
  
    [image: Left For Dead]
  


  
    
      LEFT FOR DEAD

      Dead For Good Book Two

    

    
      
        STACY CLAFLIN

        NOLON  KING

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Sterling &amp; Stone]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2021 by Sterling & Stone

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      The authors greatly appreciate you taking the time to read our work. Please consider leaving a review wherever you bought the book, or telling your friends about it, to help us spread the word.

      Thank you for supporting our work.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

    

    
      
        Want more?

      

      
        About the Authors

      

      
        Also By Nolon King

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Special Offer

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: 12]
          
        

      

      

      
        
        Sign up for the FREE newsletter and get a free copy of the King & Wright novel 12.

        Join the list and be the FIRST to get the latest news, sneak peeks at what’s coming next, and free books and short stories. Our subscribers make our careers possible, and we’ll never spam you.

        GET YOUR FREE BOOK NOW!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Brad Morris glanced around the packed sanctuary, pretending to watch the slideshow of his neighbor’s life. Beside him, his wife sniffled. He put his arm around her and kissed her cheek. 

      Several of the other funeral guests looked away as his gaze met theirs.

      Just like with the murder of his next-door neighbor, people were eyeing him with suspicion. It was ridiculous. Why would he kill any of his neighbors? Even if they’d known he was an assassin — which they didn’t — it still wouldn’t make sense. He killed the bad guys. Not people who merely annoyed him.

      There was no denying that both Duke and Allison had annoyed him. He hadn’t made any secret of that fact. But that didn’t mean he wanted either of them dead. 

      Brad only wanted to rid the world of serial murderers, rapists, terrorists, and the like. Those were the people he took out, and only when assigned to him. 

      But he couldn’t explain that to his neighbors. Or to the police. The only person who knew the real nature of his job was his wife, Faye, and she’d only recently learned the truth.

      The slideshow ended, and Allison’s teenage son Nate stood behind the pulpit. Cleared his throat loudly into the mic, making the speaker screech. 

      He apologized, his cheeks reddening, and thanked everyone for coming. Then shared a story about his mom staying up all night to make a Halloween costume for him one year when he’d changed his mind about what he wanted to be last-minute. 

      When the teenager’s voice caught, and he wiped tears from his eyes, a lump formed in Brad’s own throat, and he blinked back tears of his own. 

      He wasn’t the only one. Sniffles sounded around him. 

      After Nate finished, his dad took his place behind the podium. Wes shared a few more stories about his wife before the preacher said a prayer and invited everyone downstairs for food and fellowship.

      Zeke tugged on Brad’s jacket. “Can we go?”

      Brad shook his head at his fourteen-year-old. 

      Zeke frowned but nodded. 

      Allison had been Faye’s friend, so they were all expected to stay for a while. Brad was as eager to leave as his son, but at the same time, he wanted to take advantage of the time to look around for the real killer.

      It had taken the police too long to find Duke’s killer, and as a result, almost everyone in the neighborhood thought it was Brad because he’d been the only one to openly dislike the guy. Though, as he learned more about his neighbors, he’d found others.

      But if people knew the truth about his daughter, they’d still suspect him despite the true killer being behind bars.

      Brad helped Faye to her feet, and as a family, all five of them headed downstairs, mournfully greeting the other guests. Luna clung to Brad’s hand, sticking close. Faye worried that she’d be too young for a memorial service, but Brad had assured her that seven was plenty old enough. And he’d been right. Others brought children even younger than her.

      Downstairs, they got in the buffet line. Brad glanced around for anyone out of place. No one stood out, but chances were, the killer was here. Watching. Reveling in his accomplishment. It wasn’t the same as returning to the scene of the crime, but close enough.

      That wouldn’t last long. Brad would make sure of it. Someone was framing him. Killing off people who annoyed him.

      But the question was, why?

      Figuring that out would lead him to the who. 

      “Can you help Luna?” Faye asked.

      “Of course.” He gave his wife a reassuring smile before helping their youngest pile food on her plate.

      Soon the three of them were sitting at a table — Zeke and Hadley had joined their respective friends. 

      Faye turned to Luna. “Do you have any questions?”

      “About what?” She bit into a miniature sandwich.

      “The service. Or Allison passing away.”

      “You mean dying.” Luna frowned. “It’s sad. I liked the stories her kids shared. The camping one was funny.”

      Brad smiled. “It was. At least her family has all those memories to hold onto. They’ll never forget her.”

      “Just like with grandpa.” Luna looked deep in thought. “You told me all those stories about him. Sometimes I forget I never met him.”

      Brad kissed the top of her head, the lump in his throat returning. 

      Faye leaned over. “So, you’re okay with being here?”

      “Yeah. I liked watching the pictures.”

      Brad squeezed her knee and thought back to his own childhood, to his dad’s murder when he was only sixteen. “It’s all good. Kids can handle more than adults give them credit for.” He glanced at Luna. “Right?”

      “Yep.” She smiled, showing off her missing teeth, and gulped her drink.

      Faye set her fork down on her nearly full plate. “I’m going to give my condolences to Wes. Do you want to join me?”

      Just the man’s name made Brad’s stomach turn, but he forced a smile. “Sure.”

      She gave him an appreciative glance. “Thank you.”

      “Can I get a cookie?” Luna asked. “Please?”

      “You can have two.” Brad winked.

      Her expression lit up, and she scrambled out of her chair.

      Brad laced his fingers through Faye’s as they made their way to Allison’s husband. He shoved aside thoughts of past offenses and offered heartfelt sympathy to the man who’d just lost his wife so violently. 

      Faye gave him a hearty hug and told him how much she was going to miss Allison.

      Someone tapped Brad on the shoulder. 

      He turned to see his boss, Kurt Bergmann. “I didn’t expect to see you here.” 

      Kurt motioned toward an empty table. 

      Brad nodded and let Faye know he was going to talk with Kurt.

      “What’s going on?” Brad sat next to him. “Is something wrong?”

      Kurt shook his head, his expression unreadable. “I thought someone from BlueBlade should be here to offer you support. Do you need anything?”

      “Other than for someone to stop framing me for murder?”

      A corner of Kurt’s mouth curved up. “Yes, other than that. Do you have any idea who that might be?”

      “No.”

      Kurt panned the room with his palm. “The person must be here.”

      “My thoughts exactly.”

      Kurt leaned closer. “If you need anything, just say the word. My resources are your resources.”

      Brad covered his surprise. When everyone was pointing fingers at him from Duke’s murder, Kurt had disappeared. Given him nothing.

      Now he was here at the funeral, offering everything.

      “Just let me know.” Kurt looked at the time. “I need to get going. You’ve got my number.”

      And Brad’s calls would likely just go to voicemail as they had in the past. Kurt just wanted to make sure Brad kept BlueBlade out of the investigation.

      “Right.”

      Kurt left. 

      Faye came over and put her hands on his shoulders. “What was that about?”

      “Offering his support, but I’m not going to hold my breath.”

      “I wouldn’t worry about people suspecting you for this. You were at the party the whole time — everyone saw you.” She gave him a quick kiss. “I’m going to check on Luna. Looks like she took a whole pile of cookies.”

      Brad started to smile, but then Detective Stewart entered the room, her presence as welcoming as a black hole.

      She locked gazes with him and marched his way.

      Of course.

      He squeezed Faye’s hand as she strolled away, then rose to meet her. “Detective Stewart.”

      She shook his hand. “Mr. Morris.”

      “Any leads on the killer?”

      “You know I can’t discuss an open investigation. I do have a few questions for you. Have a moment?”

      “Sure.” He plopped back into his seat, his stomach knotting. “Ask away.”

      “I’m curious about your knife collection.”

      Allison had been stabbed. So had her fake pregnant belly. Shredded by her murderer. 

      “Brad?”

      He turned his attention back to the detective. “You have all of my Valderdorfs, remember? You needed them for Duke’s investigation.”

      “Right, but again, every time I ask your neighbors about Allison’s enemies, your name comes up.”

      Brad squeezed his fists under the table but managed to keep his expression relaxed. “We weren’t enemies. She kept coming to my house and accusing me of murder. I don’t imagine you’d take too kindly to that treatment, either.”

      “You don’t have any other Valderdorfs?”

      “No. Is that what was used on Allison?”

      She held his gaze. “What other knives do you have?”

      “Too many to list. Although I’m beginning to think that cataloging them would be a good idea.”

      “I don’t need a full list. Can you tell me the ones that come to your mind?”

      He held back an annoyed sigh before listing off the BlueBlade models that he could think of at the moment.

      “Slow down.” She held up a hand. “I can’t write that fast.”

      “Maybe you’d prefer I email you the list.” He leaned back and put his hands behind his head to let the onlookers know he wasn’t upset. Just having a conversation with the police detective. Nothing interesting there.

      She glared at him. “If your collection is that vast, maybe it would be a good idea.”

      “Great. I’ll get right on that.”

      “I’m sure you will.” She rose and gave him a card to add to his stack at home. “I’ll be in touch. Let me know if you think of anything useful.”

      “Will do.”

      The detective left without another word. 

      Brad got up and gave an easy smile to the nearest table of onlookers. Then he went into the hallway for some air. The quiet wrapped around him like a warm blanket. 

      Being around all those suspicious stares was too much. He paced, taking measured breaths. He could get through the remainder of the reception. With any luck, he could convince Faye to leave before too long. But even if not, it would give him the opportunity to look around for a guilty party.

      Even his boss thought the murderer would be there.

      He started for the door when sniffling sounded. Someone blew their nose.

      Brad followed the noise.

      Nate cowered in a darkened hallway, his face buried in a tissue. He looked more like a little boy than a young man about to graduate high school and play football for the Huskies.

      Brad backed away to give him space. “Are you okay?”

      Nate looked up, his eyes bloodshot. “What do you want?”

      “Just checking on you. Do you need anything?”

      “Not from you.” He turned away and blew his nose.

      Brad knelt and rested a hand on his shoulder. “I know what it feels like.”

      “No, you don’t.”

      “My father was murdered when I was a little younger than you.”

      Nate gave him a double-take. “He was?”

      Brad nodded. “I thought it would kill me.”

      “How’d you deal with it?” Nate wiped his eyes.

      “It wasn’t easy.” Brad leaned against the wall and sat next to him. “I had to rely on my mom and Faye. If it weren’t for them, I don’t know how I would’ve managed.”

      “You knew Faye back then?”

      “Yeah. We’ve been together since high school.”

      “How did you⁠—?”

      Wes stepped into the hallway, glaring at Nate. “There you are. You need to get back in there. People are asking about you.” He turned to Brad. “What are you doing?”

      “Offering some advice, from one child of a murdered parent to another.”

      “I’ll be the one to give my son guidance. You can mind your own business.” Wes helped his son up, and as they left, Nate glanced back, giving Brad a look of appreciation.

      As Brad stood, he studied Wes.

      Had he been at the party when his wife was murdered? Or could he have snuck out and in again before her body had been found?
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      Faye covered Luna’s ears and turned to the therapist. “We’re not discussing all of our issues in family counseling. Just those that involve everyone.”

      “Understood.” Dr. Trellis gave a reassuring smile. “I didn’t realize that was off-limits.” 

      Faye breathed a sigh of relief. It was a balancing act keeping certain secrets from other family members. They all had their right to privacy, but at the same time, all of their issues affected everyone else, whether they knew about them or not.

      “What were you going to say?” Zeke looked back and forth between the therapist and Faye.

      “Don’t worry about it, honey. Let’s focus on how we deal with grief.” 

      Zeke frowned. “That’s what we’ve been talking about every week. Even in my personal sessions.”

      Dr. Trellis leaned forward. “What do you want to talk about, Zeke?”

      “You really want to know?”

      “Why wouldn’t I?”

      Zeke glanced at Faye and Brad before answering. “People don’t usually care about what I think.”

      “By people,” Dr. Trellis said, “do you mean your parents?”

      “I mean everyone. Family, kids at school, kids in the neighborhood. The only ones who listen to me are my friends in the game. Nobody else takes me seriously.”

      Faye’s stomach knotted. “We take you seriously.”

      Dr. Trellis held up a hand. “It’s his turn to talk.”

      Faye looked at Brad, who shrugged as if to say, you’re the one who wanted family therapy.

      “Why do you feel like people don’t take you seriously?” Dr. Trellis asked Zeke.

      He toyed with his wild curls. “I just don’t.”

      “That isn’t an answer.”

      Zeke sighed dramatically, looking around the room before turning back to the doctor. “I’m a dork. I get that. And I’m not going to change who I am, but that doesn’t mean I’m not smart or that I don’t have good ideas. Just because I don’t get straight A’s and land the lead in every school play like some people” — he glared at Hadley — “or I’m not little and cute, or I’m not an adult yet. I matter, too.”

      Faye leaned toward him, a lump forming in her throat. “Of course you do!”

      Dr. Trellis ignored her. “Do you feel looked over as the middle child?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And that’s why you wanted to hide your friendship with Duke?”

      Zeke shrugged. “I wouldn’t really call it a friendship.”

      “But you went to him when you needed advice about dealing with kids at school? With your parents?”

      Brad couldn’t believe it. “You got advice from him about us?”

      Zeke stared at his shoes. “He was the only one who took me seriously. When I asked about bullies or about how to talk to you guys, he always had some story about dealing with his parents or people giving him a hard time.”

      “Are you saying I give you a hard time?” Brad asked.

      “That isn’t what he said,” Dr. Trellis said. “Let him finish.”

      Brad leaned back, his mouth forming a straight line.

      Zeke picked at his shirt with a scene from The NeverEnding Story across the front. “I’m done.”

      Hadley turned toward him. “You have to admit that you make it hard for people to take you seriously. I mean, between your hair, your goofiness, and your 80s obsession⁠—”

      “Shut up!” Zeke’s face reddened. “I already said I’m not going to change!” 

      “Nobody’s asking you to,” Dr. Trellis said. 

      “She is!”

      “Hadley’s explaining why it’s hard for her to take you seriously.”

      “And the rest of the world,” Hadley muttered.

      Zeke crossed his arms.

      Hadley flipped her long hair behind her shoulder. “If you don’t want to be treated like a dork, don’t act like one.”

      Faye glared at her daughter. “Hadley, stop.”

      Dr. Trellis turned to Hadley. “Does it bother you that he looks the way he does?”

      “Are you kidding?” 

      “Do you feel he reflects on you?”

      Hadley turned to her brother. “That’s exactly it. My friends make fun of me because of the things you do. It’s horrifying. I work so hard to build my reputation, just to have you sabotage it.”

      “I don’t even go to the same school as you.”

      “People still talk.”

      “And you think people don’t compare me to you?” Zeke snapped. “There’s no way I can live up to little miss perfect! I can’t, so I don’t bother. I can’t help that we get compared to each other.”

      Faye struggled to keep up, her heart pounding. She’d had no idea either of her kids felt that way about each other. “How can we stop this?”

      Dr. Trellis’s timer dinged. 

      She turned it off. “That’s all for today’s session.”

      Just as they were beginning to get somewhere.

      The doctor looked back and forth between the two teens. “In the meantime, I want you two to journal your thoughts and feelings. We’ll discuss this further in your personal sessions, then again when we all come together next.” 

      Faye stood. “What about the grief counseling? I thought we were going to talk about that. We’ve had two neighbors killed. People we were friends with. We⁠—”

      “There are a lot of issues that need our attention, and they’re all intertwined. Oh, that reminds me. I want you to consider planning a family vacation.”

      “A vacation!” Luna jumped up and down, her eyes wide.

      Dr. Trellis smiled. “Yes. It would do you all a world of good to get away from everything and spend some time together. I’m not talking about a trip to a theme park where every moment is packed with activity. What you need is a relaxing, pressure-free week together, perhaps on a tropical beach or at a cabin in the woods. You have access to one of those, right?”

      Faye’s stomach dropped at the mention of her parents’ cabin. The one she and Brad had lied about being at during the time of Duke’s death. “Right.”

      “It doesn’t have to be expensive, or even for a full week. But it does need to be away from everything else for a few solid days, minimum.”

      Luna grabbed Faye’s hand. “Let’s go to the beach, Mommy!”

      Faye forced a smile. “Daddy and I will have to talk about it, sweetie.”

      Brad headed for the door. 

      Dr. Trellis stopped him. “You and Faye are next, remember?”

      “Oh. Right.” 

      Faye kissed each of the kids. “We’ll see you at home.”

      Dr. Trellis checked her calendar. “And the kids will be back next week for their appointments.”

      “Yes.” Faye turned to Hadley. “Drive safe.”

      “Of course she will,” Zeke said. “She’s perfect, remember?”

      Hadley snorted. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Faye gave her daughter a knowing glance. Only she and Brad knew Hadley’s secret. It would likely take years of counseling before she’d be ready to tell anyone else. And the only reason she or Brad knew was that they’d accidentally stumbled upon the evidence.

      The kids left the office, Zeke and Hadley grumbling at each other while Luna told them to be nice.

      Faye sighed. “I hope they’ll be okay.”

      “They will. They’re good kids.” Dr. Trellis sat back on her chair and motioned for her and Brad to sit across from her. “How do you feel about the idea of a family vacation?”

      Brad plopped down. “Sounds great, but it’ll take some time to plan. And I’ll have to figure out when I can get time off.”

      Faye sat next to him. “And it might be tricky if I’m starting a home salon.”

      “Are you planning on doing that soon?” Dr. Trellis turned to Brad. “You feel good about that?”

      “I don’t mind a vacation if I can get away from work.” 

      He was deflecting, Faye noticed. He still didn’t want to talk about having her clients at home.

      Dr. Trellis let him get away with it this time. “Is the knife business busy this time of year?”

      Faye exchanged a look with Brad. They were being completely open with their therapist about everything except that Brad was secretly an assassin.

      An assassin.

      Her husband killed people for a living. That was the real reason they had the nice things they did.

      That was something Faye could really use counseling for. But it was something she wasn’t even supposed to know about. His organization was so high-level in the government that the police didn’t — and couldn’t — know about it. She’d just found out, and it was as hard to deal with as Brad’s long-ago emotional relationship — he wouldn’t let her call it an emotional affair — with Jessica. 

      Even though that was what it had been.

      “Faye?” Dr. Trellis’s voice brought her back to the office.

      “Sorry. What did you say?”

      “Have you thought about Rose this week?”

      “Not until now.” Bile rose in her mouth. She wanted to add a sarcastic thanks but managed to stay silent.

      “Wonderful.” The therapist smiled. “That’s progress.”

      Faye shrugged. “I’ve been busy.”

      “But you haven’t been worried about Brad’s relationship with her.”

      “Fake relationship,” Brad said quickly. “I had to lie about it to the police to keep Faye out of it.”

      “Out of thinking, she was involved with his murder?”

      “Correct.”

      Dr. Trellis paused before continuing. “And you haven’t had any contact with her?”

      “Why would I?”

      “I’m just asking a question. Yes or no?”

      “No.”

      “Good. And you haven’t been worrying about Duke?”

      “Why would I worry about him? He’s dead.”

      “Yes, but almost all of your family members felt that they had to go behind your back to be friends with him.”

      “Not friends,” Faye clarified. “He was a client.”

      “Who you gave a trim to in your home hours before his death.” Dr. Trellis gave her a knowing look.

      “I didn’t know he was going to be killed that night.”

      “But you lied to the police so Brad wouldn’t know that you cut his hair.”

      Faye clenched her jaw. “So that the detective wouldn’t know he was over right before his murder.”

      “And also so Brad wouldn’t know he had been over.” It wasn’t a question.

      “Correct,” Faye said through gritted teeth. “But everything is out in the open now.”

      Brad put his arm around her. “No more secrets.”

      Faye leaned her head against his, jaw still clenched. “Exactly.”

      Dr. Trellis leaned forward. “Good. And you both have been journaling? Discussing your feelings with one another?”

      They both nodded.

      “How do you feel about how that’s been going? Any issues you need to bring up?”

      Faye glanced at Brad. 

      He shook his head. “It’s all good.”

      “I agree.” 

      “That’s great news. How are you coping with Allison’s death? Did the memorial service offer closure?”

      Faye took a deep breath and thought about it. “I still feel guilty about letting her walk to her house alone. If I’d been there, I could’ve stopped the murder.”

      “Or you could’ve gotten killed, too.” Brad crossed his arms.

      “Two against one.”

      “We don’t know how many people killed her. And the killer could’ve gone after you instead.”

      Dr. Trellis held up a hand. “Survivor’s guilt is real, and it can haunt people for a lifetime if not dealt with properly.”

      “Understood.” Brad turned to Faye. “I wasn’t trying to discount how you feel. I just don’t want to think about anything happening to you. It would kill me to lose you.”

      Faye’s heart warmed, and she threw her arms around him. 

      He squeezed her, the faint scent of the cologne he’d worn since they were teenagers bringing her back to simpler days. “I love you.”

      “I love you, too.” Faye clung to him for another moment before letting go and turning back to the therapist.

      Dr. Trellis smiled. “I’m proud of the progress you’re making. Now let’s discuss your vacation. I’d like to set some ground rules.”

      What Faye really wanted to talk about was her husband, the assassin. 

      But she was pretty sure that doctor-patient confidentiality didn’t stretch that far. 

      She’d have to find a way to deal with it on her own.
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      Brad unpacked and sorted the knives, but he was paying more attention to Kurt’s door. On the other side, the detective was questioning his boss. 

      It was enough to make him break out into a cold sweat. But he kept himself together. The employees who had come into the back room hadn’t given him a second glance. But he would definitely need a moment to collect himself once Detective Stewart finally left.

      What was she asking him? It was taking so long.

      And Kurt’s words kept ringing through his head. Brad was supposed to keep the cops away from BlueBlade. But that had been a different investigation. That was when Brad was a suspect in Duke’s murder. This was a separate murder.

      Probably. Maybe. Not likely. It was too close to the other one to be a coincidence. And Brad was the only thread tying them together. Someone was framing him. He couldn’t blame his neighbors for being suspicious. Not that he was happy about it. 

      And Kurt was going to be furious once the detective left. He had to be silently seething right then. 

      Brad glanced at the clock. The second hand was barely moving. The minute hand hadn’t moved since he’d last looked. And that felt like twenty minutes.

      He sighed and turned his attention back to the new inventory. At the bottom of the box sat a Valderdorf in a special edition package. 

      Brad’s stomach knotted. That was the type of knife that killed Duke, and also why Detective Stewart had all of Brad’s — still. Even though Rose was in jail awaiting trial for the murder.

      He left the last knife in the box and set it aside. No sense in giving Stewart a reason to stop and question him after leaving Kurt’s office. Then he organized the other knives by type and moved to the next box.

      Paused. 

      Glanced at the door again. 

      He was down to only two more boxes of new inventory, which meant one of those had the real inventory — information on more hits for the assassins to take down and weapons that would never see the showroom light on the other side of the employee door to the shop.

      Kurt’s voice sounded from his office. He had to be next to the door, ready to open it.

      Relief flooded Brad. Then his pulse pounded. 

      Stewart would want to talk to him. But he had the advantage this time. It wasn’t like with Duke’s investigation. Brad had been at his own home with a house full of party guests. He hadn’t been on a kill at the time of the murder. He wasn’t covering for some crazy lie his wife spewed out in a moment of stress.

      He was in control as usual.

      Everything would be fine. Sure, he killed people. Sanctioned killings. Not random murders of innocent people. Allison’s death had nothing to do with him. It should take almost no effort to convince the detective of that much.

      Kurt may have already done as much. 

      The doorknob jiggled, then the door slowly creaked open.

      Brad’s breath hitched. Even if the detective didn’t speak with him, Kurt was going to be pissed. Brad just needed to calm him down, assure him everything was under control.

      It wasn’t, not yet, but he could convince Kurt easily enough. 

      The detective and Brad’s boss exited the office. Kurt laughed as Stewart stepped out, making a note on her tablet before placing it in her pocket. Laughing was a good sign. Unless he was covering his fury. It could go either way.

      Brad turned away from them, whipped out a pocketknife, and slowly cut open the next box. The real inventory would be at the bottom. Even if it was in this particular box, the detective wouldn’t see anything suspicious. Not if Brad was deliberative, took his time.

      Detective Stewart’s heels echoed around the back room as she made her way toward the main part of the store. She didn’t even glance Brad’s way before turning the knob and leaving.

      Kurt, however, waved him in.

      Brad’s stomach knotted, but he stood taller and marched in like he owned the place. “How’d that go?”

      “Have a seat.” Kurt motioned to the chair on the other side of his desk and opened his mini-fridge. “Did you have anything to do with your neighbor’s murder?”

      “We’ve been over this.”

      “And now your detective is questioning me. We’re going over it again.”

      “My detective?”

      “She sure isn’t mine.” Kurt turned around, two expensive beers in his hands, and handed one to Brad before collapsing onto his chair.

      Brad looked back and forth between the drink and Kurt, throwing him a questioning glance. 

      His boss opened his drink and tossed the opener to Brad.

      He caught it and loosened the cap. 

      Kurt took a long swig of his beer. “That’s better.” He motioned for Brad to have a drink. “It’s a special edition I picked up the last time I went to Cameroon.”

      Brad tried some. It went down smoother than expected, helped him to relax. “It’s good.”

      “It’s better than good.” Kurt took another long sip.

      Brad followed suit, his nerves getting the best of him despite the drink relaxing him. Kurt had never offered him a drink from his special stash before.

      Something was up.

      He couldn’t stand the silence a moment longer. “Did the detective give you a hard time?”

      “Just doing her job. I mean, really, what can we expect when someone killed one of your neighbors with a Valderdorf?”

      “Allison’s murderer used one, too?” Brad sat up straighter.

      “No, not her. Your other neighbor. The first one.”

      “I knew that. But Allison was also killed with a knife. Detective Stewart wouldn’t tell me what kind.”

      Kurt emptied his bottle and set it down. “She was more interested in the knives you own.”

      “She already has all of my Valderdorfs. Does she want everything else?”

      “Probably. The way she was talking, you’d think I kept detailed records on everything my employees own. Like I have time for that.” He laughed.

      Brad forced a laugh.

      Kurt leaned forward and held Brad’s gaze. “That woman has it out for you. We need to get her attention somewhere else.”

      “We?”

      “Yes. Can’t have her poking around here. Especially not when we’re getting new inventory.”

      “My thoughts exactly.”

      Kurt leaned back. “Thoughts on how we’re going to do that?”

      Brad took a sip of his beer to give him a moment to think. “I’m already looking for actual suspects.”

      “Have you looked at the woman’s husband? He seems squirrelly if you ask me.”

      “He’s more than squirrelly.”

      “Meaning?”

      “The guy tried to make my wife think I was having an affair with Rose.”

      Kurt tapped his desk. “Covering for his own actions.”

      “You think he was having an affair on Allison?”

      “I never saw them together. What do you think?”

      Brad tried to remember who Wes had been with at the bar when he’d made sure Allison told Faye about Brad running into Rose at the bar. He was pretty sure he’d been with some other guys from the neighborhood. Brad hadn’t been paying that close of attention, given everything else going on at the time. “I wouldn’t put it past him.”

      “You’re going to need to focus on him. Was he at your party when the chick was killed?”

      “That’s what I’ve been trying to remember. I was talking to someone else at the time. Really wasn’t paying Wes any attention.”

      “So, you’re already considering him.”

      Brad nodded and finished off his drink, resting his elbow on the desk. He felt a lot better than when he’d entered the office.

      “Here’s what I think.” Kurt flipped through some papers. “I give you some personal time off. We’ll say you’re working on the website from home — I’ll update a few things to make it seem legit. Use that to look into the case. Figure out who killed that woman so your detective will get her focus off us.”

      Brad’s elbow slid off the desk. He recovered quickly and sat up straight. “You’re laying me off?”

      “It’s a cover. Your time is better spent getting that chick off our backs. I’ll get Bill to finish the inventory.”

      “What about my assignments?”

      “Oh, you’re still going to kill them. You just won’t be coming here Monday through Friday.”

      Brad nodded. “Understood.”

      “Clear some things from your locker and tell Lauren about your new working-from-home routine. Once she knows, everyone else will, too. Then we can focus on what’s really important.”

      Brad rose. “How often do you want me checking in?”

      “As necessary.” He patted his pocket. “My phone’s on.”

      As opposed to last time, but Brad kept that thought to himself. “Sounds good. I’ll be in touch.”

      Kurt turned his attention to his computer. “I’m not worried.”

      Brad’s mind raced as he made his way to his locker. It was beyond weird that his boss had done a 180. During the investigation of Duke’s murder, he couldn’t reach the man. Now he was giving him expensive beer and letting him have some time off.

      It didn’t make sense. But now, he had plenty of time to figure out what was going on. 
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