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Chapter 1



The rain turned Destiny Pointe into a mirror, but Neil Ames knew what waited on the other side of the looking glass. From the passenger seat of the Uber, he watched the Summit District rise along the hillside, brick streets slick and immaculate, wealth polished to a quiet sheen. The midday sun never quite broke through the purple cloud cover, leaving the bay below to glow on its own, port lights stabbing through fog. 

The city looked calm on the surface. That was how it always began.

This city, overshadowed by Seattle but still boasting its own success and wealth, served as both Neil’s refuge and his prison. He’d lived here for over twenty years; it was his town, and the city’s grim secrets were his bread and butter. But it was also where Emily Granger—the woman he loved—had been murdered, and where everything in his life had stopped. 

“I haven’t seen you in quite a while, Mr. Ames,” said the driver. “I thought you were mad at me or something.”

“I’ve been out of town,” Neil replied.

“Working a case?” the driver asked. “Man, you live the life.”

“Hmm,” Neil grunted, his mind filled with images of clandestine meetings in Kazakhstan, somber funerals in New Orleans, and Octavia Clarke’s agonizing cries as she lay on the floor with bone splinters piercing through her mangled leg.

“All I do is sit in the car and drive,” said the driver. “I drive to the airport. I drive from the airport. I drive to the office. I drive from the office. I drive to the doctor. I drive from the doctor. Every day, it’s the same. I drive, I wait, I drive again.” The driver sighed, then chuckled. “But today, I’m spending my day driving Mr. Neil Ames, Private Investigator, as he solves another front-page case. Now that’s a drive worth taking.”

“You’re a master of anaphora, Winston, but I’d rather have silence.”

“I hear you, Mr. Ames. I hear you … I’m a master of what?”

“Drop me here,” said Neil as he pointed at a set of steps that led up a steep hill. “Wait for me. I won’t be long.”

“I’m here for as long as you need me, Mr. Ames.”

The moment he left the car’s warmth, Neil was assaulted by a powerful wave of frigid wind and rain. He turned up his collar and began climbing the slick, winding steps as the relentless rain flattened his unruly, graying ginger hair against his forehead. By the time he reached the Victorian era house atop the hill, the rain had escalated into a wet sleet. He rang the doorbell. When the door opened, the icy rain was dripping from his hair, down his face, and soaking the shoulders of his wool navy overcoat. 

“November, got to love it,” said Neil.

Daniel Upton smiled broadly. The short, silver-haired man had the kind of smile juries trusted … wide, practiced, the corners of his eyes crinkling with easy warmth. Prosecuting attorney. Longtime client. A man who knew exactly how to make people feel seen before he dismantled their case.

“Come in … come in. Sorry to drag you out in this,” Upton said, as he shut the door. “Stay there.”

He returned with a large towel and handed it to Neil.

“Thanks,” Neil said, wiping his face.

“Give me the coat. And the shoes,” Upton added. “You’re still dripping.”

Neil handed them over. Upton hung the coat and towel on the shower rod with habitual ease, then led him upstairs to his home office.

The captain’s walk had been enclosed and heated, converted into an office space that overlooked Proem Bay. The house dated back to the 1890s, built by a sea captain who’d made his fortune shipping goods across the Pacific. Neil stood by the wraparound windows, looking northeast, watching the wind rake the troubled water below, the port lights blinking through the sleet. 

“You look exhausted. I’ll make this as quick as possible.” Upton gestured toward a sturdy nautical-themed oak chair. 

Neil shook his head. “I prefer to stand.”

Upton put his hands in his pockets and took a deep breath.

 “Let’s get to it,” said Neil. “What happened?”

 “Detective John Wallace killed himself.”

A long silence followed.

“How?” Neil asked.

“He slammed into a bridge embankment at full speed.”

“John would never do that,” said Neil. “What reason could he possibly have?”

Upton cleared his voice. “He was terminated … fired. He didn’t take it well.”

“I’m sure he didn’t; he would have fought back,” said Neil. “He wouldn’t have killed himself. Why was he fired?”

“He was up for promotion. New information came to light about a case he handled some years back. It was credible and actionable.”

“What case?”

“He left a note,” said Upton. “It was found in the breast pocket of his coat. It’s addressed to you.”

“I’m the last person he would send a note to.”

“Evidently, you were.” Upton opened the top drawer of his built-in cedar desk and pulled out a file. “You and Wallace used to be close, right?” he asked, handing it over to Neil.

“Yes,” Neil replied as he opened the file. The first item was a copy of a white envelope, stained and smudged. The handwritten word “Ames” was barely legible.

“What happened between you two?”

 “We were friends … until Emily’s murder,” Neil said, his eyes tracing the uneven, shaky lettering on the envelope. “The case fell apart because of Wallace’s incompetence. The killer walked.”

“That must have been difficult for you to watch.”

“I didn’t.” He held the envelope up to the light. “It looks like Wallace’s handwriting.”

Upton continued to press. “During the trial, were you still in Afghanistan?”

“No.” Neil pulled out the file’s second page and walked closer to the windows. “I was in the hospital.” 

He squinted as he read the copy. The image showed a note torn from a lined pocket notebook, and it appeared hastily scribbled with a pencil. 

Neil,

You are in GRAVE danger

I’ve already dug mine.

Emily is not in hers.

I hope I don’t see you soon. 

JW

He frowned and photographed both the note and the envelope. “I need to see the backs of these; where are they?” 

“It was likely that nothing was on them.”

 “Likely is how murderers get off,” Neil’s voice rough with frustration. “This is unacceptable. I’m putting an end to it.”

Upton frowned. “Explain what you mean by I’m putting an end to it.” His tone sharpened as he followed Neil down the stairs.

Without breaking stride, Neil called over his shoulder, “Wallace didn’t take his own life. That was not a suicide note.”

“But he says …”

Neil paused mid-step, his hand gripping the railing as he turned to face Upton.

“I’ve already dug mine. He knew he was done for. Someone was going to kill him.”

Upton blinked. “All right, say I agree with you; it’s an odd note. But the initial reports indicate he crashed on purpose. There were eyewitnesses. They saw him drive into the bridge embankment at full speed.

“Was tampering investigated?” Neil asked. “He was a discredited cop, so case closed?”

“But why kill him?” Upton asked.

A flicker of pain crossed Neil’s face. “Because of Emily.”

“What? You believe this is about Emily? I’d say that if it was about anything, it’s about you. It sounds like he was warning you. Why would he do that?”

“It’s all about Emily. She’s what connects John and me.” Neil’s posture stiffened. “It was Emily’s case, wasn’t it? He got fired because new information was discovered about her murder. What was it?”

“I can’t discuss the case in question. It is being reviewed,” said Upton.

“Get me the case files on Emily’s murder. They wouldn’t let me see them when I got out of the hospital. I’m calling in a favor. Get me access to everything. And I want to get a look at Wallace’s car.”

Neil continued down the stairs, with Upton close behind.

“I know it’s hard to accept, but he did himself in. The scandal ruined his reputation … His firing prompted a review of every case he’d handled … He and his girlfriend broke-up … Neil, stop!”

A tense silence hung in the air as Neil halted on the stairs, his shoulders stiffening before he turned.

“There are things coming to light about Emily’s case,” Upton said. For half a second, he looked as if he might say more, but then he shut his mouth.

Neil’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “What things?”

Upton hesitated.

“What things?” Neil demanded.

“There were irregularities.”

“Irregularities? Of course, there were irregularities. John Wallace made mistakes, and the guy walked,” Neil snapped.

Upton’s unease vanished, replaced with practiced neutrality. “We are reopening the case because of the discovery of significant irregularities.”

Neil squared his shoulders and shifted his weight forward. “Well, that’s a step in the right direction. But double jeopardy’s a problem. What’s your plan for that?”

Upton’s tone was careful, deliberate. “The law has its nuances. So does this case.”

Neil’s head cocked, as if dissecting Upton’s words. “Cut the legal riddles. If you’ve got something, say it.”

“I’ve got nothing to say.”

Neil leaned in. “You reopened Emily’s case for a reason. Get me access to the case files.”

“The case’s reopening prevents me from doing that. A new detective handles it now. He’s also tasked with reviewing all of Wallace’s previous cases.”

“What detective?” Neil demanded.

“We brought in a new captain for the Criminal Investigation Division, and he’s a by-the-book kind of guy. We need someone like him to sort things out after the news got out about Wallace’s mess, and I’m not going to interfere with his investigation … and neither will you.”

“Like hell,” Neil growled.

“Gentlemen.”

Upton’s wife and their two young children were at the base of the stairs.

“I apologize,” Upton said, “Mr. Ames just received upsetting news. His friend died.”

“I’m sorry your friend died, Mr. Ames,” Upton’s little girl offered softly. “You must be very sad. Do you need a hug?”

Neil responded with a firm, “No.” Upton leveled a pointed look at him. Neil hesitated before a barely audible "Thank you" left his mouth.

“Let me get your coat, Neil.” Upton gestured toward the door.

Neil slipped on his coat and shoes. Upton stepped outside with him. “Look, there is a lot to be sorted through, and you can’t be involved in the current investigation.”

“Daniel, I’m asking you as a favor. Please,” Neil almost choked on the word, “I want to see the original evidence and Emily's case files. I can get the court records myself. What I want is what’s not in those records, the things that were judged inadmissible.”

Upton rubbed the back of his neck. He closed his eyes in thought. “All right. I’ll consider it. But you won’t have access to the ongoing investigation of the murder of Emily Granger.”

Neil was too weary to argue, and his head began to pound. He nodded. The storm had let up, and a sunbeam streamed through a single slit in the sky, surrounded by deep purple clouds.

He paused just before starting down the steps to the Uber. “I want to look into John’s death. Can you manage to arrange that?” Neil’s voice dripped with contempt.

Upton nodded. “All right, I’ll put you on the payroll. But only to consult on the investigation of John Wallace’s death. You will report to me directly.”

“I’ll send you the invoice for my deposit.” With a turn, Neil faced the steps and started his slippery journey downward.

“Are you okay, Mr. Ames?” asked Winston as Neil climbed back into the car. “Did something happen? You don’t look so good.”

Neil pushed his fingers through his wet hair. “I’m fine. I got news about a frien—” He rubbed his face and sighed. “Suddenly, I’m exhausted.”

A notification pinged from his phone. He glanced at the message and tapped the screen.

ATHENA

The police found a body in Singapore. They think it’s Kurt.

NEIL

I’ll be there in ten minutes.








  
  
Chapter 2



Ignoring the fiery ache in his legs, Neil bypassed his own apartment and climbed the remaining seven flights to Athena Sailto’s loft. Weary and burdened, he dropped his backpack to the floor before leaning against her door for support, closing his eyes. 

“Stay focused on the present,” he mumbled to himself, trying to drown out the storm of troubling thoughts that threatened to overwhelm him. Hearing footsteps, he straightened, and the door flew open.

“Neil! I thought I heard you talking out here. Come inside.”

Former Marine captain Athena Sailto, his commanding officer in Afghanistan, now a civilian security consultant and owner of the Alber Towers building where he lived, stood before him. Her paint-splattered overalls and the terracotta smear on her cheekbone hinted at a recent art project. She hugged him, then grabbed his backpack as she motioned for him to sit at the dining table.

“I have cookies for you,” she said as she dropped his backpack by his chair and pushed a plate of oatmeal-raisin cookies toward him. “It’s safe, they’re not vegan.”

“Thanks.” He bit into one and closed his eyes to savor it. “It’s good to be back.”

“Would you like coffee?”

“Yes, I’ve got a long day ahead of me.”

“By the looks of you, what you need to get is a good night’s sleep.”

Athena brewed coffee and made a cup of chamomile tea for herself. With a contented sigh, Neil continued eating the sweet, sugary cookies. She brought the steaming cups to the table and pulled a small carton of half-and-half out of the refrigerator. She sat and took a slow sip of tea. “We have a lot to talk about.”

Neil nodded. He watched the cream mix into his coffee as he poured it. After rubbing his temples, he grasped the cup and leaned back.

“You don’t look good; you need sleep,” said Athena. “We can talk later.”

“No, I need to talk to you about McGregor.”

“Was there a problem in Montreal? What am I saying? Of course, there was a problem.”

“He’s one of the best I’ve worked with, but …” He took a sip of his coffee and grimaced. “This is decaf, isn’t it?”

She grinned and sipped her tea. “You need sleep, not caffeine. Coming from you, that’s pretty high praise for McGregor. What’s the ‘but’?”

“It’s complicated.”

She chuckled. “Isn’t it always?”

He scrutinized his friend’s face. Her smile, though valiant, couldn’t hide the pain that darkened her brown eyes, deepening the circles below. Her olive complexion was smooth, but the deep laugh lines and silver strands throughout her thick dark braid betrayed her years.

“It’s been seven years since Kurt went missing, and out of the blue, you get news about a body in Singapore. What makes them think that it’s Kurt?”

Neil watched Athena blow into her cup before taking another slow sip of tea. He remained still, and his fingers tightened around his mug, though they twitched ever so slightly.

Athena eyed his hands; a comment formed, then a sip of tea replaced it. She swallowed and pressed the warm cup against her chest. “The call was like the past colliding with the present.”

“What did they say?”

She placed her cup on the table, then she answered. “About a year ago, a skull was found under a bridge in Kallang Bahru by workers prepping the bridge for repair. The police searched the bridge and found skeletal remains scattered around the top of a support beam.”

Neil frowned. “The top of a support beam?”

With a subtle shift in posture and expression, Athena became the picture of a former Marine intelligence officer, the mask of professionalism perfectly in place. 

“They found a shirt, some underwear, and strands of hair. They established that it was a man between the ages of thirty and sixty. They estimate that he died at least five years before he was discovered.” She paused and took a breath. “Based on the clothing and skeletal damage, investigators speculate that he suffered severe beatings, perhaps by more than one person. They assumed he was one of the homeless who gathered nightly under the bridge.”

“That’s not much to go on,” said Neil. “What makes them think it’s Kurt?”

Athena sat upright. She squared her shoulders, but her neck was tense, a rigidity that betrayed the emotion simmering just beneath the surface. She stared beyond Neil as she spoke.

“Two weeks ago, a construction worker found a finger bone with a ring on the worksite.” Her voice was steady, clipped. Her thumb brushed against her wedding band, and she began to spin the ring around her finger.

“There was an engraved Salish design around the exterior of the ring.” She cleared her throat, and her lips tightened, her thumb spinning the band faster and faster. “They entered a picture of the ring into an international database search for missing persons,” she continued, each word precise. “When I filed a missing person report with authorities in Sydney and Darwin, I listed the ring as an identifier. It’s exactly like mine. We had them designed by a Salish artisan.” Her thumb pressed the band into her finger. “They sent a picture of the ring.”

The professional armor remained in place, but the crack in her voice betrayed a fleeting, involuntary admission of her grief. “It was his.”

“He disappeared in Australia while on his way to Indonesia, but Singapore is where they discovered the remains?” Neil asked.

“We were in Sydney, and I was to present reports in person to one of our clients. He planned a three-day trip: Darwin, then back to Sydney. That’s the last time I saw him.”

“Why was he going to Darwin?” Neil asked.

“Security consulting was taking off in Indonesia and the whole Southeast Asia region; we needed a new strategic location for our consulting firm.” Athena’s voice trailed off as she paused and closed her eyes, as if summoning the past to join them at the table. “The pool of former operatives and our strong connections with Australian and ASEAN intelligence made Darwin an ideal choice.”

Athena took her teacup to the sink and rinsed it. “On the day he was scheduled to return, he called me. He said that ASEAN had contacted him directly and wanted him to do security for an upcoming treaty negotiations meeting in Jakarta.”

“The Association of Southeast Asian Nations?” Neil placed his elbows on the table and rested his chin on his steepled fingers. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath before releasing it. “Negotiations. With whom?”

“Unofficially, according to my sources, there were secret negotiations with a worldwide criminal enterprise recognized for its economic machinations and violent acts, a fact they were hesitant to confirm officially.”

“That doesn’t sound … like it might end well.”

“No,” Athena’s voice was a deep rumble. “No, it does not.”

“What exactly did ASEAN say?” Neil asked. “What did they know?”

“Nothing.”

“What do you mean ‘nothing’?”

“Nothing. They flat out denied putting him on the assignment, acted like they had no clue about any negotiation. Typical. It was a bold, dangerous move. If it went sideways, they’d bury it so deep no one would ever know.” She shook her head. “Even if it succeeded, they’d never own up to it. Someone may have deliberately kept my contact in the cold.”

The professional mask slipped; she tossed her cup into the sink. It shattered. “The usual procedure was to receive a written proposal; we’d review it, and if we agreed to accept the job, we’d schedule a meeting with the client.”

“Why didn’t Kurt follow protocol?”

“He said it was an offer he couldn’t refuse.”

“What did he mean by that?”

Athena shook her head and threw her hands up in exasperation. “I have no idea. He wouldn’t tell me. I told him I had a bad feeling about it.”

“But he took the assignment anyway? Why?”

She lowered her gaze to the floor and shook her head, then raised it. “He claimed the assignment was uniquely suited to his abilities.”

“What abilities?”

“Striking a deal with the devil. His specialty is dealing with the lieutenants of the most dangerous and lethal criminal global networks.” 

“Interesting,” said Neil. He sipped his coffee, considering. “How did you meet McGregor?”

“He and Kurt worked together on a mission in Africa. Why are you asking?”

“Word is that there are still agents out there, actively searching for him,” said Neil.

“For Kurt? Really?” Athena’s eyes widened in surprise. “Who told you that?”

“McGregor, when I was in Montreal,” said Neil.

“McGregor?” Athena frowned. “I’ll call him; he never told me that. I wonder what else he knows.”

“You said Kurt mentioned Jakarta. Did he give you anything more specific? A location, a name, anything?”

Athena turned back to the sink. “I’ve asked myself that question so many times. Jakarta was the last thing he said to me, just Jakarta. I spent a year chasing shadows, but it’s like he disappeared into thin air.” She picked up the shattered pieces of the teacup and tossed them into the trash.

“When did you realize he was missing?” Neil asked.

“There was one rule we never broke. Three days.” Athena’s voice was tight, and every word was chosen with care. “Check in, no exceptions. But …” She halted, her lips pressed into a grim, determined line. “Nothing came. Not on the third day. Not the fourth. By day five, I knew. I knew something had gone horribly wrong. I sent everyone we had: Informants, intel, the whole damn team. But we found nothing.”

She pursed her lips as she thought. “I interviewed the real estate broker who toured potential office sites with Kurt. He confirmed showing him three properties. The broker told me Kurt had expressed particular interest in one property. I conducted a thorough assessment of the site. But nothing came of it.”

“What else did Kurt talk about the last time you spoke?”

She managed a faint smile. “He changed the subject to keep the conversation light. He told me about a woman he’d met, an odd sort that was a cartography librarian. She was researching ancient maps of the Silk Road.”

“The Silk Road?”

“He chuckled, and I laughed when he said that her scent reminded him of history and the ancient parchment maps that surrounded her. Like one of those eccentric women in Victorian novels.”

“Or a Sherlock Holmes story,” said Neil. “You see, but you do not observe. The distinction is clear.”

“You and your Sherlock Holmes.” Athena grinned. “Which story is that?”

“A Scandal in Bohemia,” he replied. “It has possessed me, or more precisely, I’ve been obsessed with it for months.” Neil rubbed his forehead and went silent.

“Is your headache getting worse?” she asked.

“Why was he talking to someone about ancient Silk Road maps?”

“I don’t know. Like I said, I think he was trying to change the subject. And yes,” Athena said, her tone sharp, “I conducted a full search for her. No records. No sightings. No one knew anything about her.” She paused, arms crossed, eyes locked on Neil. “What are you thinking?”

Neil rubbed his eyes and groaned, then stretched out his long legs. He narrowed his bloodshot eyes and considered a few moments before speaking. “When I was in Kazakhstan, The New Silk Road was a topic of intense discussion: the opportunities, the implications, and the far-reaching consequences, politicians, corporate types, and …”

“The organized Eastern European crime syndicate that your client, the medical supplies megacorporation, sent you to threaten? Yes, I remember you telling me about it. The coffee man.”

“The coffee man.”

“Do you suspect a link to this woman?”

“Seven degrees of separation,” said Neil. “There is always a connection.” He lifted his coffee cup, eyed the dregs, then put it down. His eyes grew heavy and drooped.

“Neil, are you all right?” She moved toward him and touched his shoulder. “Go home. Rest.”

Neil widened his eyes, and his posture straightened with a shot of energy. “They haven’t officially confirmed that the remains found are Kurt’s, only that his ring was found at the site, right?”

Athena’s shoulders slightly loosened, and there was a barely perceptible flicker of her eyes, as if she was recalibrating. “Do you think it isn’t—”

“It’s all circumstantial,” said Neil. “You, Kurt, and I have all worked intelligence. We operate by misdirection. Why is this happening now? Why now?”

Why now? he repeated to himself.

“Neil, what’s going on with you? You’re worrying me.”

“What’s the next step in Singapore?” he asked.

“DNA tests. They didn’t do any when they thought it was a homeless man. I gave officials in Sydney Kurt’s toothbrush and hair samples. The military has DNA samples if we need that. They’ll have something to cross-reference. That could take weeks. No matter what turns up, I’m going to go to Singapore. The ring was there. Somehow, it ended up under that bridge. 

“When you go, I’ll go with you.”

“You don’t have to do that,” she said.

“Yes, I do,” he said as he slowly rose from his chair. “You’ve saved my life more than once, and you came for me when Emily … I’ll be here for you.”

“No, there’s something going on with you. What is it?”

“I’m tired; my head is throbbing. I’m going home and having real coffee.”

“I can tell it’s more than just a headache, Neil. Are you having flashbacks again? Do I need to call Jeremy?”

“I’m sorry, but I have to go.” He steadied himself against the table.

Athena felt his forehead. “Are you sure you don’t have a virus?”

“I’m tired, that’s all.”

“Neil, I think I know what’s going on. Has someone—”

“If you’re going to tell me about John Wallace, I already know.”

“John Wallace? What about him?”

“The police think he took his own life.”

“What? I can’t believe that.”

“That’s my reaction too. He left a note for me.”

“A suicide note. To you?”

Neil pulled out his phone and showed her the picture.

Athena frowned. “It looks a little ambiguous, don’t you think?”

“That’s exactly what I think.”

“And what does he mean by—”

“I don’t know. But I’m going to find out.”

“It’s just odd.”

“If you weren’t going to tell me about John Wallace, what did you want to tell me?” Neil asked.

“There was a police detective asking questions about you while you were gone.”

“A detective? What did he want to know?”

“He asked me if I knew where you were when Emily Granger was murdered.”

“What?”

“I know. I told him that I knew exactly where you were: chained to a wall in a cave in Afghanistan. I told him I saw you with my own eyes when my unit extracted you.”

Neil’s eyes were fixed on her, but his mind was clearly elsewhere, not registering her presence. His nostrils twitched. Inwardly, he could smell the cave, the smoke, and the stink of his own body. He heard the shouts and the shots, then Athena’s voice. “We’ve got you … We’ve got you. You hear me, Marine? Ames … Ames …”

“Neil!”

He snapped back to the loft and Athena’s eyes.

I’m safe. Stay focused. Stay in the present.

“Are you sure you’re all right?” Athena asked.

“Yes, I was just remembering … What else did he say?”

“He said that he’s investigating Emily’s apparent murder. That’s an odd thing to say, don’t you think? And Aidan Sterling stopped by looking for you. He told me the same detective was asking questions at the Trotter. Do you think it has something to do with Wallace’s note?”

“The police are looking into all of Wallace’s cases. We’ve always known that he mishandled Emily’s case. What was the name of this detective?”

“He gave me his card.” Athena went to her easel and moved paint tubes around on the table next to it. She handed the card to Neil. There, beneath the smudges of blue and terracotta acrylic paint, was the name Captain Jubal Sydney Hayes, Criminal Investigation Division.

“He’s quite handsome,” she said. “Intense dark brown eyes, chiseled cheekbones, square jawed, tan, a tall, lean Texan, by the sound of his accent.”

“Sounds like he made quite the impression,” said Neil. He handed the card back to her and slung his backpack over his shoulder. “I need to go.”

“How is Octavia doing?” Athena asked as she opened the door for him.

“She has a long recovery ahead of her, but by the time Yuu International Holdings’ research and development outfits her with the latest mobility technology, she’ll probably be the next six-million-dollar, that’s a dated estimate … twenty-five-million-dollar woman.”

“You still don’t trust them, do you?”

“Nope. I’m going home.”

“Night,” she said and patted him on the arm.

“It’s only two in the afternoon.”

“Go to bed and get some sleep. That’s an order, Marine.”

“Aye, aye, Captain,” Neil replied.








  
  
Chapter 3



Neil unpacked, then poured a double shot of Jameson’s. The familiar burn was a welcome comfort before stepping into the shower, the forceful spray of hot water a balm against his aching body and troubled mind. 

Emerging from the bathroom, and wrapped in his comfortable terrycloth bathrobe, he stood before his expansive living room window. Five floors beneath him, the surface of the rain-soaked street mirrored the shimmering, dancing city lights. He took several deep breaths, trying to calm his racing thoughts.

Peeling himself away from the window, he downed another double-shot, and started digging around in his backpack. He pulled out his sketchbook and sat down at his antique drafting table, where he began sketching out the day, meticulously downloading details of each encounter and conversation, in an attempt to clear his mind. The only sound was the rhythmic scraping of his pencil against the paper.

The morning had begun on a flight back from Montreal on a Yuu International corporate jet. His companion on the flight had been the beautiful and savvy Octavia Clarke, his trusted confidante and a high-level executive of Yuu International. She was going on to Tokyo for extensive rehabilitation following an investigation gone wrong. As he began sketching her face, his focus shifted to the deep worry lines framing her sapphire eyes, lines hinting at her suffering: her mother’s death, Bastien Beaulieu’s murder, the threats from a jealous sister, and the torture Octavia had endured while being held by Mr. Smyth.

Neil realized he felt a void, a feeling of isolation. He glanced at his phone. “She’s in Tokyo by now. I wonder if I should give her a call.” Then, a sudden, unsettling thought invaded Neil’s mind, making his breath catch in his throat.

What am I doing? Give her space. Give her back her independence. He felt a flush of guilt so intense that he couldn’t continue sketching. Or is it me? Have I become too dependent on her? He closed the sketchbook, put the phone on the charger, turned off the lights, and collapsed onto the bed.

He tossed and turned, the sheets twisting around him like restraints. Twitching and erratic breathing marked his restless sleep, finally culminating in a terrifying nightmare. He gasped and entered a space that was without form or dimension, filled with shadowy figures and unsettling sounds.

It was dark, lit only by the faint crimson glow of Wallace’s bloody note hovering in the air, its edges frayed and pulsing like a heartbeat, each throb sending waves of nausea through Neil. The words on the paper morphed and shifted, bleeding into one another.

You are in GRAVE danger. I’ve already dug mine. Emily is not in hers. 

The letters curled off the page like barbwire, wrapping themselves around Neil’s wrists and throat. As it tightened, the wire’s cruel barbs tore into his flesh, making the pain unbearable. The air filled with the acrid scent of blood and decay, sharp and metallic, mixing with the faint scent of Emily: The scent of the special collections section in the library, a blend of history and nostalgia. A musty, earthy scent, with hints of vanilla and almonds and leather with mossy undertones.

Neil gasped for air, clawing at his throat as the barbed wire ripped pages from the books while constricting him like a writhing python. From somewhere unseen, Emily’s voice echoed, haunting and fractured: “You don’t know me. You don’t know who I am.”

Her chant was distant yet piercing, like shards of glass embedding themselves into his ears. The sound of a distorted saxophone wailed mournfully, each note twisting the knife of his guilt.

Daniel Upton’s guttural voice exploded into the void, slicing through Emily’s melody: “There were irregularities … significant irregularities … this case has … nuances.”

Neil’s vision blurred. He tried to scream, but the note’s grip tightened, the cold ink burning into his skin as it whispered, “You didn’t save her. You never could.”

Abruptly, the scene shifted to a cacophony of loud voices, a dizzying swirl of intense colors, and a confusing mix of unfamiliar scents and sounds.

Neil was on his knees in a cavernous space, the jagged walls slick with a viscous black substance that smelled of rot. The air was so thick with mold and decay he could taste it.

Athena emerged from the stone itself, her body ethereal yet solid, her combat boots crunching against unseen debris. Blood dripped from the edge of her knife, the droplets steaming as they hit the ground. Her fierce eyes locked onto his. She crouched beside him, her breath cold against his ear.

“Emily won’t be there when you go home,” she whispered, her voice devoid of emotion, like the rustle of dead leaves.

Neil struggled to speak, his throat dry and tight. “Why?” he rasped.

A cruel, taunting smile spread across Athena's face as she looked at him. Her elongated shadow, distorted by the cavern’s uneven surfaces, pulsed on the wall, growing more ominous. As her silhouette and voice dissolved into mist, a venomous hiss escaped her lips: "She's dead, because you weren't there."

Neil felt his throat constrict. He opened his mouth to scream, but no sound came out. The silence that followed was suffocating, vibrating in his chest like a swarm of bees. Another shadow surged forward, engulfing him in darkness.

Neil thrashed about, his blankets feeling like cold stone restraining his kicking feet.

The words came from behind him now, whispering, echoing, multiplying. A sudden, blinding flash brought a sharp, excruciating pain, and through it, Smyth’s grin seemed to glow in the dark. Octavia sprawled on the floor … Smyth circling her like a predator … striking with the precision of a cobra, splintering the bones of her injured leg again and again. Her cries of pain turned into a warning as she called out to Neil.

“The woman deceived you. 

The man will destroy you … 

and the truth will consume you.”

Neil clutched his head, but her cries and Smyth’s taunting wouldn’t stop. 

If you kill me, you’ll never know what happened to Emily.

The cavern walls cracked, and the silhouette slipped through the fissures. Light bled through the fractures, too bright, too fast. Everything collapsed. The floor crumbled beneath him, and Neil fell, the sensation of free-falling wrenching him awake.




      [image: ]Neil bolted upright in bed, his chest heaving. His skin was clammy, drenched in cold sweat. The room was still dark, the nightmare lingering like a foul taste. Stumbling to the bathroom, he splashed water onto his face, his trembling hands gripping the sink, his heart pounding. 

When he finally looked up, he froze.

The man in the mirror wasn’t him. His reflection stared back, pale and hollow-eyed, the faint outline of Wallace’s note tattooed across his face.

He covered his eyes with his hands and whispered, “Deep breath in. Slow breath out.” His chest rose and fell, the rhythmic movement a counterpoint to the anxious pounding of his heart with each repetition of the calming mantra: Deep breath in. Slow breath out.

Ten minutes passed. His heart stopped pounding,

He tossed his pillow onto the floor and pulled back the sweaty blanket and sheet to air out the bed. Then he opened the kitchen window, feeling the cool, moist air brush against his skin.

Water. I need water.

He poured a glass, drank it down, and refilled it. The half-empty bottle of Jameson's was still sitting on the counter. Grabbing the bottle, he brought it back to the living room, where he clicked on his favorite classical music channel and lowered the volume. The nightmare still had its claws in him.

Neil pulled out the anthology that Emily had bought him for his birthday and opened it to the story marked by her photograph, “A Scandal in Bohemia.” How Sherlock Holmes could be so outmaneuvered by “the woman” still puzzled him.

She outwitted Sherlock Holmes; he had no idea who she really was. Move for move, she mirrored his cunning strategy. The notion that she could outmaneuver him was so ludicrous that it never entered his mind. She not only eluded him but left him a picture …

He stopped mid-thought as he looked at the picture of Emily. He had found it marking this story four months ago. He whispered, “A permanent, taunting reminder of her triumph.”

Neil returned the photograph to the front of the book and slid it back into place. Then he unlocked the security drawer and took out the file he’d removed from Katherine Sterling’s apartment after her murder.

It was labeled: Emily Granger.

Robbie Carney, owner of the historic Trotter Apartments, had told him Katherine was the one who found Emily’s body. Katherine had once said she thought about turning it into a novel … a way to get it out of her head. He’d gone through it before, mixed in with notes for the article she had been writing on Wood Groves and its connection to Yuu International Holdings. Inside were News Tribune clippings about Emily’s murder. About the man who’d been released. And tucked behind them, aging pages: Katherine’s murder-mystery outline and a rough first chapter.

The first time he’d seen it, he’d barely skimmed it.

I didn’t need fiction then. I needed facts. But maybe there’s something…

Neil poured a shot, sank into his chair, and began to read.
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The Disappearance of Laura Jones


By Katherine Sterling


Chapter One


Laura Jones loved the rain. The way it smelled, the way it turned the world soft and shimmery … except when she was sprinting through it, books clutched to her chest, hair whipping into her eyes as she skidded to a stop in front of the Trotter Apartments. She jabbed at the security keypad with one damp finger, muttering, “Come on, come on,” just as a gust of wind slammed the door shut again. 

She groaned. “Oh, for—”

“Rough weather.”

The voice was warm, threaded with amusement, and when she turned, he was standing there, dark hair tousled, a vintage camera slung over one shoulder like he’d just stepped out of an old Hollywood movie. And—ugh—he had dimples.

She was a sucker for dimples.

“Looks like you could use a hand,” he said, holding the door open.

“Oh my god, yes. You are officially my favorite person.” She darted inside, shivering as the warmth of the lobby hit her, her books now rain speckled.

“That storm rolled in fast,” he said as they walked toward the elevator.

“Classic Pacific Northwest,” she said, laughing. “One second, it’s a moody romantic drama, the next, it’s a full-blown disaster movie.”

He grinned, pressing the elevator button for her. “You live here?”

“Seventh floor,” she said.

“Ah, good taste. The views are killer.”

They stepped inside, and she juggled her books as she reached for the button. He beat her to it.

“Allow me.”

“What a gentleman.”

The elevator groaned to life, rattling its way upward, and she glanced at him, tilting her head. “So, do you live here too, or are you just a very polite trespasser?”

He chuckled. “Fifth floor. But I got distracted.” He glanced at her, his smile a little lopsided. “Guess I got caught up in the moment.”

Oh. Oh.

Her stomach did something stupid, like it was auditioning for Cirque du Soleil.

“Smooth,” she said, biting her lip.

The elevator shuddered to a stop, and she shifted her books.

“Here, let me.” He took them before she could argue, tucking them easily under one arm.

“Chivalry isn’t dead, I see.”

“Just very selective.”

When they reached her door, she turned, one hand on the knob. “Thanks for the help.”

“Anytime.”

A moment. An … almost.

She swallowed. “Do you, um, want tea? I think there’s just tea.”

“Tea’s perfect,” he said.

He stepped inside, and as she set the books on her desk, he took off his coat, draping it neatly over a chair. He crossed to the window, adjusting the strap of his camera.

“Mind if I take a few shots?”

“Of what?”

He gestured. “The skyline. It’s incredible.”

“Oh, sure,” she said, heading to the bathroom to hang up her coat. She took a quick glance in the mirror, grimacing at the way her rain-frizzed curls had rebelled against any and all attempts at control. With a sigh, she went to the kitchen and put the kettle on the stove.

Click, click, click.

She turned to see him watching her, his camera raised.

“How about one of you?”

She snorted. “Pass. I look like a drowned rat.”

He tilted his head. “Nah. More like … Cathy from Wuthering Heights. Kind of wild and tragic.”

She rolled her eyes. “Great. A walking heartbreak.”

Click.

She huffed. “Hey! That was sneaky.”

“The best shots always are.” He grinned, setting the camera down.

The kettle let out a high-pitched whistle, and she clapped her hands. “Tea time.”

He leaned on the counter, watching her pull down two heavy mugs. “So, Cathy,” he said, voice playful, “what’s your real name?”

She smirked. “Laura.”

“Hmm. I don’t know if I believe you.”

“Oh, so you’re a detective now?”

“Something like that.”

She laughed, shaking her head as he picked up the kettle and tipped it toward the mugs. “Well, you got me. My name is …”

“I know who you are … Emily.”

And before she could process the words, before she could register the shift in his voice, the boiling kettle was in his hand—

She cried out as the scalding water splashed across her face, its intense heat searing her skin, her scream silenced by a dishcloth stuffed into her mouth.








  
  
Chapter 4



Neil slammed the file shut. His first reaction was to go for the empty shot glass. As he stood up, the file fell from his lap and landed with a soft thud, scattering papers across the floor in a chaotic jumble. He stood motionless, transfixed by the pages before him. He roused himself, poured a shot and tossed it back, then poured another and began to pace. 

“Did he kill her like that?” he muttered. “Her face contorted? Her eyes wide and bulging with terror? Is that how it went down?”

Neil poured another shot, grabbed his sketchbook, and sat at his antique drafting table. He put his pencil on the paper, but his hand wouldn’t move. He stared at the empty page. “I have to process … I have to get it out. So much … Too many images. I need quiet.”

He let his pencil fall, dashed to the bookcase, and switched off the music. He shivered, and then it hit him: The apartment was freezing.

“Damn it!”

He had left the kitchen window open. With a sharp click, Neil shut it, then poured himself another shot, emptying the bottle. His headache was gone, but the intense whooshing of blood in his head and the violent thumping of his heart remained. Neil held the glass midway to his mouth, staring at the empty bottle. Before downing the whisky, he grabbed his phone from the charger and ordered a case of Jameson's for delivery.

He pulled a blanket from the rumpled bed and wrapped it around himself as he stood staring out the window, but all he saw was his own reflection as the rain streamed down. Twenty minutes later, his phone buzzed, alerting him to the delivery. He went to the lobby in his bathrobe and handed a twenty-dollar tip to the driver, who carried the case up to the apartment.

“You must be planning quite a party,” said the driver.

Neil looked at the stranger in front of him and said nothing; he had no recollection of walking back up the five flights. He shut the door, opened the first bottle, and poured another drink.

After a desperate search for his pencil, he found it broken after accidentally stepping on it. He rummaged through his backpack and at the bottom found a short stub of pencil, then paced, sketching like a madman, the scratch of graphite on paper filling the silence between his murmurs.

Neil’s hands moved feverishly, his knuckles white as he gripped the pencil. Images poured out of him in sharp, jagged strokes, his breath ragged, his vision tunneling. Each sketch grew darker, and as he drew, the walls between fiction and reality began to collapse.

He first sketched the man with the camera, drawn in fragmented glimpses: a smirk, dimples carved like small wounds, his hand casually adjusting the camera strap. Shadows obscured his dark, unreadable eyes. Next, a close-up of Emily, startled, her lips parted as she glanced toward the man. The camera lens dominated the composition, swallowing up the light.

Neil tore the pages from the sketchbook, letting them fall on the floor, a moment-by-moment capture of the sequence in Katherine Sterling’s chapter. The man’s smile as he lowered the camera, Neil sketched over and over, trying to capture the knowing in the way the man’s fingers lingered over the shutter. Then a flurry of sketches attempting to capture the steaming kettle, its handle gripped firmly. Emily’s back was turned. Her shoulders were relaxed, unaware. The steam curled around the edges of the paper, creeping like spectral fingers.

He braced himself with more drinks; the worst was yet to come. His head began to swim, and he felt released from gravity, swirling above the scene he was manifesting, the unveiling of Emily’s last moments.

He began with violent slashes of his pencil: The recognition and horror. The killer’s lips parting around the name.

“Emily,” Neil whispered. He ripped the page and forged on. Her head whipping around took several sketches to perfect. Then her eyes: wide, panic flickering in her irises. The scene shifted to adjusting the kettle’s angle in his grip. Page after page continued to fall onto the floor.

Another pause and more drinks … another empty bottle. Then came the water.

Boiling water slashing through the air in jagged, frenzied pencil marks. Emily’s face contorted in agony, her hands clawing at the burning skin, droplets splattering across the scene like inkblots. Her scream as her face melted into the mask of tragedy, silenced by the cloth forced into her mouth. With each frantic sketch, Neil’s raw, unfiltered depiction of her terror intensified, the lines blurring her features into a chaotic mess until the sketchbook lay limp, its pages exhausted, the graphite pencil dull.

Neil shuddered as he stared down at the pages, his vision swimming. His fingers, cramped and aching from the pressure of his grip, clutched the nub of a pencil. Emily’s terrified face stared back from the sketches scattered across the floor.

He fell to his knees, shoving the sketches away, but the images wouldn’t leave his mind. “Jesus Christ, make it stop!” Neil cried out, then sobbed. He forced the pencil from his cramped fingers and crawled to the case of whiskey. He pulled out another bottle and opened it. The last thing he remembered was taking a swig out of the bottle, until three days later, when someone came pounding on his door.
 








  
  
Chapter 5



There was a rhythmic pounding. Insistent. Invasive. Painful. 

“It’s so loud. Stop it. Stop it,” Neil croaked with a dry, raspy voice. A searing pain pulsed in his head, forcing him to curl into a fetal position on the floor; the bed was too filthy, too repulsive, to sleep in after his three-day drinking binge.

“Neil, open the door!” Wham-wham-wham. “I know you’re in there. C’mon, dude. Open the door.”

“Go away,” Neil called out, then winced. Talking was agony; his throat felt like sandpaper, and his head throbbed.

Thud. Thud. Thud.

“Stop it,” he groaned.

More banging.

“I mean it. Go away.”

A sickening churning started in Neil’s stomach, a dry heave rising in his throat, though nothing came up.

Boom-boom-boom.

“I’m sick. Leave me alone.”

Neil tried pulling a corner of his handwoven Turkish rug over his shoulders but gave up and lay with his face pressed against the cool polished golden-brown oak floor. His head was spinning. Nausea kept him immobile. The headache and churning stomach stopped him from thinking about anything else.

He was almost asleep when the buzz of the door jolted him awake; there was the distinct click of the electronic lock and the subsequent sigh of the door opening, and the room inhaled the cool draft. Neil realized he didn’t care who came in. He just didn’t care about anything.

Did someone break in to rob me? Fine. Take it all. Maybe they’ve come to kill me. Even better. I wouldn’t have to think anymore. Wouldn’t have to feel. And that’s fine. Hell, that’s good. That sounds really … damn good.

He opened one eye to see a pair of white Nikes walking toward him, kicking aside empty bottles of Jameson's. “Crap,” Neil whispered. It was someone worse than a burglar or a killer. It was …

“Dude, what the hell?”

Jeremy. A very loud Jeremy.

“Did you decide to live in a garbage pit? I’d have our troops evacuate immediately if we were out in the field.”

“Stop talking,” Neil growled.

Jeremy squatted down close to Neil. “And you stink. Even at your worst, you took care of your hygiene. It’s a good thing I showed up when I did. You could get the entire building condemned, and Athena would kick your ass. She gave me the code to your door, by the way.”

“Go away.”

“Sorry, dude. Can’t do that. But I am going to take pictures.” Jeremy stood up and began clicking the camera on his phone. “What do you think, TikTok or Instagram?”

“I’m going to throw up.”

“Whoa, hold on. Let’s get you in the bathroom so that you can puke in the ceramic throne.”

“If you touch me, I’m throwing up on your shoes.”

“So, you’re a mean drunk. Good to know. Then I won’t feel bad doing this.”

Jeremy pulled Neil into a sitting position and then hoisted him up under his arms. Neil was not cooperating. Jeremy muscled him into the bathroom and sat him by the toilet. Neil squinted and put his hand up to shield his eyes. “Too bright.”

“Too bad,” replied Jeremy.

Neil heaved and wrapped his arms around the toilet. He took several deep breaths and gagged loudly, but nothing came up.

“You’re going to need something strong to pull you out of that whisky hole. You’re dehydrated. Do you have any electrolyte water?”

“No,” Neil mumbled, “I haven’t been home in months.”

“All right. Don’t go anywhere.”

Neil growled, and Jeremy let out a high-pitched he-he-he laugh as he headed to the kitchen and came back with a large glass of water. “Here, drink this.”

Neil groaned.

“Drink it, or I’ll pour it down your throat myself.”

Neil growled but took a few sips, wincing as he swallowed. When that was gone, Jeremy handed him another glass.

“My head hurts,” said Neil.

“Yeah, the fun never ends after a bender. And it’s only just beginning.” Jeremy turned on the shower. “Nothing brightens a day better than a nice, cold shower. Come on. Upsy-daisy.”

“Get away from me. I’m not going in there.”

“Now you’re a wussy? When did the great Neil Ames become such a wimp?”

“I’m not. I … I’m just not steady on my feet.”

“Not a problem,” said Jeremy, as he hoisted Neil up. “You can sit in there. It’s probably the cleanest spot in the apartment.” 

He plopped him into the shower. Neil let out a guttural yowl.

“See? That’s not so bad." Jeremy grinned. "Stay there while I order some food.”

“I don’t want any food.”

“Too bad. Eggs and honey toast, black coffee, a couple aspirin, and a case of electrolyte water on the way.”

Jeremy left the bathroom and noticed Neil’s wallet and cell phone on the bookcase. He took the phone from the charger and shut it off. After taking a credit card out of Neil’s wallet, he ordered groceries for delivery, including a sizable tip, and called Athena.

“You made the right decision calling me. He’ll be back to his charmingly arrogant self before the day is over, or a week or two … Okay … That sounds good. I don’t know how long I’ll be here … Okay, see you soon.”

He returned the card to the wallet and made coffee. “You okay in there?” he called out.

The sounds of splashing water came from the shower, along with what seemed to be weeping that ended in a low growl.

“Great!” Jeremy replied. “By the way, I used your credit card to order the food.”

Jeremy surveyed the surroundings: Sketches and bottles strewn across the floor. Nightmarish images. A bed that smelled like stale sweat. He picked up the file with the scattered pages, thumbed through them, and dropped them back onto the floor.

He closed his eyes and stood thinking. He took a deep breath, and his eyes opened. He grabbed Neil’s backpack and shook it out, then stuffed it with two wool sweaters, a pair of jeans, wool socks, underwear, and two Merino wool thermal shirts. After setting the backpack next to the door, he went back to the closet and pulled out a pair of hiking boots, Neil’s Carhartt Yukon parka, and put them next to the backpack. After gathering a pair of underwear, sweatpants, and sweatshirt, he took them into the bathroom. He shut off the water.

“Time to get dressed, dude. Where are your bath towels?”

Neil grunted and pointed toward a cabinet.

Jeremy grabbed a towel and held it toward him. “Do you want me to help you out?”

“No,” Neil snarled as he grabbed the towel, “I can do it myself.”

“The food will be here soon.” His phone buzzed. “Wow, that was fast, they’re downstairs. I’ll run down and grab it. Get a move on.”

“I hate you,” Neil muttered.

“Good,” said Jeremy, his eyes glinting with a mixture of amusement and disdain. “At least you’re sharing some of your self-loathing.” He headed out of the bathroom, and just before shutting the door, he grinned and said, “Happy Thanksgiving, dude.”




      [image: ]Jeremy grabbed Neil’s backpack, coat, and boots before running out the door and down the stairs. He met the driver and tossed the bags of groceries, along with Neil’s things, into the back of his Jeep Wrangler. Then he went back up, carrying the bag of breakfast food. 

This wasn’t the first time Jeremy Wade had encountered Neil Ames during a full-blown meltdown. The last crisis had involved a PTSD flashback and hallucinations that trapped Neil back in Afghanistan, in the cave where he had been held captive and tortured, a place his mind would not let him escape. Neil had ended up in the VA hospital for three weeks.

Jeremy, a former US Army environmental health specialist, had met Neil while attending PTSD therapy sessions at the VA hospital, where they discovered a shared college theater background. Action, not sentiment, defined their friendship: rigorous Krav Maga, jujitsu, and stage combat sessions. The physicality, the sting of a blow, spoke volumes, hinting at the unspoken pain and unresolved truths from their military service in Iraq and Afghanistan, which Jeremy sought to heal and Neil actively avoided confronting.

Neil, emerging from the bathroom as Jeremy arrived, looked around the apartment with bewilderment.

“Look, it is alive. Sit, if you can find a seat,” said Jeremy, “I’ll bring you a cup of coffee and make breakfast, but that’s it. No more coddling after that.”

“You call what you’ve been doing coddling?” Neil asked with a snarky tone.

Jeremy slipped out of his coat and went to the kitchen. He brought a steaming cup of black coffee out to the living room. “Dude, are you going to keep standing there, or are you going to do something?”

“Put it here.” Neil cleared off the side table next to his overstuffed chair, dropping the papers and an empty bottle onto the floor. He glared at Jeremy through bloodshot eyes. “What’s this?”

“It’s coffee, dude,” replied Jeremy. “Have you lost that many brain cells?”

“Where’s the half-and-half?”

“I don’t know. Maybe it’s in the fridge; why don’t you look?” Jeremy broke eggs into a frying pan; they sizzled as they hit the melted butter.

“You’re enjoying this way too much,” said Neil as he gingerly walked to the fridge for the half-and-half.

Jeremy shrugged and grinned. “A little.” He popped bread into the toaster and opened a jar of honey.

Neil made his way back to the chair and sipped his coffee. “I need aspirin.”

“I think I saw them in the bathroom,” replied Jeremy.

Neil stayed in the chair, sipping his coffee, glowering at Jeremy.

“Here you go, dude. Eggs and honey toast, that’ll fix you up. Not as good as greasy diner food, but it’s better for you.” Jeremy put on his coat. “Cool, I’ll see you later.”

“Where are you going?”

“Athena made pumpkin muffins, and she invited me up. So, see you later.” Jeremy opened the door. “You need a shave—maybe you should do that when you get your aspirin.” He stepped out, then turned back. “And after you eat, you’re going to clean this apartment.”
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