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​Prologue
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The Storm God’s Offering

Friday, August 19th, 2022

Cascade Mountains | Mid-afternoon

Death arrived. A cloaked specter. Silent, ritualistic, inevitable.

A conductor of an ancient waltz. As a maelstrom of roiling black clouds devoured the horizon...

The storm called him... Tang of ozone present, sharp and electric.

The sun was bleeding out in the west, casting crimson light across the jagged mountain terrain. Slick and glistening from a recent thunderstorm, he tied his victim to the stone altar on a craggy outcrop. Her body shivered. Her eyes fluttered open, groggy from the sedative.

She was striking, even now. White skin blushed with cold, her face framed by a tousled spill of platinum-blonde hair, damp and tangled. Her curves were obvious, even as she struggled weakly, breath catching in her throat. Confused, her blue eyes scanned the storm-split sky. A low rumble rolled in from the northwest. He turned.

Like shattered glass, lightning, raw and white-hot, coursed through the clouds.

His hands, slick and trembling with anticipation, ran along the woman’s bare skin, soft, perfumed with something artificial, cloying, expensive. Her physique and appearance drew attention at luxurious fundraisers and exclusive yacht parties. Though he remembered her cruelty.

As thunder rumbled overhead, he surrendered to the ritual. Torturing her slowly and methodically. Her screams rose in cadence with the storm’s fury. It was a song he’d listened to many times. 

A bolt of lightning split the sky.

The forest below flared white and brutal. 

Raising the knife in a momentary flash of lightning, his hand trembled for a heartbeat, not from fear, but from something intangible. Something deeper. Something attempting to rise within him. The Ghost steadied the knife hand. That one was powerless here.

Another jagged arc of light cracked the sky. He waited. Breathing hard. Listening.

With the thunder’s echo, the blade found its mark in her chest.

The wind shrieked through the trees. Something within him shattered. 

He bent and retrieved an ax with runes across the blade, lifted it high, and with a downward strike bit deep.

When it ended, he held her severed head aloft in one hand, the knife in the other. Her long blond hair twisted around him like a bloodied shroud. Blood streaked his face and torso. Torrents of rain unleashed from above. Heavy, pounding his skin as if to wash him clean of sin.

With every offering, he felt the child he once was slip farther away.

The gods answered with a brilliant flash of lightning striking nearby. Yet, the storm moved down the valley until it was only a distant boom, a flash of light within black clouds.

******
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HE EXHALED SLOWLY, eyes half-lidded, the scent of blood thick around him. The metallic tang mingled with petrichor, soaking the moss and bark. It smelled like home. Like power.

The moon crested over the ridge, casting a silvery light across the altar and the corpse. He slung the headless body over his shoulder, its blood trailing down his back, and began the trek down the winding animal trail to his hidden cabin.

A wolf howled in the distance. Mournful, primal.

He stopped.

A rush of energy surged through his chest. He howled back. Others answered. He smiled. Somewhere in the forest, the pack was bringing down another sacrifice. A fitting tribute to the Earth.

He was part of something ancient. Something righteous.

To his left, something massive moved in the brush. Red eyes glared at him through the trees. He didn’t flinch. The creature sensed the same perception. He wasn’t simply human.

The storm’s gift still burned in his veins.

Would the power last? Would he be called again by the storm god? Silence answered. He would answer every time it called.

******
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THE LATEST SACRIFICE had sealed her fate. He’d watched her punt one of Edward’s prized dogs on the manicured lawn during a cocktail reception. The sound of its yelping still rang in his ears as she laughed and kicked the little dog again.

Spoiled little bitch.

He’d been in the study delivering a sealed document from their Chinese partners. 

His jaw clenched at the memory. Well, she’d paid for her transgression.

Returning to the cabin, he put the body near the sleek, black helicopter hidden in the trees. He swept the perimeter. All the markers were undisturbed. He remained alone. He put the body, after rolling it in a tarp, into the rear compartment.

The rain returned with renewed fury. He tilted his head back and let it soak him again. A final anointing. 

Then he entered the cabin and lit a fire on the great stone hearth. The warmth spread fast, banishing the cold.

He showered. Dressed. Recalling his father’s orders early this morning. 

His father’s voice had been blunt and arrogant, as always. Fix it. No name. No detail. Only the expectation of obedience.

He said nothing. He didn’t need to. His father knew the job would be done.

******
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NEXT, HE WENT TO THE liquor cabinet and poured himself two fingers of Old Rip Van Winkle twenty-five-year-old bourbon. Smooth and expensive, which always summoned ghosts, and many times, the devil himself. His father.

This, the last part of the ritual. The bottle half empty. It was the only time he drank bourbon or any alcohol. It was always the same bourbon. The brand of bourbon he pilfered initially. Since sixteen, when the storm first called him, this would be his third bottle. 

On that day, he wanted to spite his father for the punishment he felt he did not deserve. He took the first bottle. His father, when he discovered the theft of the bourbon, tortured his dog. His only companion for nine years and his friend in a lonely, abused life. Seeing him tortured, he could not bear the agony of screams and wails. He slit Aladdin’s throat with the same hands that once fed him, petted him, and comforted him. Not to kill him. To save him.

His father smirked. “Weak, just as I thought.”

A flood of tears fell onto the dog’s body as if from a waterfall. He hugged him tight before finally letting him go; blood soaked his clothes. Following his dog’s last breath, his father sneered, “Never steal from me. I always find out. You should know there is always a price to pay.” His father towered over him.

His breathing increased, and his hand tightened around the knife. Something rose inside him. Something alien. Darkness passed before his eyes, and his body coiled, ready to strike. 

“Don’t even try. I will kill you without a second thought. I was aware of the dog from the very day you discovered him. I let you keep him. You betrayed me by taking what was mine. So, I took what belonged to you. Fair trade. Now clean yourself up and stop your sniveling. Then go to bed. 

That was the last time he cried. 

As his father walked out the door, he turned to him and casually remarked. “The bottle of bourbon is yours now. You paid for it.” 

He vowed his father would never have power over him. Ever. He wouldn’t give his father anything that could hurt him. Ever again. He shoved his empathy deep into his mind; in a place he could not reach. A place where all his emotions lived, locked away. He had it stolen from him. 

His memories of Aladdin rode him hard this evening. He named him Aladdin because he seemed to pop out and back in whenever someone showed up. As if he knew he must conceal himself. 

Now the memories came hard and fast. On the side of the road, he found and rescued Aladdin, a puppy. He kept him hidden from prying eyes while nursing him back to health. He shared everything with him. Even his food. During nine joyful years, they wandered these forests and trails. He found the cave with Aladdin by his side.

Walking over, he sat in the leather chair, high-backed and wide for comfort, in front of the fireplace. He remembered Aladdin, content chewing on a bone next to this very fireplace. He could almost see a ghostly image of his beloved dog. 

Angry with himself, he tried to bury the memory again. Deeper this time. Harder as he stared at the flames.

He’d buried Aladdin near the lake that night. At the place he loved the most. Never spoke his name aloud again. But tonight, tonight the ghosts were back. He almost heard the soft pads of paws across the stone floor, hesitant, expectant. The wag of the tail. That stupid, loyal grin. The ghostly shape didn’t move. It simply watched him. Waiting. He looked away. Then blinked.

Gone.

He shoved the memory down where it belonged. Suddenly, he no longer sensed power. Something was clawing to get out, and he shoved it back where it belonged.

******
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NEXT WEEK, A MAJOR shipment from China will arrive. Weapon arms, and pharmaceuticals. He’d have no time to himself. No time for indulgence. No room for memory. A blessing. 

He finished the bourbon and stood and stepped out onto the porch. The forest greeted him with shadows and stealthy movements as he walked toward the helicopter.

The helicopter’s engine whined, blades whooping into motion.

As he lifted off, he glanced back at the cabin.

Waiting on the porch, tail wagging, he thought he glimpsed the faint outline of Aladdin for a moment. Something cracked inside him, something lost long ago. Even after all this time, the memory consumed him deep in his soul. 

******
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THE NEXT MORNING

A shaft of light pierced the clouds and lit the craggy altar. Vultures picked at the flesh. The skulls surrounding the cave behind it glistened with morning dew.

A vulture yanked an eyeball free. The warmth of the sun beat down. The wind whispered an ancient song. And nature devoured the dead, as it always had.
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​Chapter 1
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Murder

Monday, September 19, 2022

Tyler, Texas, Gas Station | Six-oh-five pm

The payphone receiver was slick in the caller’s hand, sweat trickling into the grooves of the plastic. The 911 dispatcher’s voice, a lifeline, steady, practiced, while the man’s words tumbled out in a broken whisper.

“I saw some men stab a woman... through the back window... She struggled to get loose, screaming and pleading, after they tied her up. I think she said, don’t hurt my daughter. Pleading over and over. Then he stabbed her as if he were frenzied.”

A quick, jagged breath, almost a sob.

“I... I think one of them saw us, so we ran. It’s the last cabin on a dead-end road... a few klicks down a gravel road off Highway one-fifty five, outside Tyler. One of those fancy lakeside places. Cabin Creek.”

The 911 operator could hear the growl of a motorcycle in the vicinity.

The dispatcher responded, Sir, can you stay on the line? But the hard sound of a click cut her off. Call ended. No name. The 911 operator traced the call to an old phone booth originating from a rundown gas station just outside Tyler.

******
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TAYLOR CABIN 

The first deputy unit turned onto the gravel road seventeen minutes later. A second unit right behind. Heat still clung to the asphalt, shimmering above the blacktop; the sun was an orange smear over the treetops. Departing the paved road, the tires caused dust and crushed limestone to rattle upward. The sound of the damn cicadas’ droning resonated within the pines.

Deputy Mara Thompson led, window down halfway. Hot, sunbaked dust rose around the cruiser as she drove, a slightly musty scent. Ahead, the driveway narrowed into a tunnel of shadow, the canopy of trees fracturing the sunlight into thin amber slashes across the windshield.

She passed the first cabin, boarded windows, and weeds brushing the porch steps. The second, little more than a skeleton of gray wood and tin, its door hanging loose. Maybe one hundred and fifty yards from the cabin at the end of the dirt road sat a third cabin. Despite the car being in the driveway, she sensed no motion inside. Two-story with a neat, well-kept yard. Mara’s eyes lingered in the side mirror, noting it, filing it away. A line of mailboxes across from it.

Deep within the trees, another large, two-story log-style cabin came into view. You could hear the faint chatter of rushing water over stones somewhere just beyond the pines. The rosy golden shimmer of lake water glimpsed through the trees farther in the distance. Next to the cabin, someone parked a newer black Ram 250 pickup and a black Cadillac Escalade.

A tall, fit male stood still on the porch when they rolled up, the door open behind him. Standing still, watching. 

Mara stepped out of her cruiser first, the sharp smell of sunbaked pine needles mixing with something acidic. Faint but unmistakable as a breeze blew in her direction off the lake. Bleach. Gravel shifted under Mara’s boots as she came up to the lowest step, hand close to her weapon.

“Sir, hands where I can see them.” Deputy Sanchez moved toward the side periphery, backing up Mara. As two other cruisers pulled in. Deputies Harlan and Weldon stepped out of their cruisers. 

Taylor complied, putting his cowboy hat on the railing, which he had been holding. No hesitation, no arguments. His voice was calm, but his stance seemed controlled in a way that wasn’t entirely natural in her experience when cops came rolling up to their house.

“Names Everett Taylor, Ma’am. This is my family’s cabin.”

“Anyone else here with you?” He seemed to gauge her prior to his response? 

“My wife, Bridget, and our daughter, Lila, were supposed to meet me here. I just got back after being gone all day and received the message. Roughly fifteen minutes ago, I arrived. Cabin’s empty. The moment I stepped inside, I saw an overturned chair. When I looked around, I found the butcher knife from the kitchen knife block missing. Something happened here; I just don’t know what it was or why my wife and daughter are not here. I just stepped out to look around the property. No cell service out here, or I would have called 911.”

Behind the last two vehicles, another sheriff’s unit arrived, its lights flashing. A tall deputy exited the cruiser, Deputy Tolman. Seconds later, a state trooper pulled in behind the other units. The trooper moved up next to Mara. Sanchez and Tolman headed into the house, clearing it and seeing if anyone else was there. No one. Clear, they called out. Both noticed the potent scent of bleach, a lot, but it couldn’t mask what lay beneath it. A coppery tang of blood. Sanchez and Tolman walked out onto the back porch of the cabin. Sanchez observed something by the creek running behind the cabin that looked odd and went to investigate. 

Mara studied the man on the porch. Crisp blue button-down long-sleeved shirt, bolo tie with a fancy silver tie clasp. He wore worn jeans, a belt with a silver buckle, and mud-free boots, with no injuries apparent. There was a cowboy hat placed on the railing. His eyes tracked every movement she made, cataloging them. She noted that, for a man who thought something bad had happened to his wife and daughter. He seemed strangely contained. 

Sanchez’s voice crackled over the radio from the creek bank. “Mara, we’re gonna need detectives and CSU. There’s a body half in and half out of the water. Looks like the others over in Dallas County.”

There was a pause, long enough for the cicadas to fill the silence, before Deputy Mara answered. “You talking about those four off the highway that the Dallas PD is working on?”

“Yeah,” Sanchez said. “Same clean cut. Same dump pattern. No head. The heart’s gone too. The one who did those other women... appears to have just come in our direction,” Sanchez said.

Mara swallowed hard. Brutal. Those murders had circulated in every precinct briefing for weeks; serial killers always got the full attention of law enforcement.

Mara exhaled sharply through her nose. “Hell, or we’ve got a copycat trying to stir up headlines. Either way, it’s the type of case that brings the feds running. Dallas won’t be happy.”

The trooper behind her muttered, “Sheriff Nells got a special election coming up. I don’t think he’s going to be happy about this, either.” The air seemed to tighten. 

Mara stepped closer to Taylor. “Mr. Taylor, you need to come with us. We need to ask some questions, but not here.”

******
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ARRIVAL AND SETUP OF News Van 

The sun was a burnt copper coin sinking behind the pines by the time the media arrived minutes later. The pines bled golden light as the sun dropped. Emergency strobes cut through it in harsh reds and blues.

Channel 8’s van idled in the gravel pull-off next to the two-story house closest to the end cabin. They knocked. No one answered, so they went about setting up. They deployed the dish, cables snaking across the dirt. The smell of diesel mixed with humid earth and the iron smell of hot dust from all the vehicles’ tires coming and going. Emergency floodlights popped on, spilling hard white into the trees, flattening every shadow into something that looked staged for the camera.

Carly Reston stood in front of the lens, mic steady, her voice pitched between professional calm and urgency. Their mobile van’s scanner had picked up the dispatch from the 911 Tyler operator to the sheriff’s deputies. 

“... where a gruesome discovery has stunned this wooded lakeside community. Behind me, authorities continue their work at a remote family cabin. Earlier this evening, they found a woman’s decapitated body. Partially submerged in that creek nearby... She glanced at it momentarily, then turned back to the cameras. Speculation points toward the Dallas County murder suspect, who may be responsible for the deaths of four other young women. Their bodies dumped just off I-45 by the serial killer loose in our area.” 

The camera caught the county coroner’s van, two techs rolling a stretcher with a black body bag up the embankment. Flashbulbs fired from every angle.

“Sources identify the property as belonging to Everett Taylor Jr., a decorated former Delta Force operator and local rancher. Authorities haven’t charged Taylor, but they took him in for questioning. Unofficial sources confirm the couple’s young daughter, Lila, is unaccounted for.”

In the background, a homeless man in a torn camo jacket whispered to another. His voice carried just enough for the nearby deputy, Ruiz, to hear. “It’s that pretty little thing that always brings us food and stuff when they come here.” The deputy glanced backward, but the individual vanished amongst those present. A person in a worn cap stood partially shadowed, near the edge of the camera’s light. Glancing up as a sheriff’s (sUAS) drone passed overhead. A peak of dirty blond hair and a flash of his face before he looked away from the drone. Hands buried in his jacket pockets. And when he left, nobody paid attention to his departure. The lens of the news camera in the van passed over the crowd several times that evening. Overhead, a police helicopter circled the area, deputies Reese and Halston of Air Patrol One overseeing the restless, growing crowd below.

******
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DALLAS PD INTERROGATION room 

The interrogation room was chilly, all stainless steel edges and buzzing fluorescents. Everett sat at the table, his gaze steady but unreadable. Detective Mason of the Dallas PD’s major crimes division knew the psychology behind the design of interrogation rooms. It worked most of the time. 

Detectives Mason and his partner Alvarez had reports sent over from the sheriff’s officers at the scene. All four were solid deputies, measured in their approach. He’d worked with each of them on various cases that bled over into their county. 

Another detective assigned to work with them on the case was Detective Wren. Unusual, but you don’t argue with the brass. Wren was not Mason’s favorite detective. The upper command last month assigned Mason and his partner to the 1-45 murders of the four young women. The brass expressed their belief that this last murder connected to the I-45 murders.

Tyler’s upper command notified them of the condition of the body found at the cabin. And promptly handed the case over to them with little fanfare. The spectacle would most likely unfold nationally, while Tyler, a quiet city, chose to avoid it. With all due haste, they passed it off to Dallas, letting them take the heat. The sheriff, seeking to keep his seat in that county, preferred to bypass a case that could remain unsolved throughout the election cycle, which he considered a risk to his campaign. That was fine with Mason. The sheriff ranked high on his dislike list as well.

“No official ID yet,” Mason said as he watched Everett’s reaction. He shuffled some papers as if looking for Everett’s wife’s name. 

“Bridget, I believe her name is. Is that accurate? Before Everett could answer, he said, watching Everett’s body language.

“No signs of the body being dragged from the cabin. A blood trail led to the place where someone dumped the body. The blood trail started on the back porch of your cabin. Likely, whoever murdered her carried the body to where the deputies found it.”

Then he glanced at the drone video running on the police monitor, from the Small Unmanned Aircraft System (sUAS) drone deployed over the scene earlier, that he had running on a loop in the background, sound muted. Deliberately. Wanting to watch the suspect, reactions to the video. He watched the scene with an intensity Mason found unsettling. It seemed the suspect noticed every detail and stored it in memory. 

A thin figure in a ball cap and nondescript jacket stood a little apart from the others, seen from the air, head tilted toward the tree line as if listening. Mason thought he observed pale hair and the flash of a face as he looked up at the drone overhead, before the drone moved into the canopy of trees. It tugged at something familiar, maybe a mugshot, but he filed it away for later.

Mason leaned forward slightly. “Then tell me what you did today. Begin at the start.

Everett’s eyes stayed on the tabletop. When he spoke, his voice was even, deliberate, drained of anything but fact.

“I woke before sunrise. My wife and I went through our normal morning routine. I went to the barn and checked on the animals, while Bridget got our daughter up and ready for daycare. Around seven, Bridget left for work with our daughter. Colter Harlan, my friend from Montana, called roughly five minutes later. Stating he was en route overseas, he suggested meeting at Tyler Airport, as he’d be passing through Texas. I texted her I’d be gone most of the day with Colt. She’d met Colt a few times in the past.”

He paused only long enough to draw breath. “Right before I was leaving, one of the ranch hands called me up. Said there was a sick calf, and it wasn’t eating right. The ranch manager was off. His usual Monday. I went down to check; I would decide then if we needed the vet.” Everett added, “Didn’t. Just needed a mineral drench and a little time. But I left straight from the barn. At that point, I’m running late.” Mason perceived the way he looked at Wren as if he saw something dirty.

“I left the ranch at about seven-fifty. Drove to the airport, met Colter, and we flew out on his private jet to Texarkana Regional, took about forty minutes. We ate breakfast there and then went to the cattle auction. He bought stock for another rancher named Clay Braddock. After the auction, Colt did a video call with him and introduced me. Colt then gave him information about where to wire the auction house payment. We wrapped up in the mid-afternoon. Then Colt and I went for a drink at the bar near the airport. We ran into a friend of Colt’s, who sat and drank with us for about an hour. We just talked about cattle and the military. At that point, I realized I had left my wallet and phone at home when I went to pay for my drinks. Colt said he had an account with an executive charter company and he’d sign for my flight back home. I could pay him back later. He boarded his jet and took off for Europe. I left Texarkana at three-fifty-nine, landing back in Tyler at four-thirty-nine.”

His watch clanged against the steel table as he shifted.

“From there I drove straight home. About a half-hour drive. Got in just after five. After I didn’t see Bridget’s SUV, I went inside and found my phone and wallet on the counter. That’s when I saw her sticky note on the fridge. Read her message asking me to meet her at the cabin. I figured she’d come home early from work and wanted to spend some time at the lake. I left at around five-twenty-seven, drove the back road. Traffic’s heavy during rush hour. Faster on the back roads. Takes about forty minutes.”

He looked up briefly, eyes flat and clear.

“I pulled in around six. Getting out of the car after seeing her SUV in the driveway, I attempted to start the generator. It was out of gas. I always keep about three hours’ worth of gas in it in case Bridget wants to go out and spend some time there. She loved the lake. I know I filled it last time. So, she must have been there. When I called out, she didn’t answer. Then I realized the door was open. Inside, I found the chair flipped over, the kitchen knife gone, and the sharp scent of bleach still present. There were no signs of my wife or daughter. I stepped out onto the front porch to search the property when the first deputies arrived.”

Detective Mason sat back when he stopped talking, arms crossed as he stared at Everett before saying. “Most people can’t remember the exact minute they left a parking lot; let alone the precision of time you just trotted out.” 

The room fell silent. Wren stopped fidgeting with his pen he’d pulled out earlier. Then leaned towards him. “Yeah,” he said. “Seems a little too perfect.”

Everett leaned toward Mason, his stare direct and intense. “I want to know what you are doing about my daughter. Is there a search party? You’re wasting your time on me. I did not harm my wife or daughter.”

Before Mason could press him further, the door opened. Mason recognized the man who stepped in. George Shaw. A high-powered criminal lawyer. Slate-gray suit, leather briefcase, a man who’d been here before. Too many times, and usually left with his clients, without them answering a single thing. Mason believed this individual’s distortion of facts to align with his clients’ stories freed too many criminals.

“From this point forward,” Shaw said evenly, “all questions go through me. No further comment, Everett,” he dictated.

The next ten minutes were a controlled collision, Shaw dismantling the timeline. Demanding proof they didn’t have, suggesting it was more likely the killer came from the homeless camp downstream. “Or it could be the 1-45 serial killer you all are hunting. From what I learned on the news coming here, the MO fits. Detective Mason, wasn’t this the exact reason they assigned you this case? My client has provided you with an alibi. Now go find who did this.”

“Who forgets their phone and wallet at home in this day and age?” Detective Wren demanded, slamming his fist on the table. Mason noticed Everett didn’t flinch, though George did. 

Everett looked Wren in the eye, about to answer, but Shaw placed his hand on him and said. “No need to answer that.” Everett leaned back without saying another word.

Shaw spoke up. “You’re not suggesting that you’ve never forgotten your phone or wallet because you were in a rush, are you? I suggest you check out his alibi first before jumping to conclusions.” 

George glanced back and forth between the three detectives in the room before saying, “Remember the Miller’s case. The last big murder case your department worked on, a huge departmental screw up. I’m sure Detective Wren does.” Now he stared right at him and nodded his head in his direction. 

“Didn’t you work on that case? And it all fell apart in court. You jumped to an immediate, yet false conclusion. And there were hints of falsified evidence, if I remember correctly. That cost your department’s reputation and money. I am sure you don’t want a repeat of that fiasco.” 

The remark stung. Worse because it was true. Mason glanced over at Wren. He had a smug look on his face while staring at Shaw. “This time the charges will stick, and you won’t get a criminal off scot-free like last time. And you might be the one losing everything before this is done.”

Shaw leaned in towards Mason. “Unless you’re charging him, release him. Now.” He rose from his seat, motioning for Everett to get up and prepare to leave.

“Oh, and you might not want to claim my last client, Miller, is a criminal in public. I would love nothing better than to file another suit against the department for slander and defamation of character.”

They released Everett but told him not to leave town and that they would have further questions later. Outside, the night had turned heavy and close, the cicadas still droning. Somewhere in the dark, a branch snapped. 

Behind the tinted glass of a parked black sedan across the street, a figure sat without moving. No lights on. Just watching.

When Everett and Shaw drove away, the sedan’s engine purred to life. Its headlights were off as it pulled out behind them. 

******
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TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 20th, 2022

Dallas PD | Detective Unit

The next day, Detective Marcus Wren leaned back in his chair; phone pressed between shoulder and ear while he clicked his pen in a steady, aggravated rhythm. He was going to prove Everett did this, well, had to, and then shove it in George Shaw’s smug face. The Miller case almost got him fired. His friend had saved him from that humiliation, and he would not let him down this time. Of course, if he hadn’t... exposure would not be good for his friend if he thought he would not need to protect him. He did not mind doing favors for certain people, but he expected certain types of compensation. He did not come cheap.

No way he was wasting time getting a warrant to ping cell towers to verify Everett’s phone was at home; heck, he already told them it was there. The rest of the story. Easy enough to ignore. He was not wasting time trying to find a nonexistent guy in a dark bar. He’d call, talk up some local hick deputy, ask him a few questions. See if he could find out who the guy was without telling him it involved a murder case. He’d bet by the time he hung up the deputy would forget all about looking for the guy. Especially if he made it sound like a minor request. Then he’d put in the report that he called and the name of the deputy, and that would be that. Doubted he’d call back with a name. After the Miller debacle, checking the Braddock connection was essential, as he knew he’d appear incompetent if he ignored it. A woman answered after five rings.

“Braddock residence.”

“Detective Wren, Dallas PD. I need to confirm a detail about Colt Harlan.”

“Oh, yes, Colt’s a family friend. I can answer most questions unless they involve business.”

“It is a question about business.”

“My husband’s up north bringing the herds down. No service up there, but he’ll be back in a week, possibly two. I don’t manage his business; you’ll have to call back when he returns.”

Wren’s voice was mild, “Of course, if he could return the call?”

“Just leave a number,” she said.

“I’ll call back. I have to check the files for the detective on the case.”

He hung up.

He had no intention of calling back. Wren opened the digital case file and typed without hesitation:

Detective’s Entry | 09/20/2022

“Spoke with Braddock directly. He claimed ignorance regarding Colt Harlan’s cattle business in Texarkana. Stated he had ‘no idea’ why Harlan might have been there. He used a broker for the cattle he bought at the auction. Alibi unconfirmed.”

He hit save.

Next, he sidelined the evidence collected by the CSU techs at the site. He needed time to set the narrative with the news. The court would introduce the evidence later, rushing the proceedings and increasing the possibility of mistakes. And even if the jury exonerated Taylor, to the public he’d still look like he got away with murder. That way the ax would not fall on him like it did in the Miller court case.

The lie slid into the system as if it belonged there. Who cared that it might not be true? Everett had to be the murderer.
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Chapter 2 

[image: ]




The Contract

Friday, September 26th, 2022 

O’Brien & Galloway Investigations | 38th Floor, Downtown Dallas

Even before nine am, the heat combined with the humidity was pressing in. It was the kind that crawled down the throat and lodged in the lungs. Thirty-eight floors up, climate control or not, the humidity had its way, worming through the vents. Fogging the glass at the corners, leaving the view of Dallas below shimmering in a pale haze. The city outside, all glass and steel and hard morning sun, looked more like a mirage than a place meant for working.

Inside the offices of O’Brien & Galloway, the battle was against the weather and the work. Air conditioning hummed, voices drifted, and the day’s temperament ran short. Iced coffee was everywhere. From her position at the head of the long conference table, Fiona swiftly worked through the week’s open cases. Curtis Galloway lounged beside her, hot coffee in hand. To him, iced coffee was for those with weaker constitutions. He flicked through the digital case board on his tablet with the casualness of a man who found chaos familiar.

At the far end sat Stefana Growden. Secretary, but nobody’s fool. Smiling, she informed everyone, “Selena left sticky notes with smiley faces on all the file boxes again.” Fiona laughed and then said, well on to the day’s meeting. Stefana pulled out her tablet to keep a silent tally as the team moved down the agenda. Every ongoing investigation made the list: corporate theft in Fort Worth, a marital surveillance in Plano, oil sector insurance fraud, two cases overlapping. Marriage infidelity of the wealthy, four missing persons. Each case had its own field investigators, and when the digital trail ran hot, their cyber forensics techs joined the investigation. Since opening their doors, they have had a ninety percent success rate. Their reputation rose with successful cases.

Halfway through the list, the front desk buzzed. Selena’s voice on the line, Stefana answered, checking the caller ID. Her eyebrows arched as she looked up. Then, she answered the call from Selena before passing on the information. 

“Major Buck,” she said, flat and to the point. “He wants to meet both of you. Today.”

Curtis met Fiona’s eyes, the question silent. Then said. “Schedule an appointment for the coming week. We’re booked busy until then.”

Stefana, lips pressed tight. “Already hung up, said to expect him soon.”

Thirty minutes later, the staccato chop of helicopter blades carved the sky above them. The helicopter came down on the rooftop helipad, its shadow blocking out the sunlight on the glass walls as it passed overhead.

Based on the sounds outside the door, they concluded Selena was preventing someone from entering. Fiona was certain of who it would be. Buck entered, and the room seemed to shift. The tang of jet fuel, and a presence that made other men recalibrate their posture. Tall, broad, early fifties, built like a man who still pushed his body every morning. His uniform was immaculate, graying hair clipped close, his eyes sharp, measuring every face in the room. Four uniformed officers, with every crease sharp as a razor, backed him. Short, cropped hair, hats under their arms as two stood on either side of the door. Like sentinels. Poster straight, squared shoulders, emotionless faces. Major Buck put his hat on the table and sat looking around the room as if weighing them. 

His voice, though even, held the weight of command as he expressed his gratitude.

Curtis leaned forward, curious. “First, you didn’t schedule an appointment; second, your face is familiar, yet I remember a different name associated with it.”

“We crossed paths in Denver,” Buck replied. “Different circumstances. You did not know who I was. They had classified that information at the time. You cleared one of my men after a shooting. Tracked down the real trigger. You didn’t take the credit. I remembered that.”

Fiona’s pen stilled. “You didn’t come here for small talk.”

A flicker of a smile. “I run a joint military intelligence and federal enforcement group. I want you to take over all our outside contract work. Surveillance, covert recovery, asset protection, and investigations. You’ll obtain the full federal rate.”

Curtis raised an eyebrow, skeptical. “Why us?”

“Because you’re clean. You owe no one favors... yet,” Buck said. “And because I can offer something you can’t buy on the civilian market.”

He slid a leather folder across the mahogany table. Inside: aerial photos, glossy, blue and angular. It resembled a blimp, yet you could tell it was a different type of beast. The airship appeared to blend into the surrounding sky. A shape in the sky was almost imperceptible. Nothing civilian at all was correct.

Fiona frowned. “What am I looking at?”

“That’s the Sentinel,” Buck said. “A hybrid airship. Surveillance platform, encrypted comms, multi-role. Warfighting capabilities. She can carry a crew of six specialists and a full team of tier-one top operatives. Along with all their gear and a full trauma med station in case. She can stay airborne for months if needed. The government contracted to have it built, but Congress killed the project in a budget fight right before the company could deliver it. Now it’s sitting as surplus in a hangar at an undisclosed location. I convinced the powers that be not to mothball it, so they’re putting it in private hands under contract. That allowed some politicians at the capital to sidestep the budget constraints. Several prominent politicians stuck their necks out to get this done, the nation’s safety more important to them than their careers if it goes bad.”

Curtis’ eyes narrowed. “That’s a lot of pressure on us.”

Buck ignored the remark and nodded toward Fiona. “After your lottery win and your husband’s death insurance, your agency has the needed capital. You can make this work. The Sentinel and her personnel are yours for your own work, a highly mobile platform, but when I call, she’s mine, no questions.”

He leaned in, voice losing none of its composure. “I can extend to you two full special ops teams from the ranks. Eighteen Tier-One operators. They’re yours to use. When not on any missions for me. I’m also authorized to lease two hundred acres to build a compound and a hangar for the Sentinel. On your ranch, Fiona. We’ll need barracks, an armory, security perimeter measures, shooting ranges and test areas for missions. Just show us where you want it. Construction starts the day you sign. This will be a classified military area, with discreet gate guards.”

Curtis let out a quiet laugh. “My God, that’s a fortress, not an office.”

Buck spoke in a measured tone. “Better a fortress than a tomb. Eventually, danger comes knocking.”

Fiona watched him, eyes narrowed. “This is a lot to risk on a fairly new company.”

Buck’s answer was unblinking. “I had you vetted.”

He slid the contract across for them to sign. Buck said, “Subject to final approval, I have enough to move. We must start the site survey, build the hangar, and bring the Sentinel out of mothballs. So, let’s get it started now.”

A silence settled. Fiona read through it and then nodded once. “We’ll take it.” She saw Curtis start to object, and then stop, from the corner of her eye. She knew they would discuss this after Major Buck left. The retainer, the monthly fees and the lease of the land along with the airship Sentinel, would keep their company in the black in the leanest of times. While giving them a leg up on their competition. She sensed that the use of the Sentinel was going to pay dividends. 

As Buck and his men left, the office seemed to sigh, settling back to normal. Fiona and Curtis looked into the contract details and logistics. In the end, Curtis agreed with Fiona. This contract appeared good for their agency. 

The TV on the wall played at a minimal level all day. Weather. Traffic. Local news drifted in the background. As Fiona packed her briefcase, heading home early to spend time with Josh, her son, the anchor’s voice edged into the room:

“... the Dallas County Sheriff’s Department has now confirmed the identity of the woman found murdered and dumped in a rural creek. Authorities identified her as Bridget Taylor, twenty-six, of Taylor Ranch. Investigators have released no further details as the investigation is ongoing.”

The news rolled on to city drama. Fiona didn’t glance at the screen. Curtis ignored it. Outside, storm clouds massed over the skyline, heavy with rain and charcoal gray, promising a chaotic thunderstorm later that night.

******
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WHISKEY RIVER TWO-STEP Ranch, Fiona’s Home

Dust curled in brown swirls behind Fiona’s boots as she moved across the training ring. Josh sat on the top rail of the fence, swinging his legs, eyes wide. With one hand on the reins, Fiona mounted and leaned forward in the arena’s center. Gypsy, her sleek black mare, responded like a live wire.

In a blur of movement, hooves pounded. Fiona leaned into the barrel turn, clearing the barrel by bare inches to spare. She fired a shot clean through the first balloon on the mounted shooting course. Then another. And another. By the time she crossed the finish line, Josh was clapping with a huge grin and an awestruck look on his face.

She pulled up short on Gypsy in front of him. “Next week, you’ll learn the pattern at a walk on your pony.”

Josh grinned. “Can I wear spurs?”

“When you’ve earned ‘em.” And with a strict look on her face, she said. “Only if you use them properly and never harm the horse.”

Later, as she cooled down the mare, Fiona glanced at the horizon, her thoughts drifting like dust.

Growing up with five brothers on a working Colorado cattle ranch meant either learning to ride hard or being left behind. She’d done more than ride. By fifteen, she was outpacing them in every rodeo event: barrel racing, flags, pole bending, and rescue races. Her brothers claimed trophies in heading and heeling, bull riding, and bronc riding, areas she did not compete. She took home more ribbons than they’d admit. Then came mounted shooting, and that was her favorite and her best: speed and precision in one.

And when she traded her saddle for a badge in Dallas, she learned how to fight just as fiercely. Krav Maga became her newest sport: brutal, fast, no flair, just results. It kept her alive more than once on the streets of Denver.

She still practiced. Still competed. Not for trophies anymore. But for herself. And for Josh.

One day, he’d be strong enough to learn what it meant to control one thousand and five hundred pounds of muscle and will beneath him. And the responsibility behind a trigger, to learn to use it properly. When that day came, she wanted him ready.

Because life didn’t give ribbons. It gave consequences.

******
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RICH AROMA’S COFFEEHOUSE

Monday, October 3rd, 2022

The bell over the door made a sharp chime as Fiona walked in, Curtis just behind. Outside, late fall had a grip on the morning; the air was brisk, sharp against their jackets. Inside, warmth enveloped them. Sunlight through the windows painted the floor in golden stripes. The place smelled of rich yet bitter espresso and sweet pastries.

Everett Taylor was easy to spot. He’d taken a table at the back, half shielded by a pillar, with a clear angle on the door and the rest of the room. His posture, every muscle wound tight. The same readiness Fiona had seen in Major Buck and his men. 

Fiona recognized George Shaw sitting next to him. She’d seen him on several national cases that he won against all odds. And the screeching of the MSM declaring his client guilty before the arrest even occurred. He was a high-powered criminal defense lawyer, silver - gray suit with a power tie, and an expensive briefcase at his feet. He stood as they approached, handshake careful, neither too hard nor soft, face friendly and open.

“Fiona. Curtis.” His voice was firm, but the greeting was genuine. “Thanks for coming.”

They sat down opposite each other. Fiona realized Everett went back to scanning the street and the inside of the building. Hypervigilant. His coffee sat untouched.

“You didn’t want to meet at your office,” Fiona said. “Why?”

Everett grunted. “Press and leaks.”

Fiona noticed Curtis’s eyes watching the exits, measuring distances, old habits drilled into him. Ten years working the streets of Denver as a police officer. With another five in vice division and the last five in homicide, he relaxed little in public. Fiona had less time as an officer, but the same ingrained habits. 

The waitress came and went. Fiona ordered cinnamon and vanilla coffee and pastries.

George broke the silence. “The press and police hounded Everett when he buried Bridget the other day. Everett is still a suspect to the police in connection with the murder. The reason they have not already arrested him is that they’re trying to tie the other four murders along I-45 to him. Which they can’t, he has a solid alibi for those murders. That was the first thing I had my guys investigate. Figured it was too close to the MO of the 1-45 murders. They can try to say they were red herrings so Everett could murder his wife and blame a serial killer. Won’t work. And Everett’s not doing himself any favors,” George looked at Everett in exasperation.

Everett’s jaw flexed. “Neighbors were not home, that I could tell when I arrived. So, no, nobody saw when I arrived. And my ranch manager takes off Mondays, so there’s nobody to say if I was home or gone. Normally, I do the ranch books on Mondays. And the ranch manager takes the day off to go visit family in Fort Worth.”

Curtis asked, “So why us?”

George leaned forward. “Because every time we get close, the police are already there. They aren’t investigating. They’re following our investigation somehow. I believe my office has a leak.”

Fiona’s eyes narrowed. “Mole?”

George nodded once. “Therefore, I cannot trust anyone internally.”

In the background, the news on the overhead TV droned on about a major traffic/accident story: A tractor-trailer crashed off a bridge in Allen (north of Dallas) the driver died. The news moved on to local news. The Dallas Area Rapid Transit (DART) held meetings on Sept. 20 about the upcoming Silver Line rail project and its local impacts. After she was last seen leaving the Porter & Ashburn’s California Firm charity for homeless children, DNA helped investigators identify the body of socialite Camilla “Cami” Dane in Ainsworth State Park in Oregon. Three hikers found her headless body along the trail. It now involves two state agencies and the FBI. No leads in the case so far. 

Everett sat with his back to the wall, coffee untouched, eyes flicking between the door and the street outside. Fiona and Curtis settled across from him; George Shaw took the chair to Everett’s right, briefcase already open like a shield.

Fiona broke the silence first. “You didn’t want to meet at your office. Why here?”

“Press,” Everett said flatly. “And leaks. Everywhere.”

Curtis nodded once, scanning exits the way cops do. “George said the police are following your investigators. You think there’s a mole in your own camp?”

George gave a curt nod. “My office. My people. I can no longer trust internal resources.”

Everett’s jaw worked. He leaned forward slightly, voice low. “They’ve got me pinned from the jump. Anonymous 911 caller claims he saw me stab Bridget through the cabin window. Said she was begging about Lila. Then, nothing. Caller hangs up, deputies roll in seventeen minutes later, and I’m standing on the porch like I’m waiting for them. Bleach still sharp in the air. Blood underneath it. They figure I had just enough time to clean, move the body to the creek, hide or kill my daughter, and stroll back out before the sirens.”

He paused, thumb tracing the rim of his cup. “Problem is, I wasn’t even in the county most of the day.”

Fiona tilted her head. “You told them that.”

“I told them everything.” His eyes met hers; flat, tired, but steady. “Woke before dawn. Bridget took Lila to daycare. I checked the herd. Sick calf needed a mineral drench; nothing serious. Then Colt Harlan called. Old Delta buddy, Montana rancher. He said he would swing through Texas on his way overseas and would like to meet at Tyler Airport. We flew his jet to Texarkana for a cattle auction he was overseeing for Clay Braddock. Breakfast, bidding, handshake, video call with Clay, a couple of drinks afterwards. I left my wallet and phone on the kitchen counter in the rush. Stupid, but it happens. After flying back and driving home, I found Bridget’s note about the cabin on the fridge. Got there around six. SUV in the driveway. Door open. Chair overturned. Knife gone. Bleach everywhere. No Bridget. No Lila. Then your deputies showed up.”

He exhaled through his nose. “They don’t buy it. Timeline’s too clean, they say. Since the manager is off on Mondays, nobody saw me leave the ranch. No one saw me at the bar because Colt paid cash and signed the tab. No proof I forgot the phone except my word. And the caller’s description fits me—tall, fit, cowboy hat. They’re building a box around me, one piece at a time.”

Curtis leaned in. “So why us? Why not keep pushing your own people?”

“Because every time my investigators get close, the police are already there. Waiting.” Everett’s voice dropped. “Like they’re reading our emails.”

George cut in. “That’s why we’re here. Off-book. No leaks.”

Everett reached inside his jacket and pulled out the thick envelope. He set it on the table between them, careful, deliberate. “Found this behind a false panel in Bridget’s closet. Grocery list on the fridge with spelling mistakes she’d never make. First letters spelled the safe location. Inside: flash drive, notes, photos, burner phone. I made copies. This set’s for you. Burner’s the original.”

He slid it toward Fiona. “Bridget wasn’t the type to chase shadows. She placed kids with families. Teary-eyed couples holding babies like miracles. That’s who she was. This—” he tapped the envelope “—doesn’t feel like her. Feels like someone else’s fight. Maybe Lisa’s. Maybe something at Porter & Ashburn went wrong a year ago. One account, she said. ‘Wrong.’ That’s all I got.”

Fiona opened the envelope just enough to see the edges of photos and the burner. “You think this got her killed?”

Everett’s eyes went distant. “Maybe. Or maybe it was mine. Old enemies. Doesn’t matter. Lila’s alive. I know it. Two weeks and they have not found her body. No ransom. Nothing. I need you to find her.”

He looked directly at Fiona. “Major Buck said you’re the ones who don’t quit. Said you helped him once. That true?”

Fiona held his gaze. “We follow the facts. Wherever they lead. If you’re guilty, we won’t hide it.”

“I didn’t kill my wife,” Everett said quietly. “I just need someone to prove it.”

They stayed for about another hour. They ordered pasties and coffee while they discussed the case. The TV played the Dallas morning news. It showed city council members arguing about a zoning dispute, a warning about catalytic converter thefts with a picture of a masked man, and highlights from the Stars’ overtime win. A ticker scrolled gas prices $3.49 per gallon, while the anchor’s voice stayed flat, as though bracing the audience for worse. Fiona traced the rim of her cup as she looked through the photos, and Curtis flipped silently through the extra files George Shaw had provided from his investigators. An hour passed. The decision, when it came, wasn’t words so much as a shared nod. 

They left without another word. Outside, the warmth had won out over the morning chill. Fiona glanced west, where the clouds were gathering, thick and dark, rolling their way. Buck’s words echoed in her mind like distant thunder. Storms followed this work and knew the first freezing winds had already slipped through the cracks.
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Chapter 3 
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Storm Warning 

Wednesday, October 4th, 2022 

O’Brien & Galloway, Dallas Headquarters

The elevator chimed low in the marble foyer. Fiona’s coat brushed her hips, heavy from the envelope of photos tucked inside. Curtis followed close behind, boots striking a slow rhythm over the tile. His arm brushed the Glock in its shoulder holster under his jacket.

Behind the reception desk, Selena Navarro looked up from her screen. Concern flickered in her eyes when she noted their tension. “Hold calls,” Fiona said as she passed, voice clipped. “Except for priority clients.” Curtis offered a humorless chuckle. “Voicemails, then.”

The air in the conference room, also known by some as the war room, felt cool. It carried a familiar aroma of copier toner and fresh coffee beans.

Fiona pressed the panel by the door; the LEDs dimmed, and the monitors on the far wall flickered to life. Bluish light bathed the long table; the system’s low hum felt like home.

“If we take this, it will be the first murder case for the agency.” She let the words hang. “It’s big, statewide, possibly nationwide news, with spotlights on every move we make.”

Curtis moved to the table and set the folders down. “We’ve never backed down from a challenge yet, Fi, but if you’re worried about our reputation, we won’t take it.”

Fiona laid the envelope on the table and dumped out the matte black burner phone and the flash drive.

“They sent one hundred fifty-three photos,” Fiona said as she spread the photos across the table. “Surveillance angles, steady zooms, almost professional,” she studied the images as she spoke. “These timestamps aren’t in order. Could Shaw secure a subpoena for Bridget’s work schedule for us? We need to see if the times match her breaks, time away from work, or home. Times when she’s near the cabin, at hotels, or even hundreds of miles away. Otherwise, someone else took these photos and gave them to her.”

Curtis scanned the images carefully. This might be meaningless, Fi, or she might have begun her inquiry sooner than we thought.

“Or she had help,” Fiona said, her tone flat, already moving to the next implication. 

He paused at one photo, a man in a charcoal suit, posture familiar. Then another, the same man at a hotel entrance, and a third showed him outside Porter & Ashburn. Yet his face always turned from the camera, as if aware it was there. A woman in the photos with him, whom many would describe as a femme fatale. Long, thick, wavy, dark black hair. Thick, pouty lips. Topaz cat-like eyes, with a hint of lust in them as she glanced at the male in the photos. Tall with a voluptuous body. Bridget’s handwriting with various notations was on the back of the photos, though only dates, no names. Then came family snapshots, a picnic, kids on swings, with her tidy script and letters or numbers.

“Adoption file shots,” he murmured. “Except for this one.” Curtis turned over a photo of Lisa Neylan at Taylor’s cabin beside a man not seen in any other images. He studied the stranger’s outline. “He’s taller, heavier, and in better shape, not the same guy in the rest of the photos.”

“You’re right,” Fiona said as she plugged the burner into the secure terminal, and two folders appeared. The first was that weird set of numbers; the second, a name. SILO. It contained encrypted-style PDFs, spreadsheets, and dozens more images. “Bridget was hunting some kind of network,” she contemplated the data on the screen; only the headers lacked encryption. Then she glanced back at the photo of Lisa and the man, examining the stranger’s silhouette again.

“Code of some kind, Fi,” Curtis said. He shrugged, more interested in the photos arrayed before him on the table.

“Why did Lisa meet someone at the Taylor cabin? Why was Bridget photographing them?” Fiona glanced at Curtis and asked, “Does Lisa know she took that picture? What’s the connection to her murder?”

Curtis stared at a filename. “Joe Bell, Porter & Ashburn, California office.” 

He tapped the filename. Fiona had seen that look before. Something important had caught his attention. 

“Bell... sounds familiar.”

“Shaw said he traced him back to California at the meeting this morning,” Fiona confirmed.

“No, Fi, it’s more than that. The name caught my interest when Shaw mentioned it.”

Curtis spoke into the intercom. “Stefana, see if you can pull one of my old homicide cases from Denver. My partner and I looked at a suspect named Joe Bell from California. The case went cold, but we couldn’t do anything because of the lack of evidence. Witnesses kept dying. Ask for Detective David Harmon. He’ll help get the file.” He hung up. “It’s been bugging me since Shaw mentioned it. Dave and I worked on that case right before he got shot and became deskbound. That was around the time you joined homicide.”

Fiona knew some unsolved cases stick with you. She pulled her yellow pad closer, where she had written the code from Everett’s phone. She focused on the string of numbers.

“355-6 4-8-11 4-8-3 4-16-26 10-13-16 18-9-13. Any ideas about what these numbers might mean or what they go to?”

Perhaps it’s a file number, or maybe a cipher or code. Fiona said out loud, thinking. “Message, location, maybe all the above, but why though? Why is it the only thing on the burner phone, besides that SILO file?”

Curtis leaned back in his chair. “Let’s shift the topic for a bit. What are your thoughts about Everett’s story to the police? Helping a ranch hand with a sick calf that morning. Ranch manager off for the day. He claims he left in a hurry, with no phone, no wallet. Colter Harlan picks him up at Tyler Airport, ex-special ops buddy flying through to Europe.”

Fiona spoke up. “It should be easy enough to prove or disprove that part of his alibi. The rest won’t matter after that. At least until we contact his friend Colt, this is going to leave him in limbo.”

“His friend paid cash for everything, which is apparently his usual off-grid style.” Curtis paused. “The whole thing seems... fishy. Forgotten phone and wallet. A friend who never leaves a paper trail unless needed for the IRS? Everett claims Colt is a stickler for honesty, yet this guy stays off-grid by paying cash most of the time? Now the friend is unreachable because he’s flying around Europe somewhere,” Curtis shook his head? “We could be on the wrong side of the blanket on this one.”

Fiona stood and walked to the refreshment bar against one wall. She poured a cup of cinnamon and vanilla-flavored coffee, then sat again. “We can assign Edgar to look into the individual Everett said he had drinks with at the bar. It’s a long shot, but Edgar’s like a dog with a bone; if anyone can find him, he can.”

Fiona drummed her fingers on the table, thoughtful. “Everything about his story is possible... just not reasonable. But Shaw’s known as a shark in law enforcement circles. He doesn’t take just any case; he takes cases he believes he can win. So why this one? What makes him think he can win? I like the idea of being on retainer for Shaw, but not if we’re getting played.”

“In the notes from Shaw’s previous investigators, Detective Mason mentioned something else,” Curtis added. “Bleach residue on the floor hadn’t soaked into the grain.” His phone buzzed with a new message from George Shaw.

“Shaw just left the coroner’s office. The coroner believes Bridget died earlier than the deputies estimated. But she won’t officially say until she finishes and signs the autopsy report.”

Fiona tapped her pen on the table. “Earlier? The timeline already gives Everett enough time to get there and commit the murder or murders. Deputies saw no neighbors that day, from what Shaw’s original investigators noted. Let’s double-check on the neighbors; maybe someone left to go to the store or visit family. This situation has occurred in other cases we’ve handled. 

“He either murdered his wife and possibly his daughter, or he has the worst luck ever. Few men ever leave their wallets at home,” Curtis said as he stood to get coffee.

“Ranchers never ignore the needs of a sick animal.” She looked over at Curtis. “What do you think? Send Liana to talk with the ranch hand and get a statement from him. I don’t see any remarks that the police have.”

“We need a statement from that ranch hand to keep the police at bay for a bit. At least until we reach this Colten Harlan guy.” Curtis flipped through the reports and notes from Shaw. “The police claim they never found Bridget’s phone. Until there’s a court order for her messages, that looks bad too. Wonder if we can have Shaw subpoena those records for us?” Curtis asked, then scowled as he looked over Fiona. “Never thought we’d be working on the wrong side of the road with a defense attorney.”

“Think of it as pursuing justice. If he’s guilty, we told Shaw we would inform the police of what we found. I’ll have Josiah Baird from Cyber ping Colt’s electronic trail. We can legally do that, at least without a warrant.” Fiona said as she jotted down the names.

Curtis choked on his coffee before saying. “You know, Fi, he’s going to bitch loud and long about that, he thinks something that easy is beneath his talent. And it’s going to be me, not you, who endures his little ways of showing it. I think he fancies he’s in love with you.”

“Then tell him I’m asking as a favor, so it gets done fast. Tell him I think he can do it quicker than anyone else.” She grinned back at Curtis. “Might as well take advantage of that crush while it lasts.”

Curtis chuckled, then pulled another folder from what George’s original investigators had discovered. “Smith County Sheriff’s Department logged two vagrants on a Ring doorbell camera. They ran from the back of the Taylor cabin toward the homeless camp the afternoon Bridget died. A boater on the lake called about it around two-thirty or two-forty p.m., thinking they were robbing houses. This is outside the unofficial time of death, the police believe, so they added it as an extra item to be looked at.”

Fiona frowned before looking at Curtis. “Is there a lot of theft by the homeless in that area? We need to find out; they could be the murderers, or maybe they came back later. Let’s assign Jeanne Elliott to that.”

Curtis answered. “Depends on who you ask. Detective Wren thinks it’s nothing. At least Detective Mason seems bothered by it, according to rumors around the station.”

“You have a source in the PD?”

“I have a friend in the clerical pool. I asked her about Mason. She told me he’s a straight shooter. Yet, when I brought up Detective Wren, she said the word around the department is he’s dirty; however, no one can prove it. If they tried, they’d get transferred out or demoted. Detective Raylen Cross kept digging into Wren. The next thing everyone knew, the authorities arrested him and sent him to jail. There were claims that IA had found money from a drug bust in his locker. While waiting for trial, he got shived and died in jail at the hands of a lifer. The women in the department avoid Wren at all costs. Literally. They see him coming, they duck into a doorway or go the other direction.”

“Did she say whether Detective Mason thinks he’s dirty?”

“She said Mason keeps his opinion of whether he’s a dirty cop to himself. Luis, his friend and partner, thinks he is and gets away with it because he has someone high enough in the department to protect him.”

With a soft knock, the door cracked open, and Selena popped her head in. “Lisa Neylan calling.”

Fiona’s shoulders stiffened. “Selena, ensure legal privilege before connecting. Remember, we are the legal investigators for George Shaw, representing Everett Taylor.”

“That’s the sister who skipped Bridget’s funeral and works at Porter & Ashburn,” he mouthed toward Fiona.

Fiona pressed the speakerphone. Static crackled for a moment, then Lisa’s low, tense voice came through: “Turn off the recording.” Fiona clicked the button; the red light went out. “Recording is off,” though Curtis kept the stress monitor running. Curtis watched the stress readout waveform flicker on the monitor.

“My mother forced this phone call on me. It was the least I could do,” Lisa said. “Skipping the funeral started a family war, and I need to make amends.”

“You work at Porter & Ashburn?” Fiona asked.

“Yes, so this call doesn’t exist.”

Curtis leaned forward. “Why the secrecy?”

“Bridget dug around and found the names of dangerous and powerful people. I warned her. She ignored me. Now look what happened.”

“Was that the reason someone killed Bridget?” Fiona asked, looking over at Curtis to see what he was thinking.

Lisa’s voice dropped lower. “Meet me at Café Mirador, private room, tomorrow at noon.”

“Okay, no problem. I’ll be there,” Fiona said.

A long pause, then Lisa whispered: “The names she found make cartel street soldiers look like Sunday school teachers.”

Click.

Curtis exhaled slowly. “She’s terrified of whoever killed Bridget. Think she might have an idea who?”

“It sounded like it. We need a rundown of Porter & Ashburn. Either they’re in this deep, or they’re shielding the people who are through legal paperwork,” Fiona said.

“Put cybersecurity on the data. Forward everything to Major Buck; we have everything that doesn’t directly give up a way to exonerate Everett or find his daughter. See if this ties into what he’s working on; powerful and dangerous people seem right up his alley. Let’s assign Chelsea to find Colt. Maybe she can use some old FBI teammates to help.”

Curtis headed for his office to assign investigators to the case. As the day wore on, he reviewed other ongoing investigations with the team. Fiona stayed in the war room so she could use the large digital board on the wall. She organized the information and built the murder board with what they had so far. Curtis popped in around five to say he was leaving for dinner with his older son, Jared.

“Tell Jared I said hi. And he knows he and the boys are always welcome at the ranch.”

******
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DALLAS OFFICE | LATE Night

By seven, the office fell silent; everyone else had gone home or was out on stakeouts.

Around midnight, rain tapped at the windows as city lights blurred into amber streaks. Fiona sat alone, pencil hovering over the scrawled code on her yellow pad. She scribbled notes all over it, but after a while her temples throbbed from trying to crack it. Alone in the bullpen, she couldn’t shake the sense that Everett Taylor fit too neatly into both roles. Grieving husband or master manipulator, she got the sense he was smart enough.

The elevator bell chimed. Then the doors slid open. No footsteps followed, then the doors slid shut again, strange enough that Fiona straightened...

She slid her hand into the desk drawer and grabbed her SIG P229 Legion. She withdrew the gun.

They leased the entire thirty-eighth floor. If security let someone up after hours without notification, she’d contact management tomorrow. Still, better to be prepared. In their line of work, they sometimes pissed off people unhappy with the findings.

The overhead lights flickered off, then back on in stuttering bursts. The phone shrilled. On the third ring, she answered. “O’Brien & Galloway, Fiona.” She kept her eyes on the outer area for any movement.

“Jerry from maintenance. Storm tripped a couple of breakers,” a gruff voice said. “Lights might flicker again. Elevators acting iffy.”

“Where’s Bob?” she asked, gaze fixed on the dark monitors.

“Out sick,” Jerry replied. Click.

Fiona felt the SIG’s reassuring weight in her hand. Standing, she picked up her briefcase and holstered the gun in her shoulder rig. Then, locked the burner phone in the safe, stowed the files, shut down the monitors, and powered off the servers. She locked each area and double-checked everything before she headed out.

Her cell buzzed: Curtis. “On my way home. Jared said to say hi, and he and the boys will be out to the ranch soon.”

The lights flickered again.

“Be careful driving home, or do you need me to come get you?”

“No, I only had two beers. I’m good.”

“Okay, heading home myself.” She checked every lock twice before stepping into the elevator. With her thumb hovering over the close-door button, she prayed it wouldn’t stall mid-floor. She wondered whether taking the stairs might have been wiser. The doors slid shut, the elevator started down; too late now.
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Chapter 4 
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The Warning

Monday, October 24th, 2022 

O’Brien & Galloway Investigations, Dallas

The storm broke in the night, leaving the city washed clean. The air outside was cool and damp, laced with the faint scent of wet asphalt. Clouds still stacked low on the horizon, the air a misty haze, bruised and heavy. But the light that spilled across the skyline was a softer gray, the kind that made edges blurred and shadows deep.

Fiona stepped through the glass street entrance doors of the Dent Bank Building. The faint squelch of her damp heels echoed across the polished floor. Waved to the guards and took the elevator up to the thirty-eighth floor. She stopped at the reception desk, said hi to Selena, and picked up her mail. Selena regaled her with tales of what her dog, Missy, did last night, making Fiona smile. She went into her office, hung up her coat, and took off her heels. She left them by the door, wiggling her toes in the carpet.
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