
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Murder in the Secret Maze

After a whirlwind romance and a glorious wedding at the luxurious Hotel Santa Sofia, Tory Benning is ready to let down her hair, slip into her dancing shoes, and celebrate—until she discovers that her newly minted husband has vanished. The police suspect cold feet and second thoughts are behind Milo’s disappearance, but Tory’s certain he’s met with foul play. And since she designed the plush resort, she knows every nook and cranny of the grounds and adjoining secret maze, and wastes no time delving into her search.

As clues begin to emerge that Milo may have taken his last breath in the maze, Tory steps up her sleuthing, even as she learns she’s the prime suspect of a cop with a chip on his shoulder and is squarely in the sights of a menacing stalker. And when a second body is found on the grounds, Tory fears she’s up against a killer determined to silence any and all who get in the way.

Not to be deterred, Tory forges ahead, navigating a case with more twists and turns than the maze itself, until the labyrinth of clues leads her to shocking revelations about her husband, her family, and the identity of a killer who’s dead set on making her the next victim . . .
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Instagram Post @ToryBenning: MILO IS MISSING! #MissingPerson

#SantaSofia This is a photograph of my husband, Milo Spinelli. He went missing earlier today, Saturday, September 30. If you follow my account, you know today was our big day—Milo and I tied the knot at two this afternoon in a beautiful Hotel Santa Sofia ceremony surrounded by our family and friends. By three, Milo was missing. He never made it to the reception. Milo’s 2017 red Fiat, CA plate ARCHTCT, is also missing. His colleagues at Chandler Architects have always known Milo to be responsible and reliable and are concerned by this uncharacteristic behavior, as am I. Anyone who knows Milo knows he would never leave his beloved cat, Otis, without making arrangements for its care. I’m asking your help to spread the word and hopefully someone will know where he is. Milo is six feet two, has a slim build, has short brown hair and eyes, and is clean-shaven with an olive complexion. He has dual American and Italian citizenship and speaks fluent Italian and English (with a British accent, since he was educated in England). His left earlobe has a tiny scar from a former piercing. He was last seen wearing a black tuxedo with a white shirt and black bow tie and black dress shoes. He also had a pale pink rosebud and succulent boutonniere pinned to his lapel. Thanks for your help. Tory.



I fought back tears as I stared at the photograph of Milo I’d just uploaded to Instagram. I’d taken it last night at the rehearsal dinner. He was beaming his million-dollar smile, dazzling pearly whites, and twinkling eyes. We’d both been giddy with joy.

I couldn’t believe this was happening. My heart raced with the speed of a hummingbird’s fluttering wings, so fast it was almost as if it wasn’t beating at all. I shook my head, not wanting to accept the inevitable conclusion—my husband was gone. My head pulsated in dull throbs as I struggled to reconcile what I’d known to be true with the surreal turn of the last few hours. I sat numbly, as if I’d been hypnotized, as I reflected on the day’s events.

My wedding day started out as planned. In other words, it was pretty near perfect. Nothing more remarkable than my somewhat-of-a-diva hairdresser Philip taking longer than expected to primp the female members of the wedding party, which numbered two, my BFF since elementary school, Ashley Payne, and myself.

“Splendid, my love! You’re going to be the most beautiful bride ever.” Philip darted around me like Tinker Bell, squirting what I hoped were the last bursts of hairspray to my long blonde curls he’d spent the last half hour artfully tousling. Today, Philip had pulled his shoulder-length hair into a man-bun, hence the Tink reference. His abundant hair wasn’t limited to his shiny black mane. Black hair covered his arms and chest, escaping out of his rolled cuffs and unbuttoned shirtfront like the thick, dense growth of a Chia Pet.

My maid of honor, Ashley, hovered nearby. Both of us had spent the last two hours in the Hotel Santa Sofia bridal suite laughing and chatting. Preoccupied with working on our hair and makeup, Philip tuned in to and out of our conversation. When we moved into hour three, Ashley and I got anxious, conveyed through our eye rolls and eyebrow raises, both of us reluctant to trigger one of Philip’s artistic hissy fits that would delay us even more.

Ashley raised her freshly manicured eyebrows, pointed to her elegant watch, and mouthed to me, “It’s one forty-five.”

I furrowed my brow and ever so slightly shook my head to warn her off pressuring Philip and making matters worse. Ashley flicked her head of bouncy black corkscrew curls that Philip had styled to perfection and cleared her throat a few times to try to catch his eye, but when Philip was in the zone, he was like a pointer scenting game, totally focused on its target prey, which, in this case, was my hair.

After a few minutes of purposely swishing her gown to get his attention without success, she finally blurted out, “Tory, the wedding planner needed you downstairs five minutes ago.”

Philip’s eyes flashed and he abruptly put his hands on his hips. “OMG, this is your wedding day. What is she thinking? I’m not going to cut corners on such a momentous occasion. That’s simply ridiculous. What am I? A magician?”

Ashley and I exchanged nervous glances. I held my breath, expecting a rant.

But instead, a gurgling laugh escaped his lips. “Well then, I’d better hurry up. I don’t want to ruin your big day.” Although his enthusiasm was endearing, his smile only thinly veiled the message his steely eyes conveyed: don’t mess with me.

Needless to say, Philip didn’t like to be rushed. Normally, neither did I. But these weren’t normal times. Two weeks ago my father, John Benning, had died in an accident. He’d fallen off the Santa Sofia pier and drowned. And just like that, my world changed forever. I was now an orphan. Granted, a thirty-three-year-old orphan, but an orphan nonetheless. Since then, I’d been numb. Which, truth be told, had its benefits when it came to the hectic swirl of wedding planning. I didn’t think I could have even functioned had it not been for the love of my life, Milo Spinelli, the rising-star architect who’d stolen my heart four months earlier. Milo convinced me to go on with our wedding plans because that was what my father would have wanted. He was right. Nothing had ever daunted John Benning, head of Benning Brothers, the landscape design firm where I worked as a principal designer.

Milo and I met on a site visit for the Hotel Santa Sofia condominium project up the coast. I’d worn gardening clogs, not the usual fashion choice for a landscape architect. Even when meeting clients at dirt sites, I usually wore dressy boots or flats to project a professional image. But that day, since the other two proposals on the short list were also from award-winning firms, I’d decided to throw in some theatrics to make our presentation more memorable. Hence, the gardening clogs to represent the community garden we’d included in our design concept, a feature we hoped would mollify the anti-development activists by demonstrating our sensitivity to the needs of the surrounding neighborhood. I’d hoped our proactive move would impress the owners of Hotel Santa Sofia Properties. Even though we’d designed the gardens for their luxury resort, the Hotel Santa Sofia, three years earlier, I took nothing for granted.

The jury was still out on the status of our bid, but my clog stunt worked wonders for my love life, which, like Santa Sofia, had been experiencing an extended dry spell. Milo worked as the lead project architect for Chandler Architects International, the prime firm who’d invited Benning Brothers to be the subordinate consultant, a.k.a. the sub. Having an invitation to sub was always exciting, but having it extended by a renowned firm such as Chandler was like sprinkles on the cupcake.

We’d exchanged amusing emails and phone calls while putting together our proposal. Milo’s low-key humor and penchant for puns made the proposal process so much fun I might have cyber-stalked him a bit to check his relationship status—for a friend. Maybe once, maybe ten times. Whatever. All I knew was, when I finally met him in person and gazed into those dark eyes, like pools of hot fudge, emphasis on the hot, I was a goner. He’d instantly swept me off my feet or, to be precise, my clogs. As I stepped forward on the rocky dirt and reached out to shake his hand, my foot slipped off my clog and I lost my balance. Before I hit the ground, Milo swept me into his strong arms. Our embrace was a perfect fit. Thereafter, we’d referred to our romance as love at first “site.”

The following week we had our first real date and our relationship heated up quickly, again reflecting Santa Sofia’s status, since wildfire season was upon us. We became inseparable after that. It felt like destiny. Neither of us had ever been happier, caught up in the vortex of a whirlwind romance. When my father died, it was Milo, once again, whose support broke my fall. He provided a strong shoulder to lean on and had gotten me through the past two weeks of utter shock and profound grief.

Philip grabbed another canister out of the twenty-odd ones he’d brought along and gave my hair a few quick bursts of glitter spray. More like pixie dust. Whatever it was, I had to admit Philip had worked his magic to transform me. I felt like a Disney princess. Yes, I had a master’s degree in Landscape Architecture. And no, that didn’t preclude my love of all things sparkly. What could I say? I was complex.

Gazing into the mirror opened a portal to thoughts of my father. He had been so looking forward to walking me down the aisle. My eyes got misty as I thought about how much I missed him on my wedding day. I still couldn’t believe he was dead. How on earth did anyone fall off a pier and die, just like that, especially someone as athletic, fit, and sure-footed as my marathon-running father? Since all accidental deaths required an autopsy in Santa Barbara County, we were still waiting to hear the actual cause of death. Ashley, who had her own law practice, assured me that getting an autopsy performed would ultimately give me greater peace of mind. Knowledge helped with closure, she’d advised, and with any possible insurance or litigation issues that might arise.

“Perfection. Now you’re done, Tory!” He removed the towel around my shoulders with a flourish and arched his eyebrow at Ashley.

Ashley waved her finger at him. “Hey, don’t even start with me, Philip. I’m just the messenger.”

Philip giggled with puppy-like enthusiasm and clapped his hands quickly. “You both look beautiful. Now, hurry!”

I scurried into the adjoining bedroom to quickly slip out of my white terry robe and into my wedding dress. Ashley fastened the last pearl button on the back of my lace gown as I stepped into my glittery Cinderella-like heels. She grabbed my hand and tried to pull me out the door, but Philip insisted on primping my layered tulle veil first.

Ashley tugged my arm. “Thanks, Philip. Girl looks gorgeous. Come on, Tory. You don’t want to be late for your own wedding.”

I turned around. “Thanks, Philip! Love you!”

“Love you, too, darling!” He blew me a kiss as Ashley yanked me down the hall.

I followed the blur of dusty rose chiffon, the pastel shade particularly flattering on Ashley’s light brown skin. Her gown rustled around her statuesque figure as she led the way through the carpeted hallway to the outside circular staircase, where we slowed to carefully navigate the narrow steps. We trotted around the stucco building and down a long outdoor corridor, the shady serenity broken every few yards by flashes of sunny brick courtyards and the sound of bubbling mosaic fountains. Taking care not to catch our gowns on the spiky succulents that overflowed from cement planters dotting the hardscape, we turned left down another arched walkway. A row of guest rooms, with carved wood doors, lined one wall. We turned where our path intersected a wider walkway and finally arrived at a shady portico with pink bougainvillea vines trailing up one side of its arch.

Hotel Santa Sofia’s Hidden Garden stretched in front of us. It had a special meaning to me because I’d designed it for the hotel’s recent renovation. Benning Brothers’ nursery division had planted the native, drought-resistant blooms I’d specified. When I first glimpsed my good-old-boy Uncle Bob, the other brother in Benning Brothers, who’d not only volunteered to walk me down the aisle but also agreed to grace his portly profile with a cummerbund, tears welled in my eyes. The last thing I needed were rivulets of mascara streaming down my cheeks. I tilted my head back slightly, took a deep breath, and told myself Philip would be crushed if I ruined all his hard work before I even made it to the altar.

I focused instead on the rows of white folding chairs on the lawn filled with our friends and family. With Pachelbel’s “Canon” cued and my pink rose and succulent bouquet in hand, I glided along the white runner on my uncle’s arm. At the other end of the garden, under an arbor adorned with white roses, ivy, and other greenery, stood Milo in his tuxedo, beaming at me. We recited our vows and exchanged rings, guests reached for their hankies, and we kissed and lost track of time and place for thirty seconds. Then, arm in arm, we marched down the aisle to the strains of Mendelssohn.

The ceremony had gone off as planned. We were hitched without a hitch. Even my Pomeranian, Iris, had behaved herself. We’d toyed with Iris being a ring bearer for about a minute. We put the kibosh on that genius idea once we realized unfamiliar settings triggered Iris’s separation anxiety, manifested by obsessive barking, stemming from her past shelter days, and negated any obedience training she possessed, which wasn’t much. To be honest, I was so attached to the little fluff ball that the thought of her not being there for my happy day triggered my separation anxiety. Our compromise was to let her observe from a front row seat in the warm but firm embrace of my neighbor, Katie Omstead.

Immediately after the ceremony, Simon, our chatty wedding photographer, steered the wedding party, which included Milo and me, Uncle Bob and Aunt Veronica, my cousin Sam, and Ashley, to a secluded garden alcove where we posed in various configurations. We were planning another celebration with Milo’s whole family in Italy in a few months. After thirty minutes, Simon dismissed everyone except me, since we’d run out of time before the ceremony to take my individual poses. Normally, this change in plans would have stressed me out, but my father’s death had put everything into perspective. So far I’d managed to compartmentalize my emotions for the day, focusing on love and not loss. I was grateful to have married my best friend. I was determined not to let an unexpected fifteen-minute delay bother me. My only concern as I skipped up the circular staircase to my suite afterward was that now I had less time to change into my dancing togs for the reception.

Soft strains of hip-hop music greeted me as I bustled into my room, where Philip stood over Ashley, lifting sections of her soft hair with a comb and wrapping them around a curling iron to refresh some of the curls. Ashley had changed into a silvery pink strapless minidress. She held court on a pale green damask love seat while sipping champagne from a crystal flute. She blew me a kiss. Another half-filled champagne glass sat on an end table.

Philip paused to hold up the bottle and offer me champagne. “Darling, the party has already started.” A laugh gurgled from him before he resumed making Ashley even more beautiful.

“No thanks. Right now, I need to change.”

I ran into the adjacent room. Off came my veil and gown and on came my frothy, snow-white chiffon reception dress with iridescent sequins. It felt good to feel less constricted in the shorter, flirtier dress. I went back to the other room, where Philip pounced on me with a comb and a triangular sponge. He flitted around me, still poking and pulling my hair and blotting my makeup as we all hurried back downstairs with a full minute to spare.

My phone vibrated with a text from Milo: Taking Iris home because she’s freaking out. See you in five.

A tentative feeling of dread overcame me for a moment. Iris had seemed happy at the ceremony, sitting on my neighbor Katie’s lap like a little princess. And why didn’t Milo just bring Iris to me? She usually calmed down as soon as she saw me.

After considering the options for several seconds, I texted Milo back, It’s three. Where are you? We’re waiting for you outside the ballroom. Just bring Iris with you.

I turned to our stylish wedding planner, Helene, all dolled up in diamonds and a silver gray cocktail dress that matched her hair, and shrugged. Her personality was one part teddy bear, one part drill sergeant. Currently, she was a sad bear, with a furrowed brow and pursed lips.

I tried to reassure her with a confident lilt, “I’m sure he’s on his way and will be here shortly.”

She grinned quickly in response and then resumed her frown. After five minutes of phone checking had passed, Helene called Milo. When it went to voice mail, she left a message. “Helene here. Please call me back as soon as you get this. I need to know when you’ll get here so I can plan accordingly. Thanks.”

When she disconnected and our gazes met, I saw the expression of a doctor about to share bad news. She blinked her eyes slowly and looked downward.

I was still trying to figure out Milo’s text about Iris. I looked at my phone as if doing so would make him text back. And then it hit me. What if he and Iris were in a car accident? It wasn’t unusual for Milo to be late, but it was unusual for him to not respond to my text. He was a good driver, but Iris’s separation anxiety caused her to lunge like a crazed hyena. I pictured her jumping in his face at an intersection.

The foyer was empty, except for Ashley, Helene, and me. And Philip, of course, who periodically swooped in with his sponge to blot my increasingly sweaty face, the first telltale sign of my visceral reaction that somewhere in my depths I sensed impending doom. Laughter and loud chatter escaped whenever a server opened the door leading to the Bella Mar ballroom, where we would be introduced as husband and wife for the first time. The cocktail reception scheduled after the ceremony had accomplished its mission of keeping the guests happy until they were fed.

The door to the ballroom swung open and my jaw dropped when my neighbor, Katie Omstead, strolled out with Iris on her bejeweled leash.

“Iris! Thank God!” I bent down as the little fur ball flew into my arms, nearly bowling me over with her kamikaze leap. “I’ve never been so glad to see you!”

Katie, elegant in black, threw back her head in laughter. “She’s so happy to see her mama!” Strands of her neatly coiffed auburn updo fell softly around her face and her lightly freckled nose crinkled as she laughed. “Iris has been a very good girl.”

“Where’s Milo? He texted me he was taking Iris home because she was acting up.”

The stunned look Katie gave me in response chilled me. Katie’s eyelids fluttered and her mouth opened, clearly startled. “Excuse me? I haven’t seen Milo since the ceremony. Iris has been with me the whole time. And like I said, she’s been a very good girl.”

Iris licked my hand relentlessly, as if to corroborate her story.

My mind started to spin out of control as I tried to process the disconnected information. Where could he be? Had he ditched me? It’d only been four months and he left? What else could have happened? Had he tripped and fallen somewhere? Had he taken ill? Was the text a lie? Was the text really from him? Was Katie mistaken? Was this a prank? What the hell was going on? I suddenly became obsessed with admiring the sparkle emanating from my engagement and wedding ring diamonds, scrutinizing their facets in the light, as if peering into a crystal ball, while I tried to make sense out of everything.

I checked my phone. Yep. He’d said he was taking Iris home. I showed it to Katie and Helene. “See? That’s so odd. Why would he say that?”

Helene shook her head and Katie blinked quickly and shrugged. I was sure they were starting to draw the same conclusion as me.

Ten more minutes passed. Ashley and Philip were whispering to each other while I started to fidget with my rings more compulsively. Where is Milo? I texted him repeatedly, but he didn’t respond. I called his phone and he didn’t pick up. I looked at Ashley. She forced a faint smile, her dimples puckering her cheeks, but I saw panic in her hazel eyes. Where the hell is he?

When a full half hour had passed, Helene said we needed to make a decision about what to tell the hundred guests waiting to eat. With every passing minute, it looked like our rendezvous wasn’t meant to be. I had a rock in my stomach as I considered the guests waiting next door with their champagne glasses poised to toast us. But just as the bubbly foam in their flutes disappeared into thin air, so had Milo. Our reception never took off. Milo, however, apparently had.
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Chapter 2
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I passed my phone with the draft of the Instagram post to Ashley. “Okay. How’s this?”

We were back in the bridal suite huddled around a round glass table. I’d been editing the caption on the IG post for the last ten minutes. Philip had stayed downstairs with Helene to handle the guests in the aftermath of the realization that Milo was definitely gone. Where? No one knew. But gone he was.

Ashley studied the screen.

“Well? What do you think?” I leaned back in the peach-colored brocade side chair and crossed my legs, sniffling.

She looked up solemnly and handed my phone back. “Looks good to go.”

“You don’t think I’m overreacting? Should I wait a couple of hours?”

She rested her hand on my shoulder. “Definitely not. In missing person cases, the first couple of hours are critical. It’s not like he had anywhere else to be. It was his own wedding, for God’s sakes.”

I took a deep breath and hit the “Share” button. I checked to make sure it showed up on my account. It had. And it had also posted to Facebook. It was real now.

“Okay, done. I’ll post the link to Twitter later.” I was hoping that the wider audience wouldn’t be necessary.

“No. Do Twitter now too.”

“Okay.”

Ashley squeezed my shoulders. “Good. Now, let’s go look for him. Where do you want to start?”

I thought for a minute. “I don’t know. I guess retrace our steps from the last time we saw him? Where we took the wedding photos.”

Ashley, my biggest cheerleader throughout our shared history in grade school, high school, and college, where we were roommates, jumped up and high-fived me. “All right! We have a plan. Let’s go back to where Simon took the wedding photos after the ceremony.”

Stopping only to grab our purses, we hightailed it to the hotel garden area. We took the Secret Maze shortcut, a labyrinth of pathways bordered by ten-foot hedges. I’d designed it for the Hotel Santa Sofia’s renovation, and it led from our wing to the Hidden Garden, an expanse of lawn surrounded by impatiens and begonia flower beds and azalea, camellia, gardenia, and night-blooming jasmine plants. We’d opted not to waste time changing out of our wedding outfits but now found ourselves regretting that decision, since we were shivering in our short flimsy dresses as the sun started to go down and the fog crept in from the ocean. Plodding through the twists and turns of the gravel and dirt path in heels hadn’t turned out to be a fun choice, either.

Ashley held my arm lightly as I led the way. “You sure you know where you’re going?”

“Are you kidding? I designed this baby. I could figure out the fastest route in my sleep.”

“What about in the dark?”

“It’s not dark yet. It’s just the shade from the tall hedges. Calm down.” But even as I spoke, the dimming light, like my bravado, began to fade, making it increasingly hard to see where I was going.

Ashley spoke quickly and verged on hysterical. “Okay. FYI, it’s official—I think I’m claustrophobic. It’s like a jungle in here. Who knows what type of wildlife is roaming around hungry—”

“Oh, stop!”

I didn’t need any of her negative thoughts. I had enough of my own. But she had a point. It was kind of creepy in the maze and, though hardly a jungle, Santa Sofia was home to a diverse wildlife population, many nocturnal, including coyotes, raccoons, possums, skunks, and even mountain lions, but I didn’t want to stoke Ashley’s fear. The dense hedges were three feet wide and shut out the light and connection with the other pathways, making us effectively isolated from other humans, but not from any critter worth its salt, especially when recent wildfires had caused them to come into more populated areas in search of water, shelter, and food. Although we could hear voices when someone was on the other side, we couldn’t see anything. For all I knew, an unseen predator might be silently stalking us on the other side of the thick hedges, waiting for the right moment to pounce through the dense foliage to seize their next meal, in other words, Ashley and me.

As it turned out, around the next bend we did come face-to-face with a predator, but he was of the human, creepy stalker variety. Standing before us reeking of garlic was Santa Sofia Police Department (SSPD) sergeant Ernesto Gomez, my old middle school classmate who’d been obsessed with me in seventh grade. According to several mutual acquaintances, he’d never really gotten over my rejection, nor any female rejection, for that matter, because he had zero empathy. It never occurred to him that the reason we all rejected him was that being stalked twenty-four seven by a mouth breather with the social skills of a turtle was intimidating to a thirteen-year-old girl. Ernie never perceived himself as the problem, as demonstrated by his badmouthing of any girl who’d rejected him. Nevertheless, career-wise his bravado had served him well and was put to good use intimidating criminals and impressing police department higher-ups since he was rising through the ranks quickly. Any time I ran into him he tried to hit on me, and when I would once again rebuff him, he’d resume a surly attitude. I stopped short and Ashley, on my heels, bumped into me.

Ernie leered at us expectantly. “Well, well, well. Look who we have here, the jilted bride.”

He might just as well have said “Gotcha.” I forced a weak smile. “Hi, Ernie.”

“And her jilted bridesmaid.” Ernie raised his bushy eyebrows up and down at Ashley.

I swung my arm back to keep Ashley from attacking him on the spot. “I only wish the explanation for Milo’s disappearance was that simple. I’m worried something bad has happened to him.”

Ernie had always reminded me of a cold fish, literally and figuratively. He had a cold-blooded, reptilian vibe going on. He had no chin to speak of, a feature his constantly gaping mouth only accentuated.

He gave me a lurid smile as his gaze roamed my body. “Yeah, I saw your Instagram post. That’s why I’m here checking things out.”

Ashley broke through my block. “The only thing I see you checking out is Tory.” Under her breath she added, “Some things never change.”

I’d always suspected Ernie had gone into law enforcement for the wrong reason, more for the power than for the nobler calling to protect and serve. Already our brief interaction had confirmed my worst fears. I believed in giving people the benefit of the doubt but, dude, my eyes were up here.

Ernie’s smile faded. “Why do you think something bad has happened to your husband? Did he have any enemies?”

“None that I know of.”

“Who would want to hurt your husband on his wedding day of all days?”

I shook my head. “That’s just it. I don’t know. He never mentioned any jealous ex-girlfriends.”

He moved closer to me. “You know, I would never leave you on your wedding day.”

Ashley stepped up. “Really? Are you trying to hit on her when her husband has just disappeared?”

Ernie furrowed his brow.

“Ernie’s not hitting on me, are you, Ernie?” I tried to salvage his pride by denying the obvious only because I needed his cooperation.

He shook his head and glared at Ashley. “But you suspect foul play?”

Heartened by the thought he might actually be of help, I forced an ingratiating smile. “I do.”

“Why exactly?”

“Because we had plans for our future together. We had reservations to fly to Italy to celebrate our marriage with his family. We’d lined up a realtor to sell his town house. We were looking ahead and we were in it for the long term together.”

Ernie scratched his head. “Hmm. Would anyone profit from his death?” He scrutinized me with a mean squint. “What about a will? I’m assuming you’re the main beneficiary.”

Ashley moved in between Ernie and me. “What about it?”

Ernie threw her a sly smile. “I was wondering if he had one, and if he did, who benefited.” He gave me the side-eye.

Ashley had helped both Milo and me with legal matters recently and, in fact, we’d both had wills drawn up and had designated each other as beneficiary.

Ashley stood up straighter. “Don’t say another word, Tory. As her lawyer, I must insist you set up a formal interview if you want to ask my client any questions regarding her husband’s disappearance. Come on, Tory. We have a real investigation to conduct.”

Ernie sputtered for a few seconds. “I’ll call you to set up an appointment. Make sure you don’t leave town. I could always extradite you, you know.”

Ashley tugged on my arm as she pushed by Ernie. Once we’d moved out of earshot, she stopped. “Okay, you lead the way. I have no idea where I’m going.”

I took the lead. “I can’t get over Ernie. Where does he think I’m going to go? Italy?”

“Well, you did mention you were planning on going there.”

“Oh, yeah. You’re right. Shoot! I need to cancel the tickets.”

Great. As if I didn’t already have enough to worry about, the last thing I needed was to have to deal with Ernie and his insinuations. Ernie’s words echoed in my head. Even Ernie wouldn’t have left me on my wedding day. What did that say about Milo? Had Milo had second thoughts? Was I an idiot for searching for someone who might have purposely left me? Or did he have an enemy he’d never told me about? If he did, what had Milo done for someone to hate him enough to possibly harm him? I shivered at the thought a dangerous person might be at large. For the next few minutes, Ashley and I marched onward through the maze in silence as I struggled to get my mental turmoil under control.

Ashley clung to my arm. “Are you positive you know how to get out of here? Wild animals pale by comparison to being lost in this maze with Ernie.”

I chuckled. “I think Ernie’s the one who should worry. You were fierce back there.”

“Thanks.”

“Don’t worry about getting lost. We’re good. I promise. Just keep your eyes open for anything out of the ordinary. Maybe Milo dropped something. I don’t know what we’re looking for really. Just be observant.”

My gaze roamed the ground, straining to see something, anything, that would give me hope. I really wasn’t hoping we’d find Milo on the ground. The whole host of morbid scenarios that conjured up made my knees wobbly just thinking about them. I started to tremble, nevertheless, and tried to convince myself it was the cooler temperatures of the late afternoon rather than my visceral reaction to the shock of Milo’s disappearance. Probably both, but despite freezing and feeling like I’d been shot in the heart with a stun gun, my brain geared into overdrive.

Where the devil is Milo? And why did he lie about Iris? It was bad enough he was gone, but he knew how attached I was to her. Why would he give me the scare of my life and make me think they were both missing? That was just plain cruel, and so unlike him. Whatever the reason, I had a sinking feeling I couldn’t deny. Not only figuratively, but literally. A stretch of the maze had turned into a quagmire. With each step, the heels of my Cinderella slippers sunk into the squishy dirt underneath the gravel pathway. I continued the rest of our journey on tiptoe as I silently swore at the hotel groundskeepers for over-irrigating during a drought.

The Secret Maze had three outlets: one that led to the wing of the hotel where the bridal suite was located, one that led to a small parking lot, and the one we now approached that led to the Hidden Garden, where we’d had our ceremony. The nomenclature of Secret Maze and Hidden Garden was a bit misleading, less a literal reference and more a branding attempt to conjure up the wonder of childhood adventures, since both were in plain sight for anyone who visited the hotel grounds.

Ashley stopped abruptly. “Wait a minute. Did Milo ever go into the Secret Maze? What’s the point of trudging through here if he never went here?”

My thoughts flashed to the moment days before when I first introduced him to the maze. He’d marveled over every detail I pointed out. I’d shown him all the little cubbyholes carved into the dense hedges with platforms and feeders for birds and squirrels, inspired by Iris’s crazy squirrel obsession. We hadn’t encountered any squirrels, but Milo had spotted a tiny hummingbird nest the size of a walnut shell hidden in one of the recesses.

“Yeah, we took the maze shortcut to our suite this morning from the parking lot.”

Ashley lowered her head and squinted at me. “Are you okay?”

“What?” I gave her a wistful smile. “Yeah, I’m fine. He thought it was cool.”

“Good. I just wanted to make sure I wasn’t out here freezing my butt off for nothing.”

I laughed as I picked up my pace.

“Hey! Can you slow down? I’m having a hard time keeping up with you in this tight dress. Last thing I need is to lose you.”

“We can’t linger too long. We won’t be able to see as well once the sun goes down.”

When I stopped and turned around, she was tugging at her dress.

“Can’t you just hike it up while we’re in the maze? It’s not like anyone is going to see you.” I suppressed a chuckle as I resumed leading the way.

“Ouch!” Ashley swore under her breath.

“Now what?”

“I just kicked something.”

I spun around and looked at her feet with her pearly pink toenails peeking out of her sandals. I didn’t see anything at first. I scanned my phone’s flashlight around the area and gasped. “Oh. My. God. It’s a phone.” I bent down to pick up the muddy phone and became lightheaded as I stood up. The screen looked like someone had smashed it with a hammer.

Ashley caught her breath. “I swear my toe didn’t do that.”

“It’s not that. It’s an iPhone with a blue case. It’s Milo’s phone.”

Ashley’s eyes widened. “Are you sure?”

“How many people do you know who have a blue iPhone cover like this?”

Ashley gulped hard, registering her agreement. “I wonder how it got here?”

“I don’t know. But dropping a phone would never cause this kind of damage. Look at it—it’s destroyed. It doesn’t make sense unless he was trying to hide something.”

Ashley shook her head. “Hold up. You’re jumping to conclusions. Ruining your own phone like that doesn’t make sense. It could have gotten smashed in a fight. I bet someone else did it. Looks like they were real mad too.”

Our gazes locked.

I took a deep breath. “Okay, so let’s say Milo cut through the maze to go back to the hotel after Simon took our group shots and ran into someone who was enraged for some reason and they smashed his phone to smithereens, then what?”

We both exchanged a frightened look as we realized at the same moment where this was heading. And it wasn’t good.

My voice quavered. “Why would someone smash his phone so violently?”

Ashley shuddered. “Maybe they wanted to send a message.”

“Like what?”

She nervously fidgeted with her dress and spoke hesitantly. “Um, I don’t know. Maybe to warn us off trying to find Milo or—”

I grasped her arm and leaned in closer, trying to get her to speed it up. “Or what? Stop skirting the issue.”

Her eyes flickered and the corners of her mouth rose and fell as we both realized my unintended pun.

“Okay.” She inhaled slowly and then exhaled. “Or we’ll end up like his phone.”

I hated to admit it. But I had to agree.
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Ashley scoured the gravel-covered ground looking for more clues. I dropped Milo’s iPhone into my shoulder bag and almost immediately my upper body tensed. I felt like I was carrying the emotional baggage equivalent of an anvil. I was positive it was Milo’s phone—I could feel it in my gut, and my gut feelings usually served me well. The last time I trusted my gut was when I met Milo, and that wound up being the best relationship of my life. Now my gut feelings were telling me something bad had happened to him. After seeing the devastating damage someone’s violent act had had on his phone, it wasn’t a big stretch to imagine how that same violence might look if directed toward him. I quivered at the thought.

Ashley stretched and adjusted her dress. “These heels and dress are killing me.” The sides of her mouth turned up, forcing a weak smile, but her eyes froze in mortification. She crouched down again, her head hung in awkward embarrassment. “Sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”

Clearly she was thinking about Milo possibly being dead or killed. And yet I was the one she accused of jumping to conclusions. “That’s okay.” I patted her shoulder. “But let’s not go there quite yet. If something bad happened to him, it doesn’t mean he’s necessarily dead. Although, if the dude ran off with another woman, I might be tempted to kill him.”

“Um, tell me how you really feel. But I agree with everything you just said. Our imaginations are in overdrive and we might be getting ahead of ourselves.” Ashley laughed lightly. “That being said, I wonder if someone smashed the phone here or somewhere else. They could’ve flung it over the hedge from another pathway. What do you think?”

I chuckled. “So much for considering other possibilities. But good call. We should probably check out all the maze pathways to see if there are any clues there. The more I think about it, I don’t think it was smashed to send a message as much as to destroy evidence.”

Ashley straightened up and wiggled her dress into its proper position. “You mean his phone log and text messages?”

I nodded. “Yeah. I think the intent was to wipe out a record of who Milo had been talking to—especially right before he disappeared.”

“Like a kidnapper?”

“Yes, maybe.”

“So you think someone took him for a ransom?”

“Right now, that’s my hope, given the other possibilities.”

“But why didn’t they take the whole phone with them and dispose of it somewhere else?”

“I don’t know. I’m free-associating. Trying to consider all possibilities. If he was kidnapped, maybe his kidnapper stepped on it accidentally and got flustered and was afraid of being caught with Milo’s phone on them.”

Ashley pulled her face into a sad pout. She rearranged a few wayward curls of mine like a mama cat grooming her kitten before resuming her search for clues, cursing at her tight dress as she crouched down again.

“Look, Tory, over here!” She pointed to a big rock in the shallow gully at the foot of the hedge. Her voice was breathless with excitement. “I bet that’s what someone used to smash the crap out of his phone.”

The light gray rock was about the size of my open hand. I imagined it would be easy to grip and use to smash a phone. Or hit someone. It was big, smooth, and oval—and out of place in the maze. The only other rocks in the maze were the small ones in the pea gravel covering the pathways. I caught my breath when I realized why this larger rock looked so familiar. Rocks like this decorated the base of trees that bordered the Hidden Garden. I knew because I was the one who’d specified them. Landscape architects favored them for trim and borders. Their smooth, clean look lent a Zen-like quality to gardens—the exact opposite of what it now represented, violence.

I inspected it without picking it up or touching it. “I don’t think we should touch it because—”

“Fingerprints?”

“Exactly. I don’t know whether it’s possible to leave fingerprints on a rock, but I don’t want to mess them up if you can.”

Ashley stood upright. “I doubt it, but they might be able to get DNA evidence.”

We both took pictures of it with our phones. I moved to the opposite side to take some shots from a different angle. When my flash went off and spotlit the rock, my heart sank.

I squeezed Ashley’s wrist. “Please tell me that’s not blood on the rock.”

Ashley knelt down, using her phone’s flashlight, and let out a whistle. “Holy crap. That’s what it looks like.” She grabbed my hand and stood up. When our gazes met, I saw fear in her eyes and she hugged me. She pulled back and held my gaze. “You need to file a missing person’s report with the police as soon as possible and tell them about the smashed phone and bloodstained rock.”

I nodded in sad agreement, hating the turn our search for Milo was taking.

“And by police, I mean someone who is smart and fair-minded, pretty much anyone other than Ernie.”

I took a deep breath and forced myself to push on. “Okay. I’ll call Adrian right now.”

One of the benefits of living in a small town was you were likely to know someone, or someone who knows someone, in practically every city department, from the mayor’s office to the police department. Adrian Ramirez was another old classmate of ours who was currently a police sergeant bucking for lieutenant. If there were a bell-shaped curve of decent stand-up guys, Adrian would fall on the right, above-average tail of the graph, whereas Ernie would find himself on the left-side tail at the lower end of the distribution. My rankings were based on years of observing their behavior and interacting with them from kindergarten through high school. Since Santa Sofia was a small town with slim pickings on many counts, Ashley and I had spent our four high school years chasing after the same few good guys. Adrian was one of those guys so, consequently, we’d both briefly dated him, and by “dated” I meant we hung out with him at the strip mall opposite our school. We’d ended up becoming good buddies with him but lost touch when we’d all graduated and moved on to college. Ashley had since lamented to me, during a particularly maudlin happy hour session, ironically, that she viewed Adrian as the one who’d gotten away.
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