. They buy homes and rent them out. They have a bunch in Arizona, Nevada, and Florida. I called the number, but no one answered, and they haven’t called me back,” Dunleavy said.

      “We need to see if they own that house in East Las Vegas,” Maria said.

      “They might. That house was owned by a shell company. I’m trying to figure out who owns the shell company right now,” Dunleavy said.

      Maria’s phone buzzed. A text message from a 702 number that Maria didn’t recognize. It had a link to an Instagram post, and the message said, you need to see this re: Les Hilton. Maria clicked the link, and the post opened. She recognized Les’s street. The post had been taken in front of his building. Two kids were mugging for the camera. They looked to be about ten years old, arms draped around each other’s shoulders. The caption read: Ten years ago at 10:24pm, these two were born at the same hospital, and here we are, ten years later to the minute, together again. #bestriendsforlife.

      Why was a photo of two random kids sent to her?

      Then she checked the date of the post, the day of Les’s murder. She checked the background, used her fingers to zoom in, and there, behind the kids, were two men, Connor and Dillon. If this photo was accurate, she’d been played for a fool. 

      She dialed the 702 number, no answer.

      Dunleavy asked her what was up.

      “I just had an Instagram post sent to me. It shows Dillon and Connor arriving to Les’s house around the time he was killed,” Maria said.

      “Who sent it?”

      “No idea,” Maria said.

      “So, what do you want to do?”

      

      Millie didn’t like it.

      “Can we be sure it’s them?” Millie asked.

      “It looks like them. The faces aren’t super clear, but it’s definitely their haircuts, and there is something in Dillon’s hand,” Maria said.

      Millie turned back to the photo. Zoomed in again. Shook her head.

      “This will probably not hold up in court, but maybe we can get a search warrant off of it. Do you think they were smart enough to burn the clothes?” Millie said.

      “Let’s find out,” Maria said.

      “But what are we thinking is the motivation here?” Millie said.

      “Les was looking for Ariella, and he must have found something that tied them to her disappearance, so they killed him to keep it from getting out,” Maria said.

      “But wouldn’t we have found that information somewhere?” Millie said.

      “There’s a missing laptop. Maybe missing photos or another notebook,” Maria said.

      “This murder is pretty brutal to be a coverup. I mean, they knocked the man’s jaw clean off his body and then left it on his lap. That’s some sadistic shit.” Millie leaned back in her chair. Looked up at the ceiling. 

      She was thinking about all the angles, and while Millie’s preoccupation with other considerations infuriated Maria, she also knew arresting a cop created waves, and everything had to be perfect in order to keep the blowback to a minimum. 

      “Get them both brought in. Not by you. Have Dunleavy go get Dillon, and I’ll call Connor’s sergeant. See where he’s at. I’ll get a warrant to search Dillon’s house first. Should be easy. He lied about his alibi, and we have video proof of that from the gas station, plus we have him for uncharged crimes. You search his house and see if you can find anything that ties him to Les or Ariella. I’ll get them to give us statements about where they were yesterday. If you find something at Dillon’s, we’ll get a warrant for Connor’s house too,” Millie said.

      Maria stood up. Headed for the door.

      “I thought I had a good bullshit detector. I really believed them the other night in that apartment,” Millie said.

      “I believed them too,” Maria said.

      

      Dillon’s house was more understated than Maria had expected. He had a lush couch and a nice television, but other than that, the furniture was generic. The dining room table looked like it had barely been used. The kitchen was organized, but mostly empty. The freezer was stocked with chicken breast and frozen fruit. The fridge had a six-pack of Bud Light with only five bottles, one ketchup bottle, two mustard bottles, and a container of lettuce that probably needed to be thrown out.

      The bathroom was organized, but looked like it hadn’t been wiped down or mopped in a while. Water stains ran up and down the mirror. Men could live around disorder at a level that never ceased to amaze Maria. The medicine cabinet was loaded up with Advil and nasal spray and not much else. 

      The bedroom had a king-sized bed and a set of drawers so tall Maria could barely see the top of it. The bed hadn’t been made and from the looks of the indentations, Dillon had slept alone last night. Maria wondered what time he’d got home. She opened the closet door and saw a rifle bag in the corner. She pulled the bag out and laid it on the bed. Unzipped it. Inside was a sniper rifle. Long, sleek, and black. 

      Dillon had some explaining to do.

      She called Millie. Told her what she’d found.

      “Fuck, I’ll get the warrant for Connor’s place. Why don’t you come back here and take a run at them in interrogation? Do some of your fancy shit and see if you can get a confession,” Millie said.
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      Dillon looked up at her as she walked into the room. 

      “What the fuck is going on? Is this about the other night because I thought that was all good,” he said.

      “You know what this is about,” Maria said.

      “I really wish I did because no one will tell me shit, and don’t I need to be told something? I mean, seriously, what happened to this country that a man can be brought into a police station and held against his will for no damn reason?” Dillon said.

      “No damn reason, huh?” Maria said.

      “What the hell do you people want from me? I was trying to find my friend, ok? I wanted to know that she was all right,” Dillon said.

      “I’d smarten up. Connor, your buddy, he knows how this works, and when I go to speak with him, he’s going to flip on you so fast it’ll make even my head spin because Connor knows that the first person to confess always gets the best deal,” Maria said.

      “Confess to what? A bar fight?” Dillon said.

      “We know you were at Les’s house the other night.”

      “What night?” Dillon said.

      “The night he was murdered. Not just there that night, there more or less the exact time he was getting murdered, and we have you with the hammer in your hand,” Maria said.

      “What the fuck are you talking about? A hammer? Are you nuts? Please tell me this is some sick prank,” Dillon said.

      “We have you for lying about your alibi. We have you at the scene when a murder occurred, and more than that, we have your sniper rifle,” Maria said.

      “Sniper rifle?”

      “You are an amazing liar. That must be how you get all those women to give you a portion of their money. You look right at them and bullshit them just like you’re bullshitting me,” Maria said.

      “Lady, I don’t even know what the hell is going on right now. I hate guns. I don’t even have a pistol,” Dillon said.

      Maria laughed. She almost admired how he was sticking to the denials.

      “You had a gun on you at Van’s apartment,” Maria said.

      “That was Connor’s gun. It wasn’t even loaded,” Dillon said.

      “Fair enough. I’ll go talk to Connor and see what he has to say,” Maria said.

      “Says about what?” Dillon said.

      “About the murders of Les Hilton and Ariella Matos, about you lighting up that shack yesterday with bullets while I was inside,” Maria said.

      “Ariella’s dead?” Dillon said. He looked genuinely shocked.

      Could she be missing something? 

      Then she remembered Johnson with tears streaming down his cheeks while she was sitting inside the mansion at Queensridge. She’d never gotten the chance to ask him how he’d generated tears like that for a woman he’d shot himself, but she’d tucked it away. Sociopaths knew how to manipulate, and Dillon had already proven himself to be an incredible liar.

      “You missed your calling, Dillon. You should have been a soap opera actor,” Maria said.

      

      Connor looked up as Maria walked into the interrogation room. 

      “Why am I here?” he said.

      “Really, we playing this game,” Maria said.

      Connor laughed.

      “I’ve heard about you and the interrogations. Supposedly, you have a real gift for it,” Connor said.

      “Truth be told, it’s not me that has the gift. My partner, he’s the one who’s amazing at it,” Maria said.

      “That the guy you got shot by going off half-cocked after a suspect without backup,” Connor said.

       “The story is way worse than that. I didn’t just go off half-cocked. I was ordered by my sergeant to go home and take the rest of the day off, and in order to disobey my sergeant, I had to get the tire on my partner’s car fixed because it had been shot out by the suspect,” Maria said.

      Connor laughed. 

      “I hadn’t heard the part about the tire. That is a way better story. Now that you’re done building rapport with your suspect, why don’t you get to what you really want to talk about,” he said.

      “I want to talk about why you killed the reporter. Or was it Dillon who did it? He’s the one who went inside with the hammer, right?” Maria said.

      “I didn’t have anything to do with killing Les,” Connor said.

      “You just called him Les, though. That implies that you knew him. Not just knew him, you were on a first name basis with him. Look, cop to cop, I just left Dillon. He gave everything up, so there’s nothing left to hide behind. I’d rather do you the solid with the prosecutor than him, so just explain to me how it all went down, and we’ll see what we can do,” Maria said. 

      “Cop to cop?” Connor said.

      Maria nodded her head. 

      “Cop to cop, I want a fucking lawyer,” Connor said.

      “You can go that route if you want, but I think it’ll end up not being in your best interest,” Maria said.

      “I have just invoked my right to counsel, Detective. Why are you still asking me questions?” Connor said.

      “Fair enough,” Maria said.

      

      Out in the hallway, Maria headed for Millie’s office. Her phone buzzed. Michael.

      “Anything new?” Michael said.

      “Looks like we have them. The cop and his high school buddy. Found a social media post that puts them at the scene of the murder. Found the sniper rifle at one of their houses. I’m still trying to run down more evidence, but we have enough to hold them and now that we know where to look, should just be a matter of time before we nail it down,” Maria said.

      “That’s a relief because Carla is bouncing off walls and dying to go home,” Michael said.

      “Put me on speaker,” Maria said.

      The phone clicked, and Maria heard Carla’s voice.

      “Is that her?” Carla said.

      “Baby, how are you holding up?” Maria said.

      “Michael is running out of embarrassing stories about you,” Carla said.

      “I’m going to be working a few more hours, but as soon as I can, I’ll be by to pick you up,” Maria said.

      “Didn’t you just say that you arrested someone?” Carla said.

      “Yes, but just hang tight until I get there, ok,” Maria said.

      “Why?” Carla said.

      Maria didn’t have an answer for why. She had the suspects in custody. She had found the sniper rifle. The bullets were even a match for the one placed on her car, but something was there in her gut. 

      She was terrified of Carla being alone.

      “I know you’re scared. Yesterday was traumatic, but I’ll be fine,” Carla said.

      “I’d just feel better if you were with Michael,” Maria said.

      “Fine,” Carla said.

      

      Millie was waiting for Maria in her office with Dunleavy. 

      “So they wouldn’t give it up, huh? Too bad Michael’s not here. I’d love to send him in there and let him have a go at Dillon. Connor will never confess, but I think Dillon might,” Millie said.

      “I could call him and see if he wants to come off the couch,” Maria said.

      “The union would have my ass if I tried that. Let’s see about physical evidence. Now that we have someone to test DNA and check fingerprints, maybe we can get something the traditional way,” Millie said.

      “I’d feel better if we had a clear motive,” Maria said.

      “I’d feel better if we had a video of them attacking Les,” Millie said.

      “That would definitely be helpful,” Dunleavy said.

      “This is a penis free conversation,” Millie said. “Does this situation seem like it would be their first time? I mean, how did they get those houses? How did they set all that up?”

      “Dillon has money. I don’t think there are any issues financially,” Maria said.

      “But this reeks of experience. Think about the planning it would take to do this, and why? Why was this woman handcuffed to a chair and watched via livestream?” Millie said.

      “Have they figured out where the feed was going to?” Maria asked.

      “FBI is taking that on, and it’ll take them weeks to find that out, and eventually they will figure it out, but we don’t have time to wait, and I keep coming back to the idea that this could not have been their first time. Nobody does something so complicated their first time,” Millie said.

      “So, where are the other victims?” Maria said.

      “Exactly. Where are they? Because that would be motive. If Les was investigating missing women, and he found something that could link bodies to Connor and Dillon, that would be something worth killing over,” Millie said.

      “I have to get a hold of Nancy,” Maria said.

      “Who the hell is Nancy?”

      “Co-worker of Les’s,” Dunleavy said.

      “Didn’t I mention this was a penis free conversation?” Millie said.

      “Nancy has been dodging me, and the investigation took off and I just forgot about her, but she was working on this with Les, and she must know something. Why else disappear?” Maria said.

      “Go find her. If we don’t get more information, we might have a hard time holding them. I could see a distrustful judge saying that everything is coincidence, and we don’t have anything concrete,” Millie said.

      “We have the sniper rifle,” Dunleavy said.

      “But no shells to compare it to. For all we know, it’s just a rifle that’s never been shot,” Maria said.

      “And Conor was working all day yesterday, so he couldn’t have been in California, so it’s Dillon or bust,” Millie said.

      “Did you talk to the DA?” Maria asked.

      “We still don’t have enough to charge. So we can hold them for seventy-two hours, but Connor’s attorney will get him out sooner than that. Go get me something more concrete or they are going to walk out of this building and who knows what will happen then,” Millie said.

      “We could always arrest them on the kidnapping,” Maria said.

      “We don’t have a victim willing to testify, and if we charge on that, we’ll be opening ourselves up to some serious liability for not dealing with it properly. Go out and find something more,” Millie said.
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      Carla walked into the living room. She had her phone out and was clicking the screen.

      “I know Maria wants me to stay, but I paid for this Pilates class already, and I’m not losing out on the money,” Carla said.

      “Don’t make her come after me now,” Michael said.

      “You know as well as I do that she's overreacting because yesterday was brutal, and I don’t blame her, but she woke up like three times last night and searched the apartment with a gun in her hand twice.”

      Carla was right. The suspects were in custody, and there wasn’t really anything to worry about, but Michael also knew Maria would be furious if he let her go.

      “I totally get how you feel-” Michael said, but Carla didn’t even let him get started.

      “I know. You’re worried about Maria taking it out on you for letting me out the door, but it’s not like you can really stop me in your condition,” Carla said.

      She was right. Getting off the couch took some serious effort on his part, and he wasn’t going to be running after anyone.

      “I guess begging isn’t going to work,” Michael said.

      “I’ll cut you a deal. I’ll come back after pilates, and we can have a late lunch, and we’ll call her and tell her I went and everything was fine, and then I’ll go home. Ok?” Carla said.

      “You’re as stubborn as her, aren’t you?” Michael said.

      “I’m actually the stubborn one in the relationship,” Carla said.

      Michael hadn’t thought anyone could be more stubborn than Maria, but looking Carla in the face, he believed her.
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      The newspaper office was as sleepy as it had been the first time. 

      From across the room, Maria watched Jessica Pool talking animatedly into a phone. Maria had the feeling now was not the time to be talking to her. That woman was difficult to deal with when she was in a good mood. Maria didn’t want to deal with her in a bad mood.

      Maria looked for Nancy but didn’t see her anywhere. She walked up to a young man who was staring intently at a laptop. He seemed to be carefully weighing what words to write.

      “Working on your dating profile?” Maria said.

      The man looked up, smiled. “I wish. A city council meeting on a liquor license. Super interesting story which I am trying to prevent people from falling asleep while reading,” he said.

      “Have you seen Nancy James today?” Maria said.

      “Nancy? I haven’t seen her in days. Since the last time you were here,” he said.

      “You remember the last time I was here?” Maria said.

      The man leaned forward, said a little under his breath, “Not too many visitors come here. And a famous detective, to boot. It was all anybody could talk about for a solid twenty-four hours. Speaking of which, have you made any progress finding Les’s killer?” he said.

      “We have some people of interest in custody. We’re working through the details to see if they’re actually the guilty parties, though,” Maria said.

      “Who are these people of interest?” 

      “You’ll have to call down to the public information department if you want any more details. What about Pedro? Has he been around?” Maria said.

      “He’s walking in right now,” the man said.

      Maria turned and saw Pedro coming through the door. When he saw her, he looked like he was thinking about running in the opposite direction. 

      “Let’s go for tacos. I’m starving,” Maria said.

      “As long as you’re buying,” Pedro said.

      

      They found a taco truck a few blocks away and sat on picnic tables. Maria let him get halfway through the tacos before she started in. Normally, she’d want to wait until after the meal was over. People were more pliable with a full stomach, but she was pressed for time.

      “So I need to know what you haven’t been telling me,” Maria said.

      “You’re assuming I haven’t been telling you something,” Pedro said.

      Maria noted the evasion but didn’t confront him with it, yet. She wanted this to be friendly, for now. 

      “How often did you work on special projects for Les?” Maria asked.

      “What does any of that have to do with Les’s murder?” Pedro asked.

      “I don’t know because I don’t know what I don’t know.”

      “Didn’t know you were into edibles,” Pedro said.

      Maria laughed. She was starting to like Pedro. 

      “Look, I’m not trying to get you into trouble. I’m not trying to dig up the past to look for something to stir up. I’m trying to figure out who had a motive to kill Les, and in the process, I’m trying to figure out who I can trust and who I can’t,” Maria said.

      Pedro looked at her. He seemed to be gauging whether to believe her or not.

      Maria couldn’t decide whether to keep pressing or let him process. She decided to keep her mouth shut.

      After a solid thirty seconds, Pedro said, “This was my first time working on a project with Les.”

      “Did he tell you why he needed your help?” Maria asked.

      Pedro shook his head, said Les just told him he had a side project, an easy way to make some extra loot.

      “But you knew Les did these side projects?” Maria said.

      “Everyone knew. That’s why Nancy was so nice to him. He brought her in on all of them. Nancy was the one who found out about your girlfriend’s arrest. Her cousin worked in security at the casino. He told Nancy about everything, and she told Les,” Pedro said.

      “I thought he had a police source for that article,” Maria said.

      “He did, but the police source told him what happened inside the station. Nancy told him what happened inside the casino,” Pedro said.

      “So Nancy and him were super tight?” Maria said.

      “Both of them are scorpions, but they played nice together. And whatever was going on, Nancy would know,” Pedro said.

      “Back to you, Pedro. What are you holding back?” Maria said.

      Pedro sighed. Looked over Maria’s shoulder at the parking lot behind them. 

      “I watched a woman die yesterday. I don’t have time for games. So spit it,” Maria said.

      “Les had a conversation with an FBI agent about you. Said his next project was going to be looking deeper into your family, and he told me if I did well on this project, I could work the next one too,” Pedro said.

      Maria laughed.

      “I don’t know anything about that project or the conversation with the FBI agent. I don’t even know the guy’s name. I just know it was coming,” Pedro said. 

      “No wonder, you’re so hesitant to talk to me,” Maria said.

      “Can you blame me?” Pedro said.

      “I don’t care about FBI agents or side projects about me. I just want to know what you found out following Dillon,” Maria said.

      “I already told you,” Pedro said.

      “Everything? You told me everything?”

      “Yeah, I’m serious. You’re wasting your time with me. If anyone knows anything, it’s Nancy,” Pedro said.

      “Have you seen her?” Maria asked.

      Pedro shook his head. “No one has seen Nancy since the other day.”

      “If I find out you are lying to me,” Maria said.

      “On my grandfather’s grave,” Pedro said.

      Maria stood up. Grabbed her paper plate and threw it in the trash.

      “Who died?” Pedro said.

      “Come again?”

      “You said you watched a woman die yesterday? Who was it?” Pedro said.

      “Ariella Matos. Did you know her?” Maria asked.

      Pedro shook his head, said he’d never heard of her.

      “Where does Nancy live?” Maria asked.

      “I wish I knew. Getting invited to Nancy’s apartment would have made my year. That woman barely spoke to me,” Pedro said.
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      According to her driver’s license, Nancy James lived on Shaw Circle. The address was for a one story pink stucco on a good sized plot of land. The house was fronted by a two-car garage, and the walkway had a gate that blocked off a little courtyard before the front door.

      Maria tried the gate. Locked from the inside.

      She rattled the iron bars of the fence. Sturdy and with points along the top. No way she was climbing up and over. She found a doorbell near the garage and pressed. Returned to the gate. Nothing, no answer. No blinds being pulled aside to look and see who was out here. As far as Maria could tell, the house was completely empty. 

      Maria walked back to her car.

      A neighbor was pulling out of the driveway across the street, a gray-haired woman in a polo shirt. She rolled down her window and asked Maria if she was looking for Nancy.

      “Sure am, you seen her?” Maria said.

      “She went out of town. I saw her waiting on an Uber yesterday with a suitcase. I asked her where she was off to and just said she was taking a last second getaway. Guess she got some time off of work,” the woman said. She put up her window and drove off.

      Now why would Nancy run off so fast like that?

      Maria’s phone buzzed. Millie.

      “What’s up?” Maria said.

      “Need you to come back down here. Things have gotten a little weird,” Millie said.

      

      Millie looked worn out, and Maria told her so.

      “You don’t exactly look all that great yourself,” Millie said.

      “I’m going for the hungover vampire look,” Maria said.

      “You’re definitely crushing it if that’s your goal,” Dunleavy said.

      “Why did you bring him in on this again?” Millie said.

      “Pity mostly. So you mentioned things were getting weird. What’s up?” Maria said.

      “We were able to match Connor and Dillon to fingerprints at Les’s apartment,” Millie said.

      “That’s fantastic. Between that and the photo, we should be good to go,” Maria said.

      “This is where it gets weird. Dillon’s fingerprint was on a glass left in the sink. Connor’s were in the kitchen and on a chair,” Millie said.

      “The chair Les was killed in?” Maria said.

      Millie shook her head. “A chair in the kitchen and the refrigerator handle.”

      “So what’s weird?” Maria asked.

      “Connor knows how to investigate a crime scene, doesn’t he? He wouldn’t have left obvious evidence like that,” Millie said.

      “They could have gotten surprised. Maybe they had to rush out. Maybe they panicked,” Maria said.

      “And left a glass in the sink with fingerprints? Left fingerprints on the fridge door?” Millie said.

      “There’s more,” Dunleavy said.

      “What’s the more?” Maria said.

      “Their cell phone data. We pulled it for yesterday. Connor’s cell phone data matches what his sergeant said it would match, and Dillon was mostly around his house, but at the time you were getting shot at in California, Dillon was at the gym. At least, that’s what the cell phone says. So I went by the gym, and sure enough, Dillon was there. I saw the videos and everything,” Dunleavy said.

      “Oh shit,” Maria said.

      “Yeah, so we’re back to square one,” Millie said.

      “But they are definitely hiding something,” Maria said.

      “Yes, they are, and I think you should take a run at Connor again. Let him know that we’re letting him go, but explain to him what we know and see what he says,” Millie said.

      “And if he’s the guilty party?” Maria said.

      “Listen to him. He wasn’t in California so whoever killed that woman is still out there, maybe it’s an accomplice, maybe Connor knows something he’s holding back, but the only way we’re going to get it is to talk to him,” Millie said.

      “I haven’t had much success talking to him,” Maria said.

      “Try harder,” Millie said.

      “What do we know about him? What can I use to press?” Maria asked.

      “At this point, everything we thought we knew, we don’t. So get lucky,” Millie said.

      Maria was pretty sure she’d used up all her luck the day before.
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      Connor cocked an eyebrow at her when she walked into the room.

      “Didn’t I already invoke my fifth amendment right?” he said.

      “You did, but I didn’t come in here to interrogate you,” Maria said.

      Connor sat there silently. He knew all the tricks. He wasn’t going to get drawn into a conversation. Whatever she wanted to say, she’d have to say it on her own.

      “We have your fingerprints inside Les’s apartment, and we have a photo putting you at the scene,” Maria said.

      “I feel like there’s more you want to say,” Connor said.

      “We are going to release you,” Maria said.

      “I thought you just said you had evidence I was at the scene of a homicide,” Connor said.

      “I did say that,” Maria said.

      “Then why am I getting released?” Connor said.

      “Because you were nowhere near the abandoned mining town in California yesterday where Ariella was murdered,” Maria said.

      Connor didn’t react. Just sat there watching her. 

      “So either you are innocent or you have an accomplice,” Maria said.

      “This is definitely not the way they draw it up in the academy. Telling the suspect that you think he has an accomplice. Kind of artful really, you just gave me the opportunity to sell someone out to save myself without actually saying the words. I’m going to have to use that trick in the future,” Connor said.

      “I don’t know how artful I am, to be honest. A lot of the time, I do something and later on I think to myself, what the hell was I thinking? Yesterday, I drove out of my jurisdiction to try to save a woman I didn’t even know all on the say so of a person I’d only ever met on the phone. Crazy right?” Maria said.

      “Certifiable,” Connor said.

      “Yeah, certifiable. Here’s the thing Connor, I’m not sure of much, but I’m sure of a few things. One, I’m sure you’re up to your eyeballs in something that you are pretending to have a handle on, but you don’t. I also don’t have you down as being a psychopath. And whoever killed Les was definitely a psychopath. Dillon, not a psychopath either. Which leads me to believe that someone was trying to frame the two of you by planting a rifle and sending me a photo. So the question is, why is this person trying to frame you? Either you know this person or you can figure out who it is. So you are getting released. I figure he’ll come for you within two or three days, and I doubt he’ll miss. If I were you, I’d come clean before then,” Maria said.

      “You should teach a class on manipulating suspects,” Connor said.

      “I’m not manipulating, and you also aren’t denying what I’m saying because we both know what I’m saying is true,” Maria said. 

      Connor shrugged. 

      Maria stood up. 

      “You’re free to go. Good luck. You know how to reach me if you’re ready to talk.”

      

      Maria walked towards her desk. She was exhausted and frustrated. Everything had fallen apart, and she didn’t know how she was going to get the case back together. Normally, waiting was the worst thing to do on a case, but she had a feeling that waiting was the only option on this one. 

      This one was going to be solved via physical evidence or not solved at all.

      Her phone buzzed. Michael. 

      “Have you spoken with Carla?” he asked.

      “Carla is with you,” Maria said.

      “She went to a Pilates class. Said she’d come back right afterwards,” Michael said.

      “What the fuck do you mean?” Maria said.

      Her phone buzzed. The same 702 number that had sent the Instagram post earlier.

      She clicked over. Heard the robotic voice from the shack in California.

      “Normally I prefer black haired women, but I decided to go with a blonde this time,” the voice said.

      “Who is this?” Maria said.

      “Carla is her name, right? She looks so lovely in the chair,” the voice said.

      Maria’s phone buzzed. A picture. She opened it. 

      Carla, blindfolded and gagged and naked. Shackled to a metal chair in front of a mirror.
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      Les powered up his laptop.

      When Ariella had introduced him to Dillon and Connor, Les had thought using them would be a waste of time, but the two of them had turned out to be very useful. Not as useful as Ariella, but still useful. Unfortunately, the project was running way behind. The debate was fast approaching, and Les still didn’t have what he needed.

      He was close. But not close enough.

      And then Ariella disappeared. Connor and Dillon were worried, but not as worried as Les. Ariella was the key to this whole project, and Les wasn’t going to get paid unless he could find her. The last time he’d heard from her had been Friday night, she’d called him to tell him she was coming by, and she had the last bit of information for the Miller project, but then she hadn’t come, and her phone had been turned off. Had she decided to sell her information to someone else? The woman looked docile and simple, but she wasn’t. She made Nancy look forthright in comparison. 

      A knock at the door. 

      Had Dillon and Connor forgotten something? Or maybe his neighbor was checking on him? She sometimes did that late at night, poor lonely old woman. Les was going to end up like her if he wasn’t careful.

      Les walked across the room and opened his front door. Saw a man he had never seen before.

      “Can I help you?” Les asked.

      The man pointed a black handgun at him.

      “Why don’t you sit down?” the man said.
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      Carla tried to open her eyes but couldn’t.

      She tried moving her head but that didn’t work either. What was the matter? She tried to remember where she was or how she’d gotten there, but everything was so hazy.

      A door opened behind her. She heard footsteps. Someone approached and pressed against her back. She felt something smooth like latex.

      What the hell was going on?

      She pushed her eyes halfway open, a blinding light. Her eyes shut. She tried so hard to open them again, but opening them hurt. She tried to shake her head, but her head wouldn’t move.

      Sensation returned to her arms and legs. She felt something holding her tightly at the wrists and ankles. She started to struggle, but everything was so tight, she couldn’t do anything but strain against whatever bound her. Nothing worked.

      Fingers touched her eyelids. Pulled them up.

      She saw a mirror. And then she saw what was behind her.

      She looked right at the reflection and said, “Fuck you.”
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