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Chapter One




Ava

Slinging drinks at some dive bar wasn’t exactly my first career choice when I was a little girl, but working there gave me a few things a regular job couldn’t provide. Anonymity. Freedom. A reason to stay up all night so I could vigilantly observe people. A room full of big guys to protect me if anyone came looking. All useful things for someone in my predicament. 

Despite said predicament, I was stupid and reckless. Never being one to listen to my mother’s advice and mind my own damn business, I jumped headfirst into something wicked. It started innocently enough, and I told myself it was pretty freaking brave.

The woman at the bar that fateful night looked lost and uncomfortable with her surroundings. I first thought she was drunk, but then I noticed her trying to avoid some guys who were harassing her. They should’ve scared me, but stupid, reckless people aren’t usually scared when they should be. Even after the guys left, she looked shaken. I tried striking up a conversation with her, but her eyes held a familiar emptiness. I’d seen similar eyes looking back at me in the mirror far too many times.

That look, combined with her having a few more drinks after they left, made me worry. When she left, I didn’t see the harm in following her. It wasn’t just about whether she was too impaired to get home; something in her eyes drew me in, a reflection of my own past.

I wasn’t trying to get involved in something nefarious, but found myself in the middle of some heavy shit. By the time I caught up to her, I was too late.

She was dead.

I was sure of it. No one could survive losing the amount of blood that was pooling around her head. I’d only seen that much blood one other time in my life, and that person most certainly did not survive. Panic filled my already overwhelmed mind as I frantically scanned the parking lot for the killer. If he was still there watching me, I could be next.

I should’ve told someone what I saw, but who would’ve believed me? I didn’t even believe it myself, which is why I left the quiet little church parking lot exactly the way I found it. I left her there. Lying on the cold, hard ground.

Before I made it back to the bar, my guilty conscience began eating away at me. Actually, it was more like beating me over the head. What if she wasn’t dead? While it seemed unlikely, if there was a remote possibility, I had to be sure. So, shortly after I returned to the bar, I went back to the church. All the way there, I worried about what to do if she was still alive. I’d have to call for help, but I couldn’t wait around for an ambulance, much less the cops. I could not be there when the cops showed up.

Arriving at the scene, it was clear my worry about having to call an ambulance was unfounded, but not for the reason I thought. I expected to find her body there, right where I left her, lying in a pool of blood. Instead, there was no body, no blood, no… nothing. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing with my own eyes. Or really, what I wasn’t seeing was more accurate.

She. Was. Gone.

No blood, no injured woman, no one threatening her or me. Nothing.

My eyes frantically searched the parking lot for whomever could’ve moved her body. Was he still there? Was I in danger? Instincts took over, and I reached for my purse to retrieve the handgun I’d carried ever since that night not so long before. The night that changed the entire trajectory of my life.

Shit!

I’d left the bar on a whim and didn’t have my purse, which was still in the breakroom. If there was someone out there lurking in the shadows, I’d need some way to stop him. I looked around for anything I might be able to use as a weapon. Because it was Friday night and the members of the congregation responsible for keeping the place clean wouldn’t be there until the next day before services on Sunday, there was a plethora of interesting things lying about. Not much in the way of weapons, unfortunately. I found a dirty syringe, which would come in handy only if someone got close enough to me. Otherwise, I had to figure it out on my own.

Due to the lack of appropriate weapons, I decided the best course of action would be for me to run like hell and hope no one caught me. I stayed close to the buildings and out of the streetlights while I ran and avoided taking shortcuts through unknown alleys. I didn’t want to draw attention to myself by sprinting into the night like a crazy woman, but I also wanted to get someone’s attention if I needed it. My brain wasn’t functioning properly, and it hadn’t occurred to me that I hadn’t seen another soul since leaving the bar the second time. It was eerily quiet, almost as if even the dregs of society knew they should’ve stayed off the streets that night. Well, at least everyone but me. I was the dumbass out there running for my life.

Rounding the corner of the building toward the entrance of the bar, knowing I was almost back to safety was the most frightening part of the whole trek. I ran those last few yards like my life depended on it. Perhaps it did. Regardless, I’d never been happier to step foot in that seedy old place. Even with the creepy customers and the low-life owner, I still felt a million times safer. At least I wasn’t alone. At least I wasn’t dead. Like that girl.

Over the next few days, every moment of that night played slowly in my mind. On repeat. I wondered about her. Who was she? Where was she from? Would someone miss her when she didn’t come home?

Her face was emblazoned in my memory. Shy. Beautiful. Long blonde hair and dark blue eyes. Wearing little makeup, she didn’t need it. Just your everyday girl next door. She looked out of place with her loose-fitting summer sweater and blue jeans in her sensible shoes. Nothing like the other female patrons of the bar. No short, tight dresses cut down to there. No tits and ass hanging out or makeup so thick it could’ve been applied with a spatula. Just a quiet, simple girl. Or at least that’s the image I’d created for her in my mind. Maybe I was way off base. She could have been a secret hell-raiser who got mixed up with the wrong people, and maybe that’s what got her killed.

The nagging question in the back of my mind was what happened to her body? Someone moved her and cleaned up the mess in the short time I was gone. Was it a professional job, or was she just in the wrong place at the wrong time? Whatever happened, one thing was certain. I had to watch my back. It happened fast and someone could’ve seen me either leaving the first time or when I came back the second time. How could I have been such an idiot? Who the hell leaves a murder scene, doesn’t report it, and then goes back fifteen minutes later by herself with no weapon? A fucking moron, that’s who.

I watched people more intently than usual after then, whether I was at work or simply at the grocery store. Everyone and everything made me nervous, and each person I saw was a potential killer.

Did the guy at the bar know what I’d seen?

Was someone going to stick a knife in my back when I wasn’t paying attention?

The paranoia was getting to me, and I had to find a distraction before I went out of my mind.









