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      After flaming out of MIT in a blaze of bad choices, Ashton Byrd reinvents himself in Los Angeles as a financial advisor to the rich and clueless (while taking a tidy cut for himself, of course). Got a huge monkey on your back? Rule one: don't take life seriously. Rule two: see rule one.

      But when the sun-kissed playboy reluctantly returns to his soggy Oregon hometown, life gets serious in a hurry. Like fresh corpse serious.

      Larry O'Conner—private investigator, his father's former partner, and Ash's honorary "Uncle Larry"—turns up dead. Worse, something important has gone missing. Not "the valet misplaced my car keys" important. More like "end of the world as we know it" important. And powerful people want it back.

      Now Ash is dodging bullets, bad memories, and the long shadow of his larger-than-life father while trying to figure out what Uncle Larry died protecting. And he can't do it alone. To solve the case—and finally shake the monkey off his back—he'll need help from Stephanie "The Streak" Hart, who may start as his surly Uber driver but soon proves to be a lot more than that. Tough. Brave. And with a trunkful of secrets of her own.
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      Two words. Both capitalized, no punctuation. The text came in at 7:34 p.m. on Friday while Ash stood outside Rexton Municipal Airport waiting for his Uber in the damp evening air, but it had actually been sent earlier. Thirty minutes earlier, according to the time stamp on his phone, when Ash had still been somewhere over southern Oregon, probably enjoying his second Pinot Gris.

      "The Monkey?" he said, as if actually speaking the words aloud would help make sense of them.

      It didn't. It did get a little old lady in a purple shawl to give him some side-eye while she climbed into the Greyhound idling not far from the rideshare pickup where Ash stood. He flashed her his pearly whites, the kind of winning smile that had gotten some of the most beautiful women in Los Angeles to invite him into their beds, but if the old woman was similarly affected, her scowl certainly didn't show it. Oh well. He'd blame it on his grim mood; after all, he was back in Oregon only six months after swearing never to set foot in his hometown again.

      Of course, he made this vow every time he returned, only to break it. Not this time, though. He promised himself this time would be different, even if it broke his mother's heart. Just too much pain here.

      It was a little damp for September, which was often cool and crisp in the Willamette Valley, but then Ash had spent enough of his life in Rexton to know that it could be damp almost any time of the year. The sun had set minutes ago, and the sky over the bus resembled a Monet painting, full of pale pinks, watery blues, and other pretty pastels, but the effect was somewhat ruined by the diesel fumes choking the air. Tiny droplets speckled his phone, but it wasn't raining, not yet. Rain? Hell, to a native Oregonian, this was nothing but a light mist, even if his California clients would have been canceling their dinner reservations.

      Ash studied the phone screen. There'd been no follow-up, no ha ha, meant to say something else, just this one bizarre text from a man who never sent bizarre texts. In fact, Larry O'Connor almost never sent texts at all. The grizzled, seventy-year-old private investigator was more of a rotary phone, fountain pen, forget-the-internet-and-leave-me-to-my-books kind of guy. Ash glanced back at the terminal, half-expecting to see the guy he'd always called Uncle Larry waiting under the overhang in one of his trademark Hawaiian shirts, but there was no one there but a big Russian Orthodox family still introducing all the new relatives to a young couple who’d been seated back in coach.

      Under normal circumstances, it wouldn't have been a surprise for Uncle Larry to pick him up, but it was actually Uncle Larry who'd called him at the Burbank Airport just before Ash boarded, asking if Ash wouldn't mind catching a cab. Uncle Larry apologized, saying he had an urgent out-of-town meeting, but he promised he'd be at Ash's mother's place in the morning. Ash had agreed, even if he'd been irritated.

      It was Uncle Larry, after all, who'd insisted a week ago that Ash return this weekend—no excuses, no delays—to have "an important family conversation." What this conversation was going to be about, Uncle Larry wouldn't say over the phone, but Ash had some guesses.

      He was about to text back—he figured a simple WTF? would suffice—when a white Nissan Sentra pulled up to the curb.

      "Ashton Byrd?" a woman said.

      A strong voice, a bit gruff. It was the kind of voice that should have belonged to a burly, beer-slinging bartender in some remote Alaskan outpost. He was therefore surprised when he looked up into the startling green eyes of the lithe, freckled, red-haired beauty leaning over the passenger seat of the Sentra so she could speak to him through the rolled-down window. Even the godawful black and orange OSU cap she was wearing didn't diminish her. Before now, Ash would have declared it impossible for anybody to look good in a baseball cap, but she made it seem like all the women who weren't wearing baseball caps were somehow lacking.

      He stared back, speechless. Nobody could truly predict what turn of events might, or might not, change the trajectory of a life. Ash knew that better than anyone. He couldn't say that this was such a moment either, but he could say that it felt like one. He also thought she looked weirdly familiar. He'd seen her somewhere before but obviously not in the flesh. Ash didn't forget much—it was both his gift and his curse—but he never would have forgotten her if he'd met her in person.

      "Hey, guy, anybody home?" she said.

      "What?"

      "Did you call for an Uber?"

      She held up her phone, which showed his smiling, brown-haired, square-jawed face on her app. Not one of his better photos. One of his former girlfriends had said he looked like Prince Charming from Sleeping Beauty in that one—if Prince Charming had just snorted a line of coke. The funny thing was, his girlfriend hadn't been entirely wrong about what he'd been doing just before he'd taken that selfie. Not a good memory. That had been back during his darkest days, before he'd managed to muster up enough willpower to at least swear off the hard stuff.

      "Oh, right," said Ash, who actually had forgotten he'd called for an Uber, at least for the length of time he'd been staring into this woman's eyes. Now he was flooded with immense gratitude that the universe had brought this lovely creature into his life. "Right. Yes, that's me. Ashton Byrd, the one and only. Um, thanks. Thanks for coming."

      Jesus. Mr. Suave, wasn't he? He held up his own phone and tried to smile reassuringly, but he was pretty sure it came off a lot like the photo but even worse than a drugged-up Prince Charming. More like a drugged-up serial killer.

      Just what a lady driving an Uber alone on a Friday night wanted to see. Still, he'd started off worse with women and still managed to score a phone number. Usually he scored a lot more than that. He searched for the telltale signs of attraction—a little color in her cheeks, the widening of the pupils, maybe even a tiny flare of her nostrils—but if she'd fallen under the spell of his charms, she certainly didn't show it.

      She popped the trunk. He took his time rolling his black hardshell suitcase to the back, hoping she might do the typical cabbie thing and put his bag in the trunk for him. He was more than willing to sacrifice his masculine pride to get a full view of her body, but she didn't get out of the car. Oh well.

      There was a teal Samsonite suitcase in the trunk already, the color faded nearly to white on one side, as well as a gray duffel with an ink-stained pocket, both bags shoved in the upper left corner, but there was still room for his own suitcase. Mulling over what to say next, and hoping to make amends for his poor start, he placed the suitcase inside and closed the trunk.

      "Did your last ride forget their bags?" he asked, opening the passenger side door. Again, not a winner. He was really off his game. "Or are you on your way to pick up—"

      "The back," she said.

      "Excuse me?"

      "Sit in the back, okay? I've got my stuff up here."

      All Ash could see on the passenger seat was a denim jacket, an iPhone, a green plastic water bottle, and a backpack covered with patches from various national parks—nothing that couldn't easily be moved, but okay. He was going to have to work harder with this one. Why did she look familiar, though? He'd have to figure that out before things went too far. Maybe she was one of America's Most Wanted. That wouldn't necessarily rule out a night of fun, but he'd at least have to know what she was wanted for first. What if it was for chopping up devilishly handsome men impeccably dressed in tan chinos, white Tommy Hilfiger polo shirts, and navy blue Neiman Marcus sports jackets?

      Unbuttoning the aforementioned jacket, Ash climbed into the backseat, setting his leather satchel—the one with his laptop, his tablet, and the few other devices he needed for his financial consulting—next to him.

      He gripped the seat and leaned forward, not only trying to get a glimpse of her body but also to see if he could detect any perfumes or lotions. There was nothing on the olfactory front, but the body, oh my. Like her baseball cap, her clothes—a cheap blue sweatshirt that was faded and pilling, jeans with a hole in one knee, and ankle-high trail runners—weren't exactly showing off her figure to great effect, but she was lean and strong, muscles rippling against denim and cotton. Somehow that made her even more attractive, a hot woman who didn't flaunt it.

      He told her his mother's address. She glanced at him over her shoulder, and when their eyes met, much closer this time, so close he could see the gold flecks in her irises illuminated by the dome light, his heart might have stopped. And for just a second, no longer than a blink, he thought he saw something else in her eyes too, a flicker of attraction, brief but there, at least long enough to kindle some hope. Oh, thank you, Lord Jesus.

      "Yeah," she said, "it's on the app."

      "The what is?"

      "Your address."

      "Right." He smiled. "I just wanted to make sure. You know where it is?"

      "Yep."

      "West Rexton. Up in the Forest Hills area. You take the road to Oakside Elementary, past the old pioneer cemetery and—"

      "I said I know where it is."

      The way she spoke, he could practically see the icicles hanging off the words. If there had been any attraction in her eyes, it was gone now; all he saw was unbridled defiance. He smiled wider. She kept staring. He laughed nervously and leaned back in his seat, making a hasty retreat even if determined not to surrender the field completely.

      She put the car in gear, and they headed out of the airport. Water speckled the windshield, but it was so light that it evaporated. Traffic was sparse. The Sentra, a compact sedan, was ten years old, the dashboard faded, the gray fabric seats worn and spotted, but it was clean—he had to give it that much. He caught a faint whiff of some lemony cleaner.

      "You grow up in Rexton?" he asked.

      "Nope," she said.

      "In Oregon?"

      "No."

      "You go to college at OSU?"

      "You ask a lot of questions. And no, I just like the hat."

      "But you've been in Rexton a while, right? A year or two?"

      "What makes you say that?"

      "Well, you don't have your phone mounted to the dash like a lot of drivers, and yet you seem to know right where my mom's house is. That means you know the town well enough not to need to refer to a map all the time, even if you haven't been driving an Uber for long. Your reviews only go back a month—all good, by the way. How long have you been here?"

      Rather than answer, she reached down to her phone, tapped a few times, and music started playing through the car speakers. Okay then. Strike number two. Or was that three? It didn't matter. He was going to keep on swinging.

      It was a Taylor Swift song. Was she a Swiftie? He didn't have much to say about that. He found most popular music insufferable; he was more of a Mozart and Miles Davis kind of guy. He thought about those patches on her backpack. She liked to travel. That was something to work with. The water bottle was the heavy-duty type, which probably meant she was a hiker, especially with those shoes, but Ash didn't like to hike. Unless it was hiking up the steps to a five-star restaurant.

      If only he could remember why her face looked familiar. He knew he could look at her first name on the app, which might trigger a memory, but he liked a good challenge. Besides, he was good at remembering faces. He was good at remembering lots of things—facts, figures, and little details that other people forgot or, more likely, never noticed in the first place. That was what made it so strange that he couldn't remember who this woman was, especially with that bright red hair. It was like he had some kind of block. Was his libido interfering with his mind? Never happened before.

      He gave up and opened the Uber app. Stephanie. His driver's name was Stephanie. Stephanie who? Still didn't mean anything to him. So frustrating. Then, at the next intersection, when his surly driver turned her head as she scanned for traffic, Ash noticed something distinctive about her that he hadn't seen before.

      A white streak in her hair.

      "Stephanie Hart," he said.

      Her shoulders tensed. The white streak, like a vein of snow, started above her left ear and reappeared in the ponytail emerging from her cap. The skin above her left ear was also slightly paler than the rest, in that distinctive way that indicated poliosis, a lack of pigmentation that was usually, though not always, genetic. With the dome light now off, the skin tone difference was hard to make out in the fading dusk, but it was there.

      Of course, there were also those who believed that white hair streaks like that could be caused by extreme fear or other psychological trauma, a myth that persisted mostly based on anecdotes rather than scientific evidence. 

      "The Oregon State University cap is an odd choice," he said. "It should be University of Kansas, right? That's where you starred as a mid-distance runner. You set a new American women's record in the 1500 in 2018, and you finished third at the 2019 World Championships. Hard to do against all those Kenyans. They used to call you The Streak because of your hair. Stephanie 'The Streak' Hart. Everybody expected you to do well at the 2020 Olympics, and then …"

      He trailed off. For once, Ash caught himself before blurting out the rest, always finding it difficult to hold back the torrent of details when his unusual mind decided to offer them up unprompted. And then you tested positive for an anabolic steroid. That was what he was about to say. He remembered reading that she'd claimed that the trace amount of nandrolone detected in her urine was because she had consumed a contaminated burrito from a food truck.

      The Court of Arbitration for Sport ruled against her, handing down a stiff four-year ban. When she lost her appeal right before the 2021 US Olympic trials—which had been pushed back a year because of the pandemic—the case erupted into public view, leading to no small amount of mockery. So many burrito jokes. It should have been an easy thing for Ash to remember, which was why it was so strange that he hadn't.

      They were on McCallister Street, passing through the long industrial stretch that included a sand and gravel pit, a dive bar, and boxy manufacturing buildings with aluminum roofs. The road was bumpy and festooned with potholes. She still hadn't looked at him. He was debating what to say next when she abruptly veered into a gravel lot and skidded to a halt, kicking up a cloud of dust behind them.

      She lunged across the passenger seat and popped open the glove box.

      "Steph?" he said.

      It was the first time he'd called her that, but it soon became clear that it might also be the last. When she turned around, she was holding a gun.
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      The handgun was a Glock 19, with a dull black polymer frame and a beveled grip. There were fifteen 9mm cartridges in the magazine and perhaps one more in the chamber, assuming it was fully loaded. Ash had no reason to think it wasn't.

      It was a compact gun, common among cops, private investigators, and the concealed carry crowd, and at this range she wouldn't need fifteen rounds. One would have been more than enough to scatter Ash's brains all over the rear window. He knew all this not because he was some kind of firearms fanatic but because he used to peruse the Guns & Ammo magazines his father kept under the sink in the first-floor bathroom. "Bowel movement ballistics," Dad jokingly called his secret stash. Ash would have much preferred issues of Playboy or Hustler, but his restless mind had to make do with whatever was available while he sat on the can.

      And once those details made their way into what he had termed Strange Brain, well, they often made their way out again at the most inopportune moments.

      Moments like now. The barrel length was 4.02 inches. The weight, fully loaded, was 30.16 ounces. This was a Gen 5 model because it had an ambidextrous slide stop and no finger grooves. It wasn't his life that he saw flashing before his eyes as Stephanie Hart pointed the Glock at him but a blizzard of useless specs.

      The gun looked entirely comfortable in her right hand. Like she'd been pointing it at men all her life.

      "All right," she said, "who the fuck are you?"

      "Hey, hey!" he cried. "What the hell?"

      "Are you a stalker?"

      "What?"

      "You're some kind of creepy fan, aren't you? You found out I live in Rexton through some weird internet forum. That I'm driving an Uber. This was your plan all along, right?"

      "I don't know what you're talking about!" Ash insisted. "And for God's sake, stop pointing that thing at me!"

      Technically, she might have been aiming the barrel ever so slightly over his shoulder, so it wasn't pointing directly at him, but the distinction seemed trivial with all the adrenaline pumping through his veins. She glared at him, the color of her eyes now less like emeralds or lush grass and more like some toxic, radioactive sludge that would burn for an eternity.

      Ash's heart was so loud in his ears, he could barely hear the music; Billie Eilish was singing about bad guys. How appropriate. The sky filling the windshield was fading from a watery blend of pastels to something more muted and monochrome, lots of blues and blacks. Outside, no cars passed on McCallister, but Ash heard a train rumbling over the nearby tracks.

      Finally, she lowered the gun, but only slightly.

      "You're some kind of journalist then?" she said.

      "What?"

      "You tracked me down to write an article about me."

      "No!"

      She clicked off the music, but she didn't look away from him. "You're with AIU or something? Like some kind of spy, checking up on me?"

      He blinked. "Do you really think the Athletics Integrity Unit has enough resources to send spies to check on any of their athletes let alone ones banned years ago?"

      "How do you know what AIU stands for?"

      "Huh?"

      "Nobody knows what AIU is. Not unless you're an athlete yourself or working with them. And you don't look the type. If you're not working for them, then how do you know that?"

      "I know things," he said lamely.

      "What?"

      "I know things, okay? I remember things, facts, people, lots of stuff. It's not exactly an eidetic memory. Not really. It's … Anyway, that's the reason. I just remember things. Sometimes."

      "Oh, I see," she said with a wry smile, "you're just a super smart dude, huh?"

      "Look, it's why I knew who you were, okay? And come on, it's not like it's that big of a thing to remember. You were an Olympian, after all."

      Maybe it was just the fading sunlight, but the toxic sheen of her eyes dimmed. A train whistle, receding from them, broke the stillness. She shook her head and shoved her Glock back in the glovebox.

      "I wasn't an Olympian," she said.

      Ash didn't know what to say to this. It wasn't so much the correction—she was right as technically her four-year ban prevented her from competing in the 2020 Olympics—but the bitterness that silenced him. She threw the car in gear, and they roared back onto McCallister, jostling over another pothole.

      Ash was finally able to breathe again but only barely. "That's it? You point a gun at me and we just pretend like it never happened?"

      She shot him a perturbed glance over her shoulder. "What, you want to press charges?"

      "No, of course not."

      "I can take you to the police station right now."

      "No, I don't need to do that."

      "Well, what do you want then? An apology? I've had a few run-ins with nutjobs, all right? I'm sorry if it it's made me a little jumpy."

      "Jumpy! If you'd flinched, that would be jumpy. Pulling a gun on somebody, that's not jumpy. It's dangerous."

      "Look, I said I'm sorry. What else do you want? You want me to comp the ride?"

      "Oh, please."

      "Well, what then?"

      As the Sentra rattled over some train tracks, then turned on 12th Street toward downtown, Ash pretended to think about it. "I tell you what. You go to dinner with me tonight, we can forget about the whole thing."

      There was a moment's pause, then she burst out laughing.

      "Are you serious?" she said.

      "What?"

      "I just pointed a gun at you, and you're asking me out?"

      He could see her studying him in the rearview mirror. Time to turn on the charm again.

      "That's points in my favor, right?" he said, smiling.

      "It's something, all right."

      "Come on, it's just a meal. What kind of food do you like? Thai? Italian? There aren't a ton of great restaurants in Rexton, but I'm pretty sure I know all of them. There's a French restaurant downtown that—"

      "You're unbelievable."

      "And you are one hell of an attractive woman. Say yes. Come on, you owe me."

      In the rearview mirror, he saw her eyebrows arch. "I owe you?"

      "Like you just said, you pointed a gun at me."

      "It doesn't mean I owe you dinner."

      "I'll pay, of course. It's no problem. I'm very rich."

      "Wow. And humble too."

      "I'm not bragging. I'm just stating a fact. For the last seven years, I've made my living as a financial adviser to some of the richest, most famous, most powerful people in California. Studio execs, A-list actors, tech CEOs—you name it. I'm pretty good, and I've made a lot of people a lot of money in a short period of time, including myself."

      "Oh yeah? What did you do before that? Teach men the worst possible ways to try to get laid?"

      It was the first time she'd shown even the slightest interest in him, even if her tone was mocking, but Ash had no interest in talking about his pre–Los Angeles life. Not in Rexton. Not anywhere else either. "So that's a yes?"

      "I've already had dinner."

      It wasn't an outright no. That gave him hope. He gripped the seat and leaned forward. "Cocktail?"

      "No."

      "Come on, just one drink."

      "I don't drink."

      "You don't drink? Ever?"

      "No. And lean back. You're too close."

      "So you're like a teetotaler then? Is it a religious thing? Or are you in AA or something like that?"

      She sighed. "Man, again with all the questions. It's nothing like that, all right? I just don't like the taste of it. And I also don't like …" She shook her head.

      "You don't like what?"

      "Never mind."

      "In my experience," he said, "somebody who says they don't like the taste of alcohol is somebody who just hasn't met the right cocktail. Come on, we're almost to the La Romance. They have a great bar, very 1930s Paris, with—"

      "Didn't I ask you to lean back?"

      "One drink, that's all I'm asking. Let's see if I can at least get you to enjoy something fun and fruity like a cosmopolitan."

      "No. And I wouldn't drink on the job anyway."

      "Give me a break. It's Uber. You can be off-duty at any time."

      "The answer's still no. Now, will you please lean back, or do I have to get my Glock out again?"

      Smiling, Ash leaned forward, close enough that he could see the mole just behind her ear. "Are you finding it difficult to concentrate on driving when I'm so … near?"

      "Honestly? Yes, a little."

      "Oh?"

      She glanced at him, her eyes inches from his own, and Ash was pretty sure his heart stopped. She batted her eyelashes and dropped her voice to a husky whisper. "It's your cologne," she said. "I don't know what it is, but it's … it's …"

      "Alluring?"

      "Giving me a headache," she said.

      Laughing, she rolled down all four windows. Heavy, damp air rushed into the car, and the ensuing road noise made conversation difficult, which he figured was her intention. He decided to go for broke because what did he have to lose? No regrets. That had been his motto the last ten years, and it was a motto that had served him well. Mostly anyway.

      "All right," he said, louder, "so you're not hungry and you don't drink. Let's just skip to the fun part and see if I can give you the best sex of your life."

      "Wow! Does that line ever work for you?"

      "You'd be amazed at how often."

      "Oh, I'm sure."

      "So that's a yes?"

      "Let me make this perfectly clear. I am not sleeping with you. Not now. Not ever."

      "We'll see."

      "How many times do I have to point a gun at you before you'll figure out that no means no?"

      "Okay, okay, no need to get touchy, Streak."

      "Don't call me Streak."

      "Really? It's a cool nickname. Ash and Streak. See, we even sound good together."

      "Don't. Call. Me. Streak."

      "Geez, all right. What should I call you then? Stephanie? Steph? You look more like a Steph."

      "Our time together isn't going to last more than a few minutes, so you don't need to call me anything. Now lean back, or I swear I'll drop you off right here."

      Deterred but not yet defeated, he slumped into his seat. She rolled the windows up. Live oaks and bigleaf maples, their leaves just beginning to show their fall colors, lined the road. They'd passed Barnaby Park and the Rexton Library and were now less than a mile from the bridge that would take them to West Rexton and, eventually, Mom's place—his childhood home, up among the cherry orchards, oak pastures, and dense groves of Douglas firs, at the edge of the suburban sprawl and where the coastal range beckoned to the west.

      Ten minutes, maybe. Plenty of time to figure out a new angle with her, though no ideas came to him in the moment. Since he'd gotten no response to his WTF?, he texted Uncle Larry again: The monkey what?

      There was no immediate response. As they rolled into the heart of Rexton, traffic picked up, with plenty of people out and about on a Friday night in mid-September. String lights, glistening in the thick air, were strewn over canopies outside restaurants. A thumping bass reverberated over brick and concrete facades. Car alarms beeped on and off. Laughter.

      Lots of cities complained that the COVID-19 pandemic had killed their downtowns, but it seemed to do the opposite in Rexton, revitalizing what had once been a crumbling urban interior full of empty storefronts and homeless encampments. It was still no Portland Pearl District, that was for sure, and it would never be as lively as Manhattan or Santa Monica, no matter how good it got, but at least it was something.

      His breath fogged the glass. He thought about how far Rexton had come since he was a kid, when he used to pop by Dad's office after swim lessons at the YMCA, plunking his still-wet bottom in the leather recliner in the reception area and gazing out at the city from the tallest building in town. Nelson Tower, a twelve-story, turn-of-the-century Gothic behemoth complete with gorilla-faced gargoyles topping each corner, may have fit the provincial nature of the town about as well as a nude sculpture fit an Amish village, but it sure offered one hell of a view.

      The sheer size of the building, at least compared to the rest of the town, seemed to confirm his father's larger-than-life stature in his mind. Even when Dad confided that the rent was actually cheaper than a lot of other places, since very little in the building had been updated since it had been constructed in 1927, and on top of that the owner had given him and Larry a break on the price on account of them both being ex-cops, Ash never stopped seeing his father as one of the most important people in Rexton. A king on his mountaintop. In reality, the building didn't matter much. No matter where his office had been located, Robert Byrd would have always been a hero to his son.

      Too bad Ash never told him so. Maybe it would have made a difference in how they got along. Probably not.

      "Why do you think somebody would text 'The Monkey?'" he asked his sullen driver.

      "Excuse me?"

      "My uncle. He texted 'The Monkey' and nothing else."

      "Is this some kind of weird come-on?"

      "What?"

      "Is monkey a euphemism for, you know…" She nodded downward.

      "No! I really want your opinion."

      "Right."

      "I do!"

      "You're not just trying to get into my pants?"

      "Well, yes. But you seem like an intelligent woman. I really am interested in your thoughts, Steph. Can I go with Steph? I'd still prefer to call you Streak, but—"

      "I seem like an intelligent woman?"

      "Come on, don't get touchy. It's a strange text, right?"

      "Why don't you just text him back and ask what he meant?"

      "I did. He didn't reply."

      "Well, call him if it bothers you so much."

      Ash smiled. "What's the fun in that? It's a mystery. Not a particularly big one, but still, it's a mystery. Isn't it better to try to figure it out on our own?"

      "No. It's better to know the facts—and as fast as possible."

      "Oh, I beg to differ."

      She sighed. "Of course you would. Life's just one big game to you, isn't it?"

      He was trying to think of a witty comeback when Nelson Tower came into view. "Huh," Ash said.

      "What?"

      "The light is on in my dad’s—in Uncle Larry's office. It's Nelson Tower, tenth floor, north corner."

      "So?"

      "So, he was going to pick me up, but he had to meet someone out of town, so he said he'd see me tomorrow at Mom's place instead."

      "Maybe he just left the light on."

      "Maybe."

      "Why don't you just call him?"

      Ash did. There was no answer. He texted again: Hey, you at the office? There was no answer to that either. They were now close enough that Ash could see a few people coming out of the glass doors from the lobby, but none of them were Uncle Larry.

      "There are a lot of reasons he might not answer," Steph said. "Maybe he's in the bathroom and left his phone on his desk. You want me to drop you off here instead? Save you a few bucks."

      Ash thought about it. The strange text, the light on in the office, not answering the phone—Ash was getting an uneasy feeling. Uncle Larry wasn't in the best of health. Last year, he'd undergone a triple bypass to clear some blocked arteries. There was probably an innocent explanation for all the weirdness, but Ash didn't like any of it.

      "You know," he said, "that's not a bad idea. Not the saving money part. I couldn't care less about that, but stopping and checking on him. Could you wait, though? If he weirdly did leave a light on, I'll still need a ride."

      Steph pulled the Sentra into an empty spot just outside the main doors. "You know," she said, with a sigh, "I could pick up some other riders tonight."

      "I'll pay you a hundred dollars," Ash said.

      "A hundred bucks? Just to wait?"

      Ash retrieved a crisp Ben Franklin from his wallet, making sure to hold it open long enough for her to see that there was plenty more where that came from. "Here you go. And that's separate from your fare."

      She studied the bill, then shook her head.

      "No."

      "No, you won't wait?"

      "No, I won't take your money. But I will wait."

      Ash was surprised. "You're turning down a hundred dollars?"

      "I guess so, yeah."

      "Why?"

      The idling motor filled the stillness. In the dusky interior of the car, her face was inscrutable. Then the answer occurred to Ash.

      "I get it now," he said.

      "You get what?"

      "The real reason you don't drink."

      "Oh yeah?"

      "You don't like losing control."

      She snorted, but there was a half second before she did, a heartbeat's pause, that told him everything he needed to know. "Well," she said, "I guess you've got me all figured out, haven't you, Ashton Byrd?"

      He smiled. Even in the dimly lit car, they were so close he could have counted the freckles on her nose. "I like it when you say my name."

      "Well, don't get used to it."

      "Actually, I like it when you say anything. With that voice, you could make a fortune as a phone sex operator."

      "How do you know I haven't?"

      "Ha! I knew you had a sense of humor. But seriously, that's your deal, isn't it? You hate not being in control. Not just of a situation but of yourself. It's why you won't take the money. It makes you feel obligated, which is kind of like losing control."

      "Are you going up or not?"

      "Take a chance."

      "What?"

      "Let your hair down once in a while. It's nice hair, by the way. Is the red natural? It looks natural. I bet it feels like silk. Can I touch it?"

      "Dear God," she said, "you never quit, do you?"

      "Is that a yes?"

      "No!"

      "Okay, okay. Listen, why don't you come up to the office with me?"

      "Excuse me?"

      "Uncle Larry keeps some twenty-year-old scotch in his office. Come up and have a drink with me."

      "Unbelievable. I told you, I'm not sleeping with you."

      "Who said anything about sleeping? But seriously, Uncle Larry is probably up there, so I'm definitely not hitting on you, okay? He's quite a character. Former cop, now a private investigator—he has a lot of stories. He's also one of the most well-read guys you'll ever meet, so he's really the whole package. A literate tough guy."

      "He's a PI?"

      "Oh, you find that interesting? Yeah, a very good one. Almost as good as my—anyway, what do you say?"

      She stared. In the darkness, her eyes looked impenetrably black. A man and a woman in business attire passed on the sidewalk, both laughing. Down the street, a line of people waited outside The Wilshire, the old movie theater that had been converted into a performing arts center of sorts. Sure, it wasn't Los Angeles, but it was a Friday night in the city, and things were happening. Maybe something could happen here too.

      "So?" he said.

      "And if he isn't up there? How do I know you're not just trying to lure me into your … sex lair?"

      "Sex lair?"

      "You know what I mean."

      "Do people really have sex lairs? Is that a thing?"

      "Listen—"

      "Because I've never seen one, and I have to tell you, I've known a lot of weird people."

      She sighed. "Is that supposed to make me feel better?"

      "Come on! Visit with him, visit with me, kick back and have some of the best scotch of your life, and that can be it. What do you have to lose?"

      "I told you, I don't drink."

      "Then don't drink. Just come up for the conversation."

      She picked up her phone. "It's 8:14. I'll wait ten minutes. If you don't come back, I'll assume you don't need a ride."

      "How about I text you instead? It'll be faster."

      "Nice try, but I'm not giving you my number."

      "But what if I want a ride tomorrow? I could just call you, and you can save the Uber fee."

      She popped the trunk. As much as it disappointed him, Ash decided to take the hint.

      "Okay then," he said. "In case I don't come back down, thanks for, you know, picking me up."

      "I'm an Uber driver," she said.

      "Well, I know, but still."

      "Ten minutes. Actually, nine now."

      "Okay, okay. Man, you're a tough nut to crack."

      He got out of the car, slung his laptop bag over his shoulder, and retrieved his suitcase from the back. The air felt even heavier than earlier, like a wet paper towel conforming to the shape of his face.

      At the glass doors, he gave her a friendly wave, but she was already studying her phone. The bottom of her face and part of the brim of her cap were lit up by the screen's bluish glow. Oh well. It was nice to know you, Stephanie Hart.

      As he stepped inside, his Rockports squeaked on the black-and-white tile floor. He was alone. It smelled of musty plaster and, though the building had been smoke-free for decades, faintly of cigarettes. It was a relatively small lobby—two elevators with polished brass doors, a pea-green sectional and matching chairs, and a white brick fireplace that Ash had never seen used.

      When the elevator doors opened on the tenth floor, the law office of Blakely, Malone, and Steiner was directly ahead. The beveled, opaque glass was dark. The other five offices that Ash passed—around the corner and down the hall, his suitcase wheels humming over the threadbare brown carpet—were also dark. If there were people working late on a Friday night, it wasn't in this little corner of Nelson Tower.

      So there was nobody around to see Ash when he finally opened the door to Byrd & O'Connor Investigations—the glass backlit, unlike the other doors—to find Larry O'Connor sitting at his desk, a bloody bullet hole in the middle of his forehead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The man in the chair was definitely Uncle Larry. Even standing in the outer doorway, staring across the reception area into Larry's office, Ash had little doubt about the identity of the swarthy, silver-haired man dressed in the bright Hawaiian shirt, slumped in his swivel chair. Stocky build. Ruddy complexion. A woolly, unkempt beard that always made Larry, with those tacky shirts he loved so much, look like Jerry Garcia doing his best Jimmy Buffett impression.

      The blood trickling down from the garish black hole in the middle of his forehead may have smeared the left side of Uncle Larry's face and soaked into his beard, but the rest of his face was clear enough. His eyes were wide open. Not blinking.

      "Uncle Larry?" Ash said. He chuckled nervously. "Stop—stop joking around, man. A little late for April Fool's."

      Uncle Larry didn't answer. He was as still as all the books lining the shelves behind him. Ash knew he was dead, knew he was dead from the first moment he'd laid eyes on him, but right then the reality of it was just too much. Call it shock, call it denial, call it whatever, but to see the man who'd been like a second father to him—in a way, like a first father to him, or at least the father he'd wished on more than one occasion he'd actually had, the one more like him, the one who somehow got him—stone cold dead, well, it just couldn't be.

      "All right, man, fun's over," Ash said, the tightness of his throat betraying his attempt at joviality. He rolled his suitcase into the room, allowing the door to swing shut behind him. "I'm here, just like you wanted. So whatever you … um, whatever …"

      And that was it. That was as far as Ash could take his comforting charade before reality fully asserted itself. It wasn't just the vividness of that bullet hole or those unblinking eyes or the inertness of Uncle Larry's body. It was two other details.

      The first was that Dad's office door, the one on the left, the prized corner office that had been his from the moment he and Uncle Larry had rented the place, was open. The interior office was dark, and the blinds were closed as they had always been since Dad died, but it was odd that the door was open at all. Larry kept it almost hermetically sealed, like some sort of shrine to his dead partner. It wasn't locked either—these inner doors didn't have locks—but nobody but Ash was allowed to open that door. And Ash never did. Not once in the fifteen years since his father had been gone.

      The second detail, the one that really made Ash confront the truth before him, was the smell.

      A gunshot. It wasn't cordite, an older explosive not used much since World War II, but more like charcoal with a chemical sweetness from the nitroglycerin and other compounds used in modern guns. Once the door behind him closed, Ash caught a whiff of it in the air. Feeling like he was having an out-of-body experience, he let go of the suitcase and dropped his satchel. As he drifted toward Uncle Larry, a little alarm bell rang in the back of his mind.

      Since he smelled the gunshot, this couldn't have happened long ago. Minutes, maybe. Even seconds.

      "Stop right there," a man said.

      The voice came from Dad's office. As Ash turned in that direction, heart pounding, a black wraith emerged from the darkness. The wraith became the end of a gun—a suppressor attached—held in the outstretched arm of a man dressed in a black sweatshirt, the hood up, his face hidden behind a skeleton mask. It was like a black wool pullover ski mask but with a white skeleton face on the front. The hood and the mask hid all but the man's eyes, but Ash caught a glimpse of a pale white neck.

      He was about Ash's height, six foot even, but he was probably twice as wide, his muscular shoulders straining against the black sweatshirt. He wore blue surgical gloves, gray denim pants, and silver-blue Nikes. His gun was a Ruger Mark IV, with a Dead Air Mask suppressor. The suppressor was quite long, and just inches away. Close enough to reach out and grab.

      "I wouldn't," the man said.

      Ash swallowed. "Wouldn't what?"

      "If you try something, you'll end up just like him. And don't even think about making a play for his piece."

      The man had a slight North Jersey accent, like a watered-down Joe Pesci. Not too strong. A little gravelly, like he might be older, and the laugh lines around his blue eyes also indicated middle age. He was holding a cell phone, a tiny black flip phone with a red border, and he quickly slid it into his left front pocket. There was what looked like another cell phone, a much larger one, in his right front pocket.

      They stood in the reception area between the two offices. Looking into Larry's office, Ash could see that Uncle Larry was holding a gun of his own—a Beretta 92, still gripped in his lifeless fingers. On the desk, there was also a set of keys attached to an Edgar Allan Poe head, stacks of books, manila folders, several magazines, and the Rexton Reporter newspaper. Ash recognized the gun, one of several Uncle Larry owned. It was usually kept in his side drawer, a drawer that Ash could just make out was now slid open. It wasn't the only thing that was open. Behind the desk, the black steel safe was also open, far enough that Ash could see the tin cash box sitting atop stacks of manila folders and other papers.

      Nothing else in the room seemed disturbed: the hundreds of books on the custom-made oak shelves, the stacks of manila folders on the gray metal filing cabinet, all the little gizmos and gadgets that cluttered the top of Larry's desk, and the pictures of famous authors filling every square inch of the walls that weren't filled with books.

      "Raise your hands," the man said. "Keep them where I can see them."

      Ash looked back at the man, at the long, gleaming suppressor aimed right at his face. Maybe he should have been afraid—and his heart was booming in his ears—but it wasn't fear he was feeling. The knowledge that Uncle Larry was dead, good and truly dead, leapfrogged Ash right over shock and denial to a visceral rage, a wave of heat radiating from his eyes down to his throat, and outward, right out to the tips of his fingers.

      "You killed him," Ash said. "I don't believe this. You—you killed Uncle Larry!"

      The man pressed the end of his suppressor against Ash’s forehead. The metal was warm. It was definitely warm.

      "Keep your voice down, asshole," the man said. "You don't have to die too if you cooperate. Got it?"

      Ash's fingers had gone ice cold. The anger was still there, but the instinct for self-preservation finally kicked in. He had no desire to die tonight.

      "You killed him," Ash said again, weaker this time.

      "He pulled his gun on me," the man said. "He didn't give me any choice."

      "Liar. He wouldn't do that for—for whatever petty cash he kept in there. I know him. He would have let you take it. He would have—"

      The man gave the suppressor a shove. "Didn't I tell you to keep your voice down? That's your last warning. Who are you? And don't fuck around with me, kid. I mean it."

      "Ashton. Ashton Byrd."

      The man's eyes narrowed. The irises were pale blue, almost gray. There was something unfeeling about them. They were like painted concrete. "Byrd," he said, nodding toward the office behind him. "Byrd like Robert Byrd, the dead partner?"

      "That's my father."

      "Kind of weird, isn't it? Keeping that office all these years?"

      "Huh?"

      "Never mind. What are you doing here?"

      "What?"

      "Answer me. No bullshit."

      "I'm—I'm just in town for a visit. Okay? I flew up from Burbank tonight. I can—I can even bring up the boarding passes if you don't—"

      "But why here? Why tonight?"

      "What?"

      "It's a Friday night. Why did you stop at the office tonight? Why now?"

      "I just stopped by! I was on my way from the airport to—to my mom's place. But I saw the light on in the office, you know, from down on the street, so I figured Uncle Larry—I mean, he's not really my uncle, that's just—anyway, I saw—I saw the light on and I figured he might be here, you know, so I just—"

      "Bullshit. You're in on it, aren't you?"

      "In on what?"

      The man stepped back, releasing the pressure of the silencer on Ash's forehead but keeping the Ruger leveled at Ash's face. "Give me your wallet and your phone."

      Ash swallowed. "I don't carry much cash, but if you want money—"

      "Shut the fuck up and give them to me."

      Ash fumbled through his inside jacket pocket, managing to drop the phone on the floor. It landed with a thud. The man cursed and instructed Ash to pick it up, slowly. Ash did, handing both the phone and the wallet to him. The man flipped open the wallet and studied the license, then rifled through the rest. That he did this all with one hand, while wearing that mask, was impressive. Not once did the Ruger dip.

      The man ignored the cash, but he did pull out one of Ash's business cards.

      "Financial consultant?"

      "Yeah."

      "Like, you help rich fucks invest their money?"

      "Um, well, yes, but I wouldn't put it quite like—"

      "What's your angle then?" The man nodded toward Larry. "What were you guys going to do?"

      "Do?"

      "Stop lying to me."

      "I'm not! I really have no idea what you're talking about."

      Behind the skeleton face, the soulless eyes narrowed. He turned on the phone, then held it out to Ash. "Unlock it."

      "Please. Whatever's going on, I don't—"

      "Now. Or die right here."

      Ash did, then handed it back, finding his hand was shaking. Again, with impressive dexterity, the man managed to scan the phone without ever seeming like he took his gaze off Ash. All the while, the suppressor never dipped, as if tied to Ash's nose by an invisible string.

      "The Monkey?" he said, looking at Ash.

      "Yeah, I know. It was—it was a weird text. I thought—"

      "What did he mean by it?"

      "I don't know. I thought it was a joke. You can—you can see that's why I—"

      "Bullshit. It's some kind of code, isn't it?"

      "Code? What are you talking about? Why would he send me a—"

      "What did Larry tell you?"

      "Jesus Christ, nothing! Nothing, all right? You see my follow-up text, right? I wrote WTF. Why would I do that? I'm in town because he called and said he wanted to talk family stuff. My mom, she's—she's not well, okay? She's bipolar and she—she goes off her meds a lot. I thought—thought maybe that's what Uncle Larry wanted to—"

      "Stop babbling. I don't give a shit about your mother. But I'm telling you, if you don't start telling me the truth, I won't just kill you, I'll kill her too, got it? And other people you care about. So you better …"

      He trailed off because a police siren rang out on the streets below, close. Then a second one joined the first, more distant but obviously heading in this direction.

      The man raised a gloved finger at Ash, set Ash's phone on the desk, then back-stepped into Uncle Larry's office to the window. It was only when he turned to the window that he looked away, and finally, mercifully, the end of the suppressor dipped. For a moment, at least, it wasn't pointed at Ash, and he breathed a little easier.

      A third siren joined the other two, then there was the distinctive screech of tires from the street. Thank God.

      "Shit," the man said, whirling back to Ash. "Did you call—? No, 'course you didn't. I just saw your phone. Quick, if you wanted to hide somewhere in this building, where would you go?"

      "What?"

      "Answer my fucking—"

      "Don't move!"

      It was Stephanie Hart, somehow magically appearing just behind Ash.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      The man in the skeleton mask froze, his Ruger and its long suppressor angled slightly down—slightly away from Ash, which was the critical detail. Out of the corner of his eye, Ash saw the barrel of Steph's Glock jutting out beyond his right shoulder, pointed at the man in the skeleton mask.

      It wasn't much of an advantage, but in the split second it would take for Skeleton Face to aim his Ruger, she could pull the trigger, so that split second made all the difference. She had chosen her moment well. How she'd snuck into the office without being heard, how she even knew that Ash was in trouble, how she had mustered the courage to intervene, or why she cared enough about him to do so, was a mystery, but in that moment, all that Ash felt was relief.

      Never in his whole life had he been more grateful that a beautiful woman had come to his rescue. He couldn't say that it had ever happened before, but if there was a first for everything, he was very, very glad to cross this particular first off his list. The sirens were louder than ever. More help was on the way.

      "Impressive," Skeleton Face said.

      "You're like some sort of ninja!" Ash blurted.

      "Put down your gun," Steph said, taking a step forward so she was now in line with Ash, just to his right. "On the floor. Very slow."

      The man regarded her for a long time with his slate-blue eyes. "No," he said.

      "Excuse me?"

      "I'm not putting down my piece."

      "Asshole, you put down that gun or you're dead right here."

      "Look, I'm keeping my gun at my side," he said, lowering his Ruger so it was pointed at the floor. "I won't raise it unless you fire first. You have my word on that."

      Steph snorted. "Your word? You're a murderer. Put down your gun."

      "That's not going to happen. Here's what's going to happen. I'm going to walk out of here, with my weapon held at my side, and you're going to let me go."

      "Either you put down that gun, or—"

      "Or what? It's a hell of a thing just to shoot somebody, all by itself. Most people can't even do that. But it's something different to shoot somebody in cold blood. Almost nobody can do that. I'm going to take my chances that you're not the sort of person who can."

      "Listen, man—"

      Skeleton Face took a step. Instinctively, both Ash and Steph took a step backward.

      "I knew it," Skeleton Face said. Though they couldn't see his mouth, Ash could hear the smile in the man's voice. "Just let me go, now. Nobody else has to get hurt tonight."

      "Don't," Steph warned, but while her Glock remained leveled at Skeleton Face, the authority had gone out of her voice; there was a warble in it, like she had something stuck in her throat. "I'm—I'm warning you—"

      The guy took another step, this one bringing him into the doorway to Uncle Larry's office. Like they were all part of some choreographed dance routine, Ash and Steph took yet another step backward, retreating into the reception area. Ash bumped against his suitcase, which rolled aside.

      "Fuck!" Steph cried.

      "There's no shame in it," Skeleton Face said. "You're just a good person. You're doing the good person thing. I'm not a good person. I'd definitely shoot you, so why test your luck?"

      "You can't leave."

      "Oh, but I can. I'm going to walk right past you out that door."

      "No."

      "It's either that or shoot me dead, sweetheart."

      "Don't call me sweetheart."

      "I'm leaving. Just let me go."

      "Stop. No."

      Yet at this point, there was little conviction in her commands. The man took a step. Steph and Ash backed up again, now all of them out in the reception area, which gave Skeleton Face more room to maneuver. Little by little, their odd dance continued, and they all made their way toward the exit, but it became obvious after just a few steps that Steph was back-stepping toward the door herself.

      "I wouldn't block me," Skeleton Face warned.

      "I'm not letting you leave."

      "Not a wise choice."

      "Shut up. If you want out, you're going to have to get past me."

      "You think you can shoot me even then?"

      "Try me, man. Just try me."

      "The police will probably catch me anyway, right? Just let me go."

      "You reach for that handle, you're dead."

      "I won't raise my gun, no matter what happens. You'll still have to shoot me in cold blood."

      They were nearly at the door, just a few steps away, where they'd reach their stalemate. The guy would either have to shoot them, push them aside, or make some other kind of move. Ash calculated how long it would take for the police to get from the lobby up to the tenth floor. Sixty seconds, maybe, if they took the elevator. Probably a minute and a half if they rushed the stairs. Some of them would probably take the stairs anyway.

      So a maximum of ninety seconds. How long had it been since he'd heard that screech of tires below? It felt like it had been an hour, but it had probably been around a minute. If they got here now, the guy might try to shoot anyway out of desperation.

      "Steph," Ash said, feeling like there was a butterfly fluttering around in his throat. "Steph, just let him go. He won't get away."

      "Shut up, Ash!"

      "I'm stepping aside. You should too."

      "No."

      Ash did. Because he was immediately to her left, this forced her to move a little to the right, out of the path of the door. Not by much. Just a foot. But it was enough to give Skeleton Face room to reach for the handle.

      "Ash!"
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