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      This book is dedicated to the little guy who has a dream. You only live once…my wish is that you grab onto the bucking horns of life and hold on until that bull is yours.
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Chapter One


          

          
            COLDBLOODED KILLERS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dear Darcy,

        My cell is cold and damp and the overwhelming taste of mold feels like a man’s hands squeezing around my throat. It’s hard to breathe sometimes—being alone like this—but the squeaking of the rats in the walls is the only thing that keeps me alive. I had a pet rat once. His name was Reaper. He used to sleep with me and was extremely smart and adaptable. I went away for a week, and my family forgot to feed him. I guess he got hungry because he crawled out of his cage and looked for dinner in my little brother’s crib. It wasn’t Reaper’s fault. He was driven by circumstance…just like me.

      

      

      My breathing hitched in my chest as I quickly stuffed the letter back inside the Lucasville Prison envelope. It wasn’t the time to dissect my fifth correspondence from a coldblooded killer. But the lunatic, who’d attempted to murder me last spring, had aspirations of making me a jailhouse pen pal. I wasn’t sure why I read the letters, but even with several life-in-prison sentences, Wannabe Pen Pal still scared the bejeezus out of me. Why? I’d come to believe the psycho was part cockroach and would survive a nuclear war. Wannabe Pen Pal had been whisked into the back of an ambulance, presumably bound for the graveyard. Somehow, all that crazy survived.

      All I knew was I’d always be watching my back…death row or not.

      I briefly buried my face in my hands, my breath choking me with the memory. Outrunning a murderer wasn’t something a person could file away as the forgettable—you simply prayed your subconscious learned to deal. Unfortunately, I’d just encountered another crime scene that I’d have to process in the recesses of my mind.

      The scene looked like any other. Everything remained a clue until proven otherwise. The only items in my room out of place were two dead bodies splayed across the carpet. Rigor mortis had already set in—still, I fumbled helplessly with the body parts and tried to piece them back together. After five heart-pounding minutes, I realized I couldn’t resuscitate or sew back together what had been a catastrophic event.

      Death was final. I knew that better than anyone.

      I’m Darcy Walker, and I fear death will always follow me. I’d been here before—when I was too young to understand—and it sucked like the previous time. I grew up feeling responsible for things that technically weren’t my fault, and fate had given me something else I could add to the list.

      Never try to outrun fate, I told myself.

      The witch had a way of letting you know she had plans you couldn’t change.

      Last Christmas I received my first pet, a goldfish I’d named after George Washington. It was August, and I’d already endured the deaths of Presidents Washington through Coolidge. Obviously, I lacked in the maternal department. In one of my infamous impulse purchases, I’d bought two hermit crabs the day before I named Frick and Frack. Well, something had happened in the world of Frick and Frack because I just discovered their mutilated corpses in my bedroom, next to the bloody mouth of my BFF, Justice’s, black gerbil.

      Lesson of the day? Don’t gerbil-sit again…ever.

      MacArthur (the gerbil, AKA crab murderer), in my meek forensic opinion, was the culprit. Granted, I couldn’t justify how two crabs crawled out of a smooth, glass bowl, but MacArthur’s two front teeth had no doubt cracked open their shells. I suppose on some level I should be impressed, but the dismembered claws were a grisly visual too hard to erase. Glancing at the blood-splattered gerbil curled peacefully in a ball, I concluded the little bugger was psycho.

      While my father and I dropped the crab guts into a Diamond matchbox, I willed my hands to stop shaking as I looked into the round empty fishbowl they’d called home. A crucifix hung above it that was placed there by my nanny when Thomas Jefferson died.

      “Help me, Jesus,” was all I could mutter.

      “Are you okay?” my dad grumbled.

      Okay? I had one foot in heck and the other in what-the-freak just happened. “Not really,” I answered.

      “Did you starve them?”

      “No.”

      “Poison them?”

      “No.”

      “Place them between the pages of a book and jump your godforsaken body all over them?” I gave him a negative nod as I talked myself out of hyperventilating. “Well, I’m tapped out,” he grunted, trying futilely to insert humor into an otherwise crappy situation. “Do you have any theories?”

      “No, Murphy. I’m theorizing nothing.”

      My word, if I told him my suspicions about MacArthur, Justice would be looking for a new pet.

      My father and I’d been on a first name basis since I’d turned six months old. Murphy stood six foot two with wavy, chestnut brown hair, and deep-set dark, chocolate eyes. His cheekbones were high and chiseled, perched on a flawless angular face except for a scar over his left eye and a crooked nose. To me, they added character. They made him ruggedly real. What didn’t make him seem real, however, were his eyes. On a bad day, they looked coldblooded, callous, and uncaring. On good days, they screamed to run to his arms.

      For all intents and purposes, he reeked of reformed bad boy…a fastard. In Darcyspeak, a fastard was the type to take a woman’s heart, rip it out of her chest, and then move onto another girl while she was lying there dying.

      Thank God, he’d mellowed and sworn off women.

      It was Friday, and I hadn’t seen him in two weeks. At sunup, I’d be flying to Florida, and needless to say, happiness was eluding him. Add the deaths of my hermit crabs, a letter from Wannabe Pen Pal, and he looked like a block of C4 ready to blow.

      “I missed you, kid,” he grumbled as we made our way downstairs. “And now you’re going away again. This will be four weeks total where your father doesn’t get to see you. That might be a first.”

      “After two weeks with Winston, I need a vacation.”

      Murphy gave me his best you’re-not-kidding look. Winston sired my father, but let’s be real, they loved best from afar. My little sister and I had just returned from our annual vacation at Grandpa Winston’s farm in Kentucky. We normally crossed the border the first two weeks in July, but we delayed our trip while he participated in a much-hyped Civil War Reenactment. We all knew how the war ended, but Winston proudly represented a group of men who replayed it for those who failed history class.

      After two weeks, I’d hit my limit on his favorite subject too—premarital sex. I’d never had a boyfriend and sixteen was knocking at my door. It was safe to say my virtue remained as intact as the day I popped out of the womb.

      I attempted to lighten the mood. “Winston and I talked about boys again. Soooo,” I said, pausing and laughing naughtily, “guess what I learned?”

      Predictably, Murphy bristled up. “This is America, kid, and you have the right to be stupid, but now’s not the time for you to exercise your right.”

      Stupid was my favorite word. It could cover all parts of speech and explain all sorts of behavior. Most might bristle at the word, but according to Murphy (and I had to agree), Stupid’s a frame of mind. It’s not an indicator of intelligence.

      Unfortunately, my frame of mind jumped back on the Frick and Frack death wagon as soon as we hit the kitchen. “Maybe they died in some sort of weird copulation ceremony,” I muttered. “You know, when they were trying to have baby crabs and things got a little rough.” Nothing surprised me anymore, and I didn’t know much about the reproductive habits of hermit crabs anyway. All Murphy told me about the opposite sex was that I’d pee the bed if I allowed someone to kiss me before the wedding night.

      I longed to pee the bed…I really, really did.

      A sigh left his chest. “Can the potty mouth, kid. Your conversations always start in ornery and then nosedive into vulgar.”

      True.

      I didn’t use the traditional four-lettered words, but I did have the urge to say things that good breeding claimed was for behind closed doors conversations only. Words like iniquity engineer represented sinners, fastard described the bad boys, habaneros meant the hooters, and the boom boom, hoo-hah was the butt. And to tag a line on all the other sinful behavior I didn’t know the meanings of, in the words of Otis Day, I assigned the term shama lama, ding-dong.

      Murphy scratched the back of his neck, glanced at the box in his hand, and set the remains on the kitchen countertop with a sigh. He collapsed back onto the brown leather couch in his normal dad attire: white golf shirt, navy shorts, and grass-stained socks. “Give me the 411,” he muttered, changing the subject.

      Murphy deliberately changed topics—something he always did when relationships, or God forbid, death was on the docket.

      I pulled my iPhone out of my back pocket and pitched it on the counter. Kicking off my flip-flops, I crawled onto the sofa, snuggling next to him with the details.

      “The usual…sun and fun. Plus, Dylan wants to ride a mechanical bull at a country bar and zip line over gators.”

      “Country bar?” he grumbled.

      “Yeah, it’s called Cowboys,” I told him. “I figure I’ll knock back a few shots of whiskey and then strip on top of the counter.”

      “Of course,” he deadpanned. “Anything less would be a disappointment. What about this gator thing?”

      “At Gatorland, you can zip line over breeding gators.”

      “Make sure to unsnap your harness,” he joked.

      I burst out laughing and glanced around the four walls, all painted in a neutral shade of khaki. Our house represented your basic single-family unit. Three bedrooms upstairs with a vaulted ceiling and a master bedroom downstairs no one had stepped inside for years. I’d miss it, but it was hardly Norman Rockwell or as exciting as zip lining over gator debauchery.

      “I want to see the naughty gators,” I said and giggled.

      Murphy chuckled, his eyes squinting together. “Kid, your mind is utter filth. You need to work on that.”

      “I’ve got a reputation to uphold. I wouldn’t want to let my fan club down.”

      “You put a whole new spin on the term no-brainer,” he said, sighing sarcastically. “How much money does gator girl need?”

      “Zero.”

      I vacationed with my best friend, Dylan Taylor, every summer, and his family was loaded. We’re talking house-in-Florida kind of loaded. Spring-breaks-in-Maui kind of loaded. Head of the clan, Colton Taylor, worked as a vice president at Go Glam! Cosmetics and made Mark Zuckerberg look dirt poor. Somewhere along the road, I became their stray cat…a privilege that earned an all-expenses paid, annual vacation via their private Learjet. No kidding, a freaking Learjet. If I’d learned anything, you made a major faux pas if you tried to foot the bill for even a pack of gum. Colton had a few rules: the biggest, he paid. The money Murphy sent was reserved for clothing, gifts for my little sister, or a random donation to the destitute or homeless.

      Murphy mumbled, “I need to sell eye shadow.”

      “What’s for dinner?” I asked.

      Murphy was still stuck in eye shadow. “Dogs and burgers,” he finally muttered, “but first on the list is a burial. Sweet Jesus,” he prayed, or maybe he was swearing. “I hate burials. Plus, I have to find a murderer.”

      I had to agree. Even though my mouth watered for a hot dog—my favorite food—dead animal parts took precedence. Especially when the temperature was sweltering like an erupting volcano, and they’d begun to smell.

      I live in Valley, a suburb of Cincinnati, OH, and the temperature had topped out at ninety-nine degrees. Half dressed in cut-off jean shorts and a white tank, that small amount of clothing did little to combat a heat index of one hundred and ten. The humidity grabbed me around the throat and squeezed like…

      “Holy hell,” I finished out loud.

      Murphy elbowed me so hard he might’ve snapped a rib. “Quit cursing, kid. The house is at an acceptable climate of seventy-six degrees,” he rattled off. “Watch your mouth, and drink a glass of water.” Murphy went ape poopoo when someone messed with the thermostat. Keeping his electric bill low was science, but he wasn’t necessarily cheap. He merely liked to beat the system…or gamble.

      My little sister, Marjorie, swan dived in between us, her pink dress riding high above her hips. She sang, “Jesus loves me,” and I thought of my two dead crabs. Ugh, I didn’t want to touch that song any more than I wanted someone to slice my gut open.

      “Hey, M,” I grunted.

      With almond-shaped, brown eyes and fire engine red, wavy hair, we rarely called her Marjorie. I nicknamed her M as a baby, afraid she’d never figure out how to spell her eight-lettered name. She had it mastered by age two.

      “Well…” she started.

      I heard that song “Killing Me Softly” in my brain. Marjorie tended to be the “wordy” type. Starting a sentence with “well,” meant a thirty-minute recap of a thirty-second exchange.

      “Well, what?” I asked, wincing.

      “I’m in love with Bobby Gerber. We’re going to get married or maybe live together.”

      “Oh, God,” Murphy prayed. “Live together?”

      “You know, combine their resources in this time of economic woe,” I said, giggling loudly.

      Murphy kneed me in the thigh. “You’re messed up ten ways from Sunday, kid.”

      Marjorie looked confused, assuming he’d addressed her. “I’m not messed up ten ways from Sunday. I don’t even know what that means.” I didn’t either, but Murphy talked in religious-speak when he was beside himself. “I’ve just found the man I love,” she added, smiling big.

      Murphy mumbled to the ceiling about going to church more. “Marjorie, that kid is twisted, and you’re both too young to have boyfriends.”

      Murphy made sure of that at the beginning of the summer. There was a guy named Liam Woods who I’d gotten close to at the end of sophomore year…it was inevitable. The psycho student—eh, Wannabe Pen Pal—wanted both of us dead and nearly succeeded with Liam by employing some black belt karate skills. Trouble was, Liam graduated in May, and things fizzled out before they really got started. He visited a few times, but we wound up watching movies or watching Murphy watch us. I think it humored Liam, but he moved to Alabama three weeks earlier to attend Auburn University on a swimming scholarship. Let’s just say he’d either drowned or found a new girlfriend.

      “She said marry,” I clarified.

      Murphy tried, but his patience expired before it reached full maturation. He stared at her, back at me, debated whether to be politically correct, and just blurted out, “He’s stupid.”

      “He’s bad?” Marjorie frowned.

      Murphy grunted, “A bad apple, kid.”

      No kidding. Bobby loved to blow crap up. Unfortunately, I was the type that often needed his employ. I’d given him ten bucks for various jobs over the years. In my little corner of the world, I liked to think I’d taught him the value of self-employment. Come to think of it, I wonder if Bobby had paid Frick and Frack a visit.

      Murphy smelled under both his arms, slid a glance in my direction, and then narrowed his eyes on Marjorie. “Please tell me you aren’t wearing your sister’s voodoo cream.”

      “I am,” she beamed. “Claudia said I needed to start early because Darcy’s boobies aren’t responding.”

      “Sweet Jesus,” Murphy whispered.

      Claudia Gonzalez is my Puerto Rican nanny. She practiced what Murphy considered the Dark Arts (ahem, voodoo), and at the top of her list was a potion that promised to provide an ample bosom. She claimed the answer lay in the crescent moon, so during that phase I slathered on a paste concocted by her and her sister. The cream was bogus. I was barely a B-cup and experiencing hot flashes and unnatural chest hair growth.

      Marjorie smelled like she’d been dabbling in the goo.

      “Claudia said the smell means it’s working,” she said, grinning big.

      “I figured that meant it was rotting,” Murphy muttered, “but who am I to judge what is clearly science?”

      Murphy did sarcasm better than anyone.

      The conversation predictably sailed over her head. “That’s right, Daddy, don’t judge. But if you must know, it’s comprised of witch hazel and island plant life.”

      Murphy snorted. “Well, you’ve got the witch part right.” Murphy was petrified of the spirit world and even more petrified of anything that had to do with Claudia’s sister. Murphy read the part in the Bible over and over about the Antichrist ushering in the end of the world…he believed Claudia’s sister might be the vessel delivering it.

      He pushed all three of us off the couch and ambled over to the countertop and picked up the Diamond matchbox.

      “Make yourself useful, kid,” he said to me, opening the back door to scout for a burial plot. He pivoted to Marjorie. “Follow me. We’re going to have a little refresher course on appropriate six-year-old behavior.” She skipped behind him, not having a clue the two of us together probably warranted a visit from child protective services.

      My MacBook Air sat on the countertop. I powered it up and keyed in the webpage for the Orlando Sentinel. Each time I left for vacation, I read the community blogs to find out the gossip in town. I scrolled through the main headlines: “Man Arrested for Striking Son with Pizza; Alligator Caught Strolling Upscale Neighborhood; and Five-year-old Boy Still Missing.” I read the opening paragraph about the pizza and found my way back to the story on the missing child. That story piqued my curiosity, and even though school records indicated I had a 160 IQ (shocking, I know), it took a lot to hold my interest.

      One of the ADHD (Attention Deficit and Hyperactivity Disorder), oftentimes my mind had one idea, and my body had another. People like me wound up trying harder than everyone else or giving up and embracing the inevitable: a life of never really hitting the mark. Tending to have obsessive tendencies, I knew what it felt like to be an outsider, realizing you were different, knowing short of a miracle, not a whole lot ever changed. Did it shape who I was? Absolutely. That was one reason why I interfered when I shouldn’t. Why I helped when no one needed it. Why I broke the rules even when forbidden. I sought change and was a sucker for happy endings.

      Sometimes it brought hope. Other times it oozed stupidity.

      One thing I had going for me was I happened to be a verb. Opening up the refrigerator, I got my verb on and pulled out the condiments, chomped into a pickle spear, and scanned the opening paragraph of the Orlando Sentinel.

       

      
        
        ORLANDO, FL. Orange County officials are reporting there has been a shift in the case of the disappearance of Cisco Medina. Originally focusing on the thousands of leads that flooded their switchboard, authorities are now of the opinion that Fernando and Guadalupe Medina have not been totally forthcoming in the ongoing investigation of the disappearance of their five-year-old grandson.

        Cisco Medina disappeared on his way home from a public park in early February, which launched a nationwide manhunt. No body or ransom ever entered the picture, and an exhaustive search produced no workable leads.

        The Medinas, who reported their grandson missing, have thrown another confusion into the investigation by leaving town a month ago and not informing authorities. They had been awarded legal guardianship of their grandson when his mother, Lola Medina, lost him in a high stakes poker game with an undercover policeman when he was two.

        In a news release on the sixth month anniversary of his disappearance, authorities reported that his mother, along with his father, are not considered suspects in the case and both have “air tight alibis on the night of his disappearance.”

        According to the news release, “At the time of his disappearance, the mother was found on video at Walmart off John Young Parkway, and the father, Hank Henry, was seen on television showing his dog in a local dog show.”

        A trust that finances private investigators was set up in Cisco’s name by Elmer Herschel, the landlord of the apartment complex where the Medinas lived. When interviewed by the Sentinel, Herschel stated, “I’m shocked the grandparents skipped town. They were a nice couple, but I guess everyone has secrets.”

        According to the authorities, even if the child surfaces with his grandparents, guardians are required to check in with Child Services and the Medinas are in violation of that agreement. Any information you may have, please contact the Orange County’s Police Department or the Orlando Sentinel at 407-555-1234 or by email at troyoncrime@orlandosentinel.com.

      

      

      

      I grabbed another pickle and washed it down with a Coke while I wondered where Cisco was. An incorrigible snoop, I could sniff out the biggest stories that professionals couldn’t catch a whiff of even if right under their noses. I’d done that with Wannabe Pen Pal. Problem was, going balls-to-the-wall had fallout. The student almost killed our assistant principal whose recovery had been brutal.

      But should I get involved with Cisco Medina? For God’s sake, it sounded like a job for the Army, Navy, Air Force, or Marines. Still, for some insanely, idiotic reason, I couldn’t let it go—although I knew nothing apart from a few paragraphs in an online newspaper and had only two weeks to work with.

      A smart person would leave the job to the professionals. A dumb person wouldn’t know enough to care. An idiot would contact the newspaper…and lie.

      My actions weren’t exactly what I’d call a good life-choice, but the longer Cisco was unaccounted for, the colder the trail got. The colder the trail got, the more he’d be relegated to a cold case file. Cold case files were essentially when the authorities folded, or destiny said it was not the time to right your particular wrong.

      Been there. Done that. Sucked.

      I fired up my email account and typed a few sentences, changed my mind, and decided for a more direct approach. Thumbing the digits for the Orlando Sentinel into the house phone, after four rings, an overworked voice answered. “Troy here,” he muttered. “Make it front page or go away.”

      I stood up straight, finding my big-girl voice. “Hello, I have a lead in the Cisco Medina case.”

      A sweat mustache instantly formed over my lip. “Is that right?” he said chuckling. “Well, sweetie, no one’s had a lead on Cisco Medina for months.”

      “Well, I do,” I lied. “And don’t call me sweetie.”

      Rustling paper, amidst sidesplitting laughter. “You don’t like sweetie, huh? How about babe?”

      “Listen, dude, are you sexist?”

      “Who me?” he mocked, his voice innocent. “Nooooo, I love women.”

      “Sure feels like you’re sexist to me. Just because I have ovaries, it doesn’t mean I can’t hang with the boys.” My God, I needed to shut up.

      “Okay, Miss Ovaries. If you can find Cisco Medina, then you’re the Messiah I’ve been waiting for. My boss just called me ‘a frigging dipwad.’ Don’t make me die a frigging dipwad, babe.”

      “Well, I’m better than a frigging dip wad,” I said confidently.

      Whatever that was.

      My cell phone blasted, I got spooked, and butter-fingered the phone off into never-never land. When I lunged for the receiver, my hand guiltily knocked over the pickle jar. Pawing at the air, I quickly grabbed my laptop and set it off to the side. Unfortunately, I toppled the jar again, and juice splashed me in the face like Orcas attacking a herd of seals. Watching the liquid ripple across the countertop, I snatched the phone from the floor, said “Hello” three more times, realizing we’d disconnected. Whoever had dialed my cell, though, was the persistent type. It had gone to voicemail twice and right then belted out a tune by the late eighties-nineties band Milli Vanilli, my song choice of the month.

      Feeling my way to the sound, I grasped the phone and glanced down at the number. It came as no surprise the proverbial good boy in my life was rearing his not-so-ugly head. Dylan had a metaphysical ability to show up at the precise moment I was making a mess out of my day or someone else’s.

      Dabbing my face with a hand towel, I clicked the speaker with my thumb. “Hullo?”

      “Hey, sweetheart,” he murmured. “How’s my girl?”

      Let’s think about it…covered in pickle guts. “In a pickle,” I mumbled.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter Two


          

          
            THE BIG MAN

          

        

      

    

    
      Among Polynesian tribes, there was a big man.

      “Big Man Theory” was one of those unspoken things. He wasn’t by birth destined to rule, but there was a certain something in his swagger that made him the natural leader. So much so, his mere presence trumped the royal bloodline. As a result, most Big Men were probably forced to watch their backs. My best friend, Dylan Taylor (my Big Man), however, was always busy watching mine.

      Everyone wanted a personal bodyguard, and I suppose that was what Dylan was to me. In fact, he fought off the armed student until the unspeakable happened, and the police grounded the shooter like a rabid animal. That, in a nutshell, was Dylan. He didn’t care if odds were stacked against him—he understood what needed to be done and hit the play button. It wasn’t just the situation with the shooter that made him my hero though. Certain circumstances in my childhood forced me to think of other things—adult things—and before I knew it, my mind was obsessed with so many minutia that I forgot what relaxed looked and felt like. Dylan became my grounding force. He had a quality about his heart that was pure. The weaker you were, the stronger he became to build you back up.

      Most never got to experience a love that deep, but we’d been holding hands since we were six years old. Whether through mud pies, backyard baseball, or preschool overnights, we’d always been the other’s preferred companion. When someone had that effect on you, it was hard to reconcile those emotions. In some respects, he was a best friend: keeping secrets, talking me through catastrophes, and fighting my battles. In others, he’d been a brother: a ponytail yank, squabbles over meaningless matters, and a kick in the seat of the pants. Still, at times, he parented me: a nurturer, loving disciplinarian, and always accessible.

      Every year, I branded him with a new pseudonym, primarily because of the evolving status of those feelings. Right then was the Big Man—not only for reasons of pecking order—for reasons of stature.

      We’d always done everything together, even growing inches in sync, but by the end of sophomore year, he’d gone off and left me heightwise. Thankfully, my endocrine system heard my nightly prayer, and I coasted at five foot nine. Dylan, however, rocketed into legendary status. When he jumped, it was five inches higher. When he ran, he clocked two seconds faster. And when he smiled, it grew half an inch wider.

      Big Man league in my book.

      Mouthwatering, testosterone-in-motion in everyone else’s book.

      “Wake up, sleepy head. Let’s go see Mickey.” That deep baritone voice, no doubt, belonged to Dylan. I peeled back an eye, scanned the perimeter, and peeked at the figure squatted within a breath of my face. Yup, it was him: deep voice and sexy as all get out, but on a boy that the Best Friend Rule said was “hands off.”

      An imposing two hundred and twenty pounds, his muscles were strong, defined, and built like they’d been chiseled from the finest granite. Then there was the hair. All of that package topped itself off with a short, jet-black mane he wore in one of two ways: classic and stylish around his strong brow and cheekbones or modern-messy like he’d just rolled out of bed. Right then, he rocked it messy, and messy looked…oh, my word. I pictured him rolling around in the sheets and almost said, Mmmm.

      “You’re confusing me,” I said on an exhale.

      Dylan giggled, not having a clue of the filth lurking in my mind. He blinked slowly, snapping me awake with butterscotch eyes that looked taboo.

      “Go away,” I groaned. “You’ve got morning breath.”

      His smile quirked up at one corner. “Crawl on over here and let me taste your mouth, sweetheart. I promise it will be a good experience.”

      I think I might’ve died for a second…

      Groaning harder, I rolled onto my stomach. I hated him…I hated him and his flirty mouth. Whenever he talked like that, I remembered when the school’s supposed dream girl, Brynn Hathaway, suction-cupped his lips right in front of me. Let’s just say he wasn’t repulsed.

      “Come on, Darc,” he teased. “Don’t make me get rough with you. Murphy said I could if the situation called for it.”

      Only Murphy would allow Dylan into his sleeping daughter’s room. He thought Dylan was perfect. Other boys would have a better chance of remaining suntan-free in the land of hot lava than waking me in the dark. Dylan, however, was given the key to the city.

      Dylan, Dylan, Dylan, I thought. If Murphy ever heard, you’d be gumming your meals, tongueless.

      “It’s too early,” I whined.

      He tenderly ran the backs of his knuckles down my cheek. “I know five-thirty is early, Darc, but Dad has decreed that we’re in the air by eight o’clock sharp.” Dylan’s family—who I referred to as the Greek god immortals—was chomping at the bit for vacation too. Normally, we traveled to Florida the first two weeks after school released, but apparently, the world of cosmetics had a crisis with their new lip gloss. One thing led to another, and here we were two weeks before school began on our annual trip to their second home in Florida. It was in a neighborhood named Serendipity—the country club of the stars.

      “I’m tired, D. Give Mickey my regards, and send me a postcard,” I mumbled, and then rolled to my side.

      Dylan yanked back the covers, seducing me with what smelled like a cup of java. “Get up. I brought you some black coffee. Evidently, I should’ve brought a pot.” No kidding. Problem was, as a hyperactive person, coffee oftentimes relaxed me. There was a good chance I’d get up. An even greater chance I’d fall into a coma.

      “Cookie?” I said, grinning and rising up on my elbows.

      “No, a doughnut.” Coffee was one of my 3Cs along with a Coke and a cookie. The 3Cs kept my body running in its less than optimal state. A doughnut wasn’t a cookie, but it would serve as a close substitute.

      “Maybe I should kiss you after all,” I said and laughed.

      Dylan’s deep chuckle traveled all the way to my bones. “We don’t have enough time for the kind of kissing I’m interested in, sweetheart. That’s going to take a long weekend, handcuffs, and the fire department on-call.”

      Holy Mother, hose me down. There was no good reason why I reacted that way, but I chalked it up to dumb and blonde…and maybe a little bit of PMS.

      Dylan grinned. “I love you,” he said.

      “Always,” I answered. Dylan and I always said we loved one another. Whoever uttered those three words first, the other ended the sentiment with “always.”

      I fumbled around on the nightstand for my glasses, sliding them on my nose. My glasses were librarian-friendly in a rectangular Burberry black. They made me look studious. Surely that was a capital crime. Once I squinted into focus, Dylan pulled me out of bed as I looped my arms up around his neck. My knee socks hung at my ankles, and Murphy’s plaid button-down shirt I’d slept in was rumpled above my boxer shorts. Not head-turning bedroom lingerie by any means, but then again, it was me. Androgynous was kind of my thing.

      Dylan ran his hands up and down my back, giving me one heck of a massage.

      “You’ve got great hands,” I moaned.

      He giggled like a twelve-year-old boy. “Any chance I get to squeeze my hands around you, I’m going to take.”

      I moaned again. “You say that to all the girls.”

      “I don’t say that to everyone. But seriously, if you don’t stop moaning, I’m going to forget you’re my best friend.”

      I wasn’t positive, but I was pretty sure one of my legs might’ve wrapped around his. Dylan growled like a wild animal, sending shivers to places that shouldn’t have shivers. “Sweetheart, if you wanted to get up close and personal all you had to do was ask.”

      I kneed him in the femur, realizing when he talked that way the balance of power shifted. I needed to regain the upper hand, and it didn’t help that my involuntary reactions didn’t give a flying flip about my dignity. Holy crud, I didn’t have any dignity—that was the problem.

      “You’re ridiculous,” I said with a snort. “And you’re a flirt.”

      Dylan shrugged away the comment, knowing it was common knowledge. “Shower and get dressed,” he murmured, releasing me with a smile in his voice. “It’s going to be a scorcher.”

      “What should I wear?” Dylan sported black athletic shorts, flip-flops, and a white T-shirt making him appear darker than his normally olive complexion. He looked like a XXX daydream.

      “You always look beautiful,” he murmured.

      Open to criticism. “Uh-huh,” I said, laughing in disbelief. “You only say that because you’re my best friend.”

      Dylan’s eyes instantly seemed conflicted, like something else clouded his mind taking more energy than he preferred. A protracted silence fell between us, and then he gave me one slow blink, his lips parting a fraction in the process. “No,” he said softly. “You’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

      There were too many levels of weird going on. I mean, what the heck had he been thinking anyway? We were friends—best friends—and the Best Friend Rule declared him as a no-no. I shook off the confusion, wanting to get to Florida ASAP—excited for that slice of Heaven called vacation and even more excited for the deviancy to follow.

      “Gimme a sec,” I said, grinning and praying those deviant intentions weren’t written on my face.

      Grabbing some white shorts, a heather gray halter top, and discreetly stuffing underwear between them, I skipped into my bathroom, closed the door, and peered in the mirror. God help me. I laughed to myself. I prayed last night for an aesthetic miracle and still looked like a butt crack when I opened my eyes.

      I had dirty-blonde hair and puke-green eyes. I’d like to think they were hazel, and maybe on cloudy days they sparkled like emeralds, but mostly they seemed as dull and washed out as my hair. I had a few curves and muscles, but I didn’t possess the attributes that made the girl-next-door memorable. Tall had to be shapely, and blonde had to be beautiful. Sort of blonde on one hundred and thirty pounds didn’t say memorable. It basically said, Get your hand out of the cookie jar.

      I shrugged it away, opting to embrace my deficiencies.

      Turning the dial on my antique radio, I scanned the local stations until I landed on WEBN. As I hummed away to “School’s Out” by Alice Cooper, I took a two-minute dip in the shower and inserted my contacts. Once I was 20/20, I blew my hair out straight and slapped on some makeup. For me, that included lip gloss and mascara with the occasional trifecta of blush.

      Since my brain was back online, details of last night’s dream slowly came trickling in. I’d dreamt of Cisco Medina. Holed up in a closet, he cried endlessly to a captor who treated him like a pet, rarely acknowledged. Watching him writhe in mental pain, I woke with a nervous spell and shakes so violent they would’ve tipped a battleship.

      Spying the portable phone I’d left on the sink, all at once I had the burning impulse to call the sexist newspaperman I’d spoken with the day before. I needed a bone…and he was the man to throw it. Turning the faucet on full blast—so Dylan wouldn’t hear—I got my verb on and thumbed in the number for the Orlando Sentinel that I’d memorized. Hoping he was a workaholic, I almost zapped the call when he finally mumbled, “Make it front page or go away.”

      “Hey, sexist dude,” I greeted.

      A moment went by where he processed my words, but then I felt that flirty sarcasm ooze through the receiver. “Well, well, well, if it isn’t Miss Ovaries.”

      “Ms.,” I corrected him.

      “Right,” he said and chuckled, “Ms. Ovaries. So where’d you go yesterday? Out into the street to burn your bra?”

      I imagined myself killing him with a baseball bat. “No, my bra is just fine. I wanted you to know that I’d give you the specifics regarding Cisco Medina later.”

      “Sounds to me like you’re stalling.”

      “Listen, sexist dude…”

      “Call me Troy.”

      “Okay, sexist dude-slash-Troy. In the words made famous by the movie Johnny Dangerously, you sound like a ‘fargin icehole.’”

      “A fargin’ icehole,” he said laughing.

      “Yeah, that’s the Disney version, but I know if I can’t handle your verbally offensive remarks that exponentially decreases my odds of getting anywhere.”

      “Ms. Ovaries, you might actually be smart. What experience do you have?”

      “Three people were murdered in my hometown, and I solved those cases in two weeks. Top that, bud.”

      “I don’t believe it.”

      “Believe it,” I bragged, “so bow down. I also survived being abducted by some robotic, confusingly delicious hulk-of-a-man who drove a yellow Dodge Charger.”

      The day the crazy student wreaked havoc all over my high school, Dodge Charger man showed up, stuffed me in the trunk of his car, and then informed me he’d kept the psycho from killing me on a separate occasion. His advice was to stay close to another man nicknamed Jaws, but I hadn’t seen nor heard from either of them since the incident. And it wasn’t for a lack of trying.

      “Child’s play,” Troy joked. “I did all of that when I was eight.”

      “Throw me a bone,” I said frowning.

      “Here’s your bone…read the story.”

      “Already did, nimrod.” He actually laughed.

      “Read deeper, but the story is there, Ms. Ovaries. Sniff it out.” Then he hung up.

      I cocked my head to one side, contemplating the methods I’d use to accomplish what no one else had been able to in six months. Not a clue, but I’d figure it out once my feet hit the Orlando soil. Securing the last of my toiletries, I opened the door and saw that Dylan had made my bed and was wheeling my luggage to the hall, packed and ready to go.

      “Thanks,” I said, giggling in a throaty sound. I didn’t get around to packing, mostly because I was lazy. At least, my clothes had been in piles. Thing was, two weeks of underwear sat right on top—Dylan got a load of my bra size.

      Shoving that thought down, I threw my toiletries into a tote bag as Dylan motioned to my chest of drawers that held a Starbucks cup of coffee and a Krispy Kreme doughnut. In my book, Krispy Kreme doughnuts were manna from Heaven dropped from the sky.

      Shoveling the doughnut in my mouth, I snagged the coffee and walked out into the hallway when Murphy stumbled toward us with his wallet.

      “Have a good time, kids. I’ll miss you both.” Murphy was shirtless, wearing black sweatpants and a ratty white ballcap, pulled down over his eyes. My theory was he liked to block out the world. He didn’t like many people. Dylan was on the short-list.

      While he stuffed traveler’s checks and a wad of twenties in my hand, his bedroom door swung wide and out marched my little sister—wearing one of my bras and a pair of panties, safety-pinned at the waist.

      I fought a laugh. Sad thing was they fit her about as well as they fit me.

      She ran forward and latched onto Dylan’s leg. He stiffened like he was moments from the death rattles settling in. He then sighed, opened his mouth, and repeated the sequence again.

      “You just lost your tan,” I mumbled, swallowing the rest of the doughnut. Dylan set the luggage down and reluctantly hugged her with stiff arms. “What’s that smell?” he asked wincing.

      Oh, Lordy. You couldn’t deny the Latin American voodoo.

      “Booby cream,” Marjorie explained smiling. She put her hands on her hips, spun around, and gave him her best centerfold shot. “Do I look like I have boobies yet?”

      Dylan tried to beam himself to Mars. “Not yet,” he whispered. “You’re killing me,” he said even lower.

      “Sweet Jesus,” Murphy prayed. I likewise turned and struck my best pin-up pose. Arms over my head, butt, and boobs stuck out at awkward angles.

      “What about me, D?” I said and giggled. “Do I…”

      Murphy went cuckoo for Cocoa Puffs, slamming both of his hands over my mouth, rattling my teeth. “Shut up, Darcy,” he warned. Seriously, it was only for the joke. I still wore a training bra. I trained and I trained. They rebelled and rebelled.

      “Keep Darcy on a short leash, son,” Murphy groaned. “She’s due something bad, and don’t let her drag you down with her.”

      Murphy was right. I usually choked on the chain or tripped the person controlling me. Dylan sucked in a bunch of air, his inner-Boy Scout in danger of getting dirty. Standard SOP. I gave him an evil Cheshire grin…notsayingaword.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter Three
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      Colton Taylor is fifty percent Greek, so branding his family the Greek god immortals was like capitalizing on a joke the universe already teed up for you. Truth of the matter, they fit the part. Each possessed flawless skin, and it wouldn’t surprise me if they munched on ambrosia and nectar as they flitted from cloud to cloud. Honest to God, I probably ought to rethink our entire relationship. It wasn’t easy to hang with the beautiful people when I had the self-esteem of a festering boil.

      True to his Greek nature, he’d named his business jet, Pegasus. Pegasus was kept at Lunken Airport near the Ohio River. Flights went in-and-out of Lunken twenty-four hours a day.

      Dylan parked his black, fully loaded, large class BMW on the runway next to the airplane. Evidently, he’d been a good boy because his birthday gift was a car whose sticker price represented the average yearly income of people who lived on my street.

      If being good was a prerequisite, I’d be lucky to snag a cup of phlegm.

      As he retrieved my baggage from the trunk, I stepped out of the car and bounded up the stairs. The Cincinnati air resembled a roasted marshmallow—hot, wrinkly, and full of black gunk. When I had vacation on my mind, I couldn’t care less if I were tarred beyond all recognition.

      “Excited?” I heard Dylan chuckle from behind. I gave him a dismissive wave as I scaled up the first six steps, leaping over the last two like a kangaroo. Sounded easy enough, but my flip-flop decided to flip while I was flopping, and I crashed down on one knee landing chin first—and butt last—into the cabin. It was a teeth-jarring thud, and I momentarily wondered if a wheel had fallen off. I army-crawled toward the sounds of happy campers and the smell of fresh fruit, pastries, summer sausage…and big sigh, Dakota “Cody” Wayne.

      Cody always smelled gooood. A confirmed bachelor, he piloted Pegasus and just might be the first crush I’d ever had. He had thick brown hair and at six feet tall was pure muscle, raging testosterone with a scar down the right side of his face that made him the scary kind of hot. To top it all off, he had Hershey bar eyes. Add “war hero” to his résumé…and he was one big yum.

      Dylan’s father read an interview after Cody retired from active Army service where he said he didn’t want to fly commercial, but he wanted to find a family. Whatever Colton Taylor wanted, Colton Taylor usually got. So he tracked him down and offered him the deal of a lifetime.

      My hormones stopped when I made it to Cody’s black leather shoes. “Hey Cody,” I mumbled, grinning and latching onto those Hershey bar eyes.

      “Welcome aboard, Darcy,” he murmured, squatting down and tipping my chin upward. “You really know how to make an entrance.”

      One way to term stupidity.

      Pulling me up, Cody greeted me with a warm smile, dressed in black slacks, white shirt, with a gray winged horse monogrammed on the bottom of his black tie.

      “Pratfall is sort of my specialty,” I said, adding a shrug. No kidding. A thirty-six-inch inseam left you to your own klutzy devices.

      After I attempted to straighten my clothes, I extended my hand to shake his, but he tugged me into an embrace. “You’re family,” he said chuckling. “I only get to see you once a year, and you’ve grown. You’ve also had your braces removed. Colton said you were lovely, and I must say the man never lies.”

      Cody sweet-talked like his tongue had been coated in sugar. Let’s be honest, anything was an upgrade. I not only had to work through a gawky body but some goddawful teeth. My canines looked vampiric, my molars were impacted, and my front teeth framed a crossbite so severe the doctor needed graph paper to line them up properly. Since the braces were dunzo, I wasn’t sure what I had. I honestly tried not to dwell.

      I pulled back, sniffing his breath. “Have you had your head in a beer bong?”

      Cody crossed his arms over his chest. “Darcy, there’s nothing you won’t say.”

      Oh, yeah, there was. I’d like to ask what was underneath his clothes but opted against it. I glanced back as Dylan boarded the plane, his smile branching wide and unusually delicious.

      “Are you flirting with Cody?” he murmured and chuckled. “I prefer when you flirt with me.”

      I frowned, followed by a loud snort. I didn’t flirt. Flirting was his department. Darcy Walker was a self-assured verb who had no time for men. “I refuse to flirt with you,” I said with little conviction.

      Dylan wrapped his arms around my waist, his voice rumbling low in my ear. “Is that right? Your body insinuated something differently this morning.”

      Yup, my tongue was suddenly mute.

      Most people had a fraction of pride, and my minuscule amount demanded it was the time to issue a denial. Thing was, I liked the way his arms felt, and the ravenous feelings he’d given me lately tempted me to go to Badgirlville and never return. But Lord, was it confusing. One minute I wanted to spit on his food. The next I wanted to dance in a red corset and black stockings. Do something really nasty. So the truth was, my mouth said one thing…my body said another.

      Schizophrenia at its finest.

      Dylan knuckled Cody’s hand. “Good morning, Cody.”

      “Good morning,” Cody said. “I was just telling Darcy how she’s quite the catch.”

      Dylan groaned as though someone gutted him but surprisingly remained wordless. Cody’s eyes clicked on mine with a wink.

      “Cody’s had his head in a beer bong, D. You might need to fly the plane.”

      Dylan’s mouth still didn’t work.

      “I’ve got Bullet,” Cody said and laughed.

      “Bullet’s not breathing,” I said. Bullet Wallace copiloted Pegasus. He wasn’t a man of few words. He was a man of no words. Also an Army veteran (rumored Delta Force), he led the unit that rescued Cody from a desert grave when his fighter jet crashed. His light brown hair lay graying at the temples with an unknown eye color hidden behind his shades. As big as a dinosaur, he weighed about two hundred and fifty pounds of I’m-hotter-than-shiz. I’d only seen him stand once but estimated him to be taller than average and like Cody, mid-thirties.

      Bullet swiveled in his seat and gave me a two-fingered salute. My tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth. I stared. He stared. The whole dang plane wondered why we were staring. Gah! Teenage hormones…I was all over the place and positive I’d just flirted with three males.

      Thankfully, Cody clapped both his hands together as if he’d remembered something. Bullet bent down retrieving a white bag, tossing it over. “Bullet and I bought you something,” Cody murmured.

      He pulled a black ballcap out of the bag for Dylan and a silver-wrapped box, bowed in red for me. Please be chocolate, I prayed. I promise I’ll be a good girl.

      I heard a laugh and didn’t know if that was Heaven or me.

      “You didn’t,” Dylan whispered. He ran his hand through his jet-black hair and looked at him with sincerity. “Is this legit?”

      “Gen-u-ine,” Cody said in a Southern drawl. My guess was Cody and his accent originated from Georgia, but the further south you went, everyone sounded like fried chicken and black-eyed peas anyway.

      Dylan admired his cap that said “Ranger” monogrammed in yellow-gold on the front, turning it end-over-end like a rare artifact he was inspecting. Finally, he gently shoved it on his head and touched his heart. Dylan had two characteristics that were a window to his soul. He’d stroke his heart if something moved him deeply, or he’d run his hand through his hair or rearrange his hat. Right then, he was doing both.

      “Open yours, beauty,” Cody said to me. Carefully removing the bow, I passed it to Dylan and unwrapped a book entitled Atlas of the Stars.

      Crap…cue the water works.

      Since childhood, I’d been a stargazer. I’d been flying with Cody since age nine, and apparently, he’d remembered our conversations.

      “You’re welcome,” Cody said, smiling and hugging me once more. “You remind me of someone I care about very much.” Cody breathed deep, his chest catching some strong emotion that nearly floored him. When it clearly became overwhelming, he gave a quick jerk of his head, gasping twice. Well, well, well, I thought. Cody had an unrequited love in his life. Star-crossed lovers? Destiny dictated you crossed paths, but fate said the love was short-lived?

      Dylan and Bullet talked about the weather just to ease the moment.

      After another round of thank yous, I snagged a cup of coffee, two danishes, a spoonful of eggs, and a link sausage for breakfast number two. I skipped over the fruit and whole grain options—unfortunately, that fairy skipped over my bassinet.

      Traveling to the middle of the plane, I got a sleepy wave from Dylan’s twelve-year-old brother, Zander, as he pulled a navy blanket out from an overhead bin. “I call dibs,” he said, grinning and glancing at my legs.

      “Hey, Hot Stuff,” I muttered, a sausage hanging out of my mouth like a cigarette.

      Zander, I’d nicknamed “Hot Stuff,” because he was a boiling over hormone in the throes of puberty. Zander loved girls, and at the moment, he loved me. Around five foot three, he was built like a scarecrow and still wearing Super Hero pajamas. He was his mother’s mirror image, but God love him, his toes curled like a pigeon’s, and his knees knocked together when he walked. Evidently, everyone couldn’t be a Greek god even if it lay buried in the DNA. We should probably talk about the Super Hero PJs, regardless. He should’ve chucked those around age eight.

      “I’m going back to sleep, Darcy, but I had to say hello to the woman of my dreams.”

      He tiptoed up, kissing me on the cheek. “Pleasant dreams,” I said not able to stop my patented you’re-stupid stare.

      Zander navigated past Dylan’s doppelgänger typing away on his open laptop. Dylan and his father had the same star quality: knockout face, deep-set dimples, and sexy-as-sin mole in the corner of their left eye. The only notable difference lay in the color of the iris. His father’s shone as black as the mystery of night.

      At six foot three and cut like a body-builder, Colton Taylor had been well on his way to becoming a professional basketball player after college at UCLA. When that dream blew up along with his knee senior year, his backup plan was to follow in his father’s footsteps and become an LA police detective. Problem was, his father was legendary for eating more lead than anyone on the force and somehow surviving. When his mother discovered he’d signed up for a life of dodging bullets, she got all Greek, went into seclusion, and he bailed after a few years to find a job in the business world. To say he was successful would be an understatement. Colton Taylor could sell paper to a tree.

      Normally dressed to kill, he was ready for the holiday, wearing black board shorts and a matching T-shirt with his left leg bouncing in leather slides.

      He pitched his chin to the seat across from him. “Sit, Darcy. I’ve missed you.”

      I mumbled behind the sausage. “I called you twice, Mister Taylor.”

      “Call me, Colton, dear, and you returned my calls,” he clarified. “There’s a difference. I don’t like going two weeks without speaking to you.” Some people collected stamps. Others cars. Dylan’s father collected people. If he cared for you, he’d insert himself into every aspect of your life, wanting to know where you were at all times of the day. Like his son, he had a knack of showing up when I was minutes from disorderly conduct.

      You know…fun.

      He focused on my plate, rolling his eyes with a sigh. “You eat too much sugar. I worry about what you’re doing to your body.”

      No, kidding. My pancreas was probably PO’d.

      I collapsed in the seat directly in front of him, separated by a tray table. Most people flew knee-to-knee making nice with the folks sitting next to them. We were flying in a floating living room full of camel-colored leather and dark wood accents.

      He stole a glance at his Rolex Submariner, pecking out a few more sentences. “Everything in moderation,” he murmured, taking the time to scan my plate. “Eat those eggs, or grab some fruit while we do the crossword. The pineapple slices were nice.”

      “How about a slice of Dylan Taylor?” Dylan whispered in my ear. “And let me remind you, sweetheart, you can have that slice however you’d like.”

      Dylan could flirt with the stamina of a Kenyan runner. I couldn’t. After thirty seconds, I was ready to smack him or rip off…

      I pulled out my mental scrub brush, forking a piece of egg. “How about a flip-flop up your ego?”

      Yeah, I’d found my big girl panties.

      Dylan’s eyes danced like a ballerina. “Darcy Walker, you’re a naughty girl, and your best friend was lost without you. Come over here, and let me love on you.”

      Dylan’s idea of “loving on you” by definition wasn’t for mixed company. Heck, it didn’t qualify for behind closed doors if I wanted to rejoin the rest of the world without a blush and indecent smile plastered on my face.

      “I don’t want to sit by you,” I told him. His father slid over a copy of the morning newspaper and what I recognized as the front page of the Orlando Sentinel from a day earlier. My guess was it came with the plane. Once again, I scanned the lead story featuring Cisco Medina. In summary, there’d been a shift in the case. Those assumed innocent were suddenly MIA. Those assumed guilty had been cleared—sort of like the crossword puzzle. Just a bunch of empty boxes until someone came along smart enough to fill them up.

      “Darcy doesn’t want to sit with you, son,” Colton told Dylan. “She and I are doing the crossword puzzle.”

      “That’s right,” I said. “I’m doing a crossword puzzle with Colton.”

      Dylan had a pile of eggs on his plate the size of a newborn baby. He placed them down on a separate tray table and crossed his arms, still considering my reluctance to sit beside him a major act of heresy. “Get up,” he demanded.

      I held up my palm, giving him a talk-to-the-hand gesture.

      When I didn’t budge, he 86’d that idea and fisted a large handful of my hair, yanking me out of the seat.

      I tried to wrestle away, but sausage lodged in my throat mid-scream. “I just ch-choked on my sausage,” I said coughing. Dylan burst into sidesplitting laughter as I picked up my coffee swishing it back down. “Don’t make me spill my c-coffee!” I hacked again.

      “Ditto on the spilling of the coffee, son.” Colton eyeballed his son like he was a sheer and utter idiot.

      “Back off, sucker,” I said and burst into laughter.

      Dylan flinched like I’d just kicked his dog. From out of nowhere, he hoisted me over his shoulder, pivoting toward his chair. I pounded my fists on his back, but it was like striking an anvil. “D!” I said and laughing louder.

      “Good Lord, son!” his father gasped. “Quit manhandling Darcy.”

      Dylan didn’t do anything he didn’t want to do. Usually he represented the model child, but when it came to me, he didn’t understand the terms “invasion of privacy” and “normal boundaries.”

      “You missed me, sweetheart. Admit it,” he flirted.

      Glancing down, I realized I was mere inches from the best rear end money could buy. I longed to smack it. I laughed to myself. Call me crazy, but I was sure that was frowned upon in the present company. While I continued to bang on his shoulders, I sucked in a big bunch of air when gravity forced my barely digested sausage up into my mouth. I burped loudly and attempted to swallow it back down.

      “Come on, sweetheart,” Dylan murmured, giggling louder than my burp. “That’s so unladylike.”

      “You gave me acid reflux. Count yourself lucky I didn’t puke down your back.”

      Dylan’s I-love-Darcy-on-overdrive had been revving since Thursday morning when he surprised Marjorie and me as our ride home from Grandpa Winston’s. As soon as he turned off his engine, he gave me a bone-crushing hug. Not a best friend type of hug—a hug like he’d feared I’d never come home. I received the same hug last night when he took us to see Invasion of the Body Snatchers at a late night showing of classic horror films. We borrowed his sister’s convertible, held hands, and snacked away doing normal Dylan and Darcy things, except he seemed different. Where he was typically an attentive best friend, he’d appeared even more attentive than usual. Heck, by the end of the show, I had some lasting mental effects.

      “Okay, Big Man,” I conceded. “I’ll sit by you mid-flight to hold your wee-wittle hand when you’re scared.”

      He growled, “Pinky swear.”

      I threw my head back, bursting into laughter. “Seriously?” Dylan’s and my pinkies had been swear-buddies since age eight. It was our way of dragging the truth out of one another, minus the kicking and screaming. With a split candy bar to seal the deal, we swore to tell the other the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help us God…God willing that the creek didn’t rise.

      I honestly didn’t need the oath…I was a horrible liar.

      “Oh, all right. Pinky swear.” I twined my pinky inside his and squeezed away.

      Dylan gently released me, dropping a kiss on the top of my head. As I settled back in my seat, I scooted into something slick, hard, and plastic that had lodged between the leather cushion and armrest. Gazing down I discovered a cell phone, concluding it must’ve tumbled out of his pocket. All at once, something clicked in my head that sounded like the switch on a time bomb. Nosiness took over, and I didn’t know why.

      Snatching it up, I devoured the text message on the screen:

      Midnight tonight. He either talks or he’s dead.
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      Now that was what I’d call a cliffhanger, folks.

      Dylan had one foot in Boy Scout. The other in altar boy. Who in the heck had he been trading texts with?

      While Dylan chatted with his father and demolished half the food on his plate, I jumped up and acted like Mother Nature’s call was seconds from causing me mortal embarrassment. In six strides, I stepped inside the bathroom and slid the lock on the door to “occupied” for an opportunity to sin unencumbered.

      Not a fan of restrooms in general, being in an airplane bathroom didn’t leave much room for anything. I had about three feet in circumference for whatever the mission, while being deluged with the smell of chemicals and blue dye.

      Opting to stand, I curled into myself and began texting. That was wrong—on like a gazillion different planes—but I wanted to know: (A) what my best friend was up to; and (B) why I didn’t get an invite.

      He deserves it, I texted.

      Imagine my shock, when someone typed back: I can arrange that.

      How so?

      Fingers…kneecaps…family jewels…check this video.

      Cue the spooky music.

      When I clicked on the link, an icy hand gripped my heart and squeezed. If I thought the crazy student stalking me in the spring creeped me out, the person in the video reached a whole other category of psycho that shrinks hadn’t encountered. The video seemed amateurish and grainy, but the content remained one hundred percent clear. A body—unidentifiable as male or female—was burned charcoal-black and hanging from a rope in front of a long row of windows. It swung back and forth like the hand on a metronome, hypnotically drawing me into the horror in front of me. After roughly a dozen swings, the head suddenly snapped at the neck with a loud crunch. When the body crashed to the ground, the head bounced twice and rolled across the floor like a bowling ball, landing right at the videographer’s black sneakers.

      I stammered, soundlessly.

      Blinked a few times.

      Filed it under OMG.

      Ambient noise filled what had previously been a silent film. At first, I couldn’t place the sounds until I realized the cameraman’s heavy breathing and intermittent male laughter were the cause. Like he’d been so amused, he’d worn himself out and needed an oxygen tent. He zoomed in on the head, focusing on what was left of the eyes and the charred, singed hair that had been eyebrows. Then he kicked it with his shoe until it rolled to one side, and I caught the dingy glare of a drop earring in the left lobe in the shape of a star. That practice had no purpose other than to brag to the viewer what he’d just accomplished.

      Right when I struck the “play” arrow again to search for clues, the cell phone rang. I jumped, birthing a patch of gray hair on the spot. Shoot…that was bad. Before I sank in deeper, I checked the number and discovered a Los Angeles area prefix attached to it. Oh, Lordy. I’d stepped into deeper-than-crap trouble here. It wasn’t Dylan’s phone—try his grandfather’s—and my guess was the ole switcheroo happened sometime earlier. More than likely I’d just chatted with his partner. Thank God that had been cleared up. I’d begun to wonder if my best friend was the reincarnation of Jekyll & Hyde.

      The elder Taylors came to town a few days earlier for Dylan’s birthday, and even though his grandfather operated on West Coast time, he never clocked out of his job…a job where he carried a gun and threw bad guys in the slammer. He worked as an undercover detective in the vice unit, so the video, I presume, had to be evidence of some kind. Just my POV, but the person filming didn’t need the slammer…they needed a lethal injection.

      Once the brevity of the situation settled, an onslaught of nerves slammed into me like waves at spring tide. I fumbled the still ringing cell phone until it landed on the edge of the toilet. I watched in absolute horror as it teetered in slow-mo, seconds from drowning in the blue fluid in the bowl. Quickly plucking it up, I shakily sent the call to voicemail and shoved the phone in my pocket, washing my hands. Drying my palms on my shorts, I counted to sixty doing some imaginary yoga moves in my mind to calm myself. Then I simply stared…stared at myself in the mirror, as reason knocked at my door. Reason told me to show the text to his grandfather. Bow out gracefully. Mind my own business. As usual, I ignored the suggestion.

      Sliding the door open, I did my best to swallow down what I’d seen. Charred body. Headless charred body. Insanely crazy videographer. No big deal. I threw my shoulders back and stumbled as confidently as I could back to my seat. I swear Dylan knew I’d dabbled in the forbidden. He’d settled across from me, narrowing his eyes. “What’s going on in your pretty, little head?”

      I decided to keep it dumb—tossing the phone over, hoping it miraculously erased my texts in transit. “I found Detective Taylor’s phone.”

      Dylan caught it with one hand, panicked, patted himself down, and giggled like a little girl. “I’m dead.”

      Yeah, dead seemed to be going around.

      I slumped down in the seat, drumming my bitten-to-the-quick nails on the armrest. It would absolutely kill me inside until I figured out the subject matter of the video. While the wheels turned in my head, I took a swig of coffee, picked up my second danish, and licked off the lemon ooze. Stuffing half in my mouth, I realized parts of my personality were at severe odds with one another. The part that hated death and the part that was so fascinated by it, I ran for a ringside seat. The blood, guts, and broken dreams didn’t faze me. What fazed me was the fact that someone might never right the wrong that was done to the victim.

      Knowing a good chance existed that I’d never discover the details, I cast another gander at the Orlando Sentinel and the accompanying photograph of Cisco Medina. He was very Latino looking with dark skin and hair on a round face with intelligent looking eyes. A black mole was under his right eye the size of a baby pea. My gaze settled on the last paragraph.

      
        
        Any information you may have regarding this case, please contact the Orange County Police Department or troyoncrime@orlandosentinel.com.

      

      

      When I phoned Troy earlier, he implied that the real story lay within the story. If I emailed the next go-around, maybe I’d get a totally different spin and could piece the truth together between the two conversations. That left me in a quandary. I couldn’t send information from my normal email account because that would out the liar…the liar being me. My only option was to capitalize on the moniker that my good friend, Vinnie Vecchione, bestowed on me when I found a dead body last spring.

      When Vinnie and I went to the police station to snoop around, Vinnie introduced us as family of the victim, my name being Jester. The universe broke the mold when it created Vinnie—sometimes he showed genuine smarts, others he embraced his dumb side (you know, illegal substances induced dumb). Whatever the case, the name did the job, and I’d had a hard time letting it go. Jester hailed as my alter ego. She got into trouble. Darcy Walker was a good little girl who made straight As and volunteered in a soup kitchen.

      Siiiiiinful…that thought had to be a sin.

      Someone tapped me on the head. “Hello, trouble,” the person said. “It’s been awhile.”

      Sweet Mother of God—he didn’t know, did he?

      Glancing up with guilt all over my face, I stared into the face of Lincoln Taylor. Yikes. If Colton reminded me of Zeus, then Lincoln had to be God Almighty. And like the god of all gods, he held judgment in his hands. Although the three had the same mugs, Lincoln sported brown hair…and was leaner and meaner. He met his wife when a thug robbed her family’s bakery in downtown Los Angeles. According to urban legend, within three days, he hauled the thief in hogtied and circling the drain, belting out an apology to all Greeks of the world. You had to applaud the man. He let the crook keep his cojones.

      To be a good cop, one had to have a level head. Lincoln was polished, adept, and unbelievably personable, but he spent more time watching than talking. Professionally, he had no weakness. Personally, his flaw included females. The older brother to five sisters, when he had Colton first, he and his wife closed the factory and called it a day. But when Colton turned nineteen, an “oops” baby came along named Willow. Willow was Lincoln’s greatest passion, but she was wild and free and refused to be tamed. She’d been the face of Go Glam! Cosmetics since age four. Colton acted as her agent, and that became the catalyst that catapulted him into the youngest vice president in the history of the company. In fact, Go Glam! is headquartered in Cincinnati, and that was the reason Colton left his LA roots behind.

      Wearing khaki shorts, a plain T, and packing a GLOCK semi-automatic underneath his belt, Lincoln looked like he was on the tail end of the longest twenty-four-hour period on record. His eyes were hooded and a vertical frown line marked the space between them. He kicked Colton’s chair in greeting, but Colton grunted and kept typing.

      Lincoln didn’t appear that anything serious played at his mind (other than staying awake), so I decided not to borrow trouble. Besides, I needed Colton’s laptop, and getting my hands on it before takeoff was paramount. I needed to flirt with Troy, and by God Troy needed to flirt with Ms. Ovaries.

      Lincoln punched Dylan’s shoulder. “Do you have something of mine, boy?”

      Dylan grinned, countering, “Do you have something of mine?”

      A testosterone-induced stare down began where they both tried to decide who had the bigger gonads. Lincoln raised a brow. Dylan raised two. Lincoln puffed out his chest. Dylan inflated his entire body and poked a finger in Lincoln’s sternum. After a few more breaths of king-of-the-mountain, Lincoln threw his head back, laughing. “You’re such a cocky little kid, but I love you, son,” he murmured. “My presence is required at a party, so we’d better switch devices unless you’re prepared to dance with the Devil.”

      “I want to dance with the Devil,” I mumbled, shrugging and smacking my lips.

      As usual, they looked at me like I was a buffoon.

      Thing was, Lincoln usually brought a party with him. Last year, he talked someone through a hostage situation while sitting on the patio. Some thief said he’d only speak to Lincoln, and while throngs of LA’s finest had him cornered in a convenience store, Lincoln promised him everything from no jail time to the secret recipe for Kentucky Fried Chicken. I wasn’t certain he had a chance of getting what he wanted, but Lincoln had a distinct voice…a mesmerizing seduction…and you found yourself doing things even if your gut told you it wasn’t safe.

      “Shouldn’t you retire soon?” Dylan joked.

      “Ten more years or so.”

      “You’ll be past seventy,” Dylan murmured and laughed.

      “I’ve always been an overachiever,” Lincoln quipped.

      When Dylan’s grandmother, Alexandra, boarded, Dylan pushed out of his seat to hug her, “Kalimera, Yaya.”

      “Kalimera, Dylan,” she said, showing a porcelain smile. She loved it when he addressed her in Greek, and yaya meant grandma, and kalimera said good morning—the two words I knew…other than the forbidden curse words.

      Wearing an emerald green sundress, Alexandra pawed at your senses. She oozed black-eyed passion on a bilingual smart mouth that made her the biggest personality in the room. Her stature, however, was itty-bitty.

      “Where are Mom and Sydney?” Dylan asked her.

      Her lips curled. “Sydney decided to pack some extra bags.”

      “Oh, God,” Dylan prayed. “The plane will never make it off the ground.”

      I had to agree. Sydney packing light included two garment bags, a Louis Vuitton trunk, and four pieces of matching luggage. Anything more would land us at the bottom of the Ohio River.

      “Plus,” she said, reluctantly laughing, “she’s breaking up with her boyfriend over the phone.”

      Dylan rolled his eyes, sitting back down. “Classic Sydney,” he groaned, “the love ’em and leave ’em type.”

      “When’s Willow joining us, Alexandra?” Lincoln grumbled.

      She touched his arm. “She’s wrapping up some business. In a few days, Lincoln.”

      “I’ve heard that before,” he bit out. Like her brother, Willow was an entrepreneur. She declared herself independent at age sixteen to model in Europe, and as far as I knew, her license picture simply said “Willow.” And that made Lincoln very, very…well?? I really didn’t know what that made him, but it was safe to say the definition blinked in all-caps, boldfaced, and underscored.

      He took his gun out of the waistband of his pants, double-checking the magazine. God only knew whom he thought he needed to shoot on our flight, but the man always liked to be prepared. He’d nicknamed his gun Jackal, the moniker he’d branded his son with during his teen years. A jackal stirred up game for lions. Apparently, Colton occasionally performed that feat for Lincoln before arrests.

      An aura of calm fell over Dylan’s father as he struck the send key on his last email. If I didn’t strike right then, no way would I hit gold. Leaning over, I lightly tugged on his hand, trying to look doe-eyed innocent.

      I almost laughed…me and doe-eyed…crazy thought.

      “Can I use your laptop for a second to send an email?” I blinked. To troyoncrime, I mumbled in my head.

      A blissful smile played at his lips. “Keep it dear, I’m done for two weeks. I intend on doing absolutely nothing. I want no fires to put out, and frankly, zero excitement.”

      No excitement for me resembled a forced hunger strike. You couldn’t survive on what nature deemed essential. “Sounds great,” I lied.

      He slid it across the tray table, swiveled around, and pummeled his father.

      I quickly logged onto my account and sent an email to Marjorie that said to be good, mind her manners, and that nudity was on an as-needed-basis only. Then I constructed a new email account under Jester. Jester from Jesterville, to be exact. Once I was up and running, I looked at the clock and realized the time said seven fifty-five—only five minutes to unearth potential clues. Troy claimed he loved the ladies, so perhaps it’d be as simple as getting my flirt on and wowing him with my bad-girlitude. I shot out an email in hopes we could talk real-time.

       

      DATE: August 10, 07:55 a.m.

      TO: Troyoncrime

      FROM: Jester from Jesterville

      RE: Cisco Medina

      Hey, Troy,

      Are you there? I have information on Cisco Medina.

      Jester

      

      Feeling a set of eyes tunnel through me, my head nervously shot over to Dylan. His advice was shrewd, careful, and always with a desired end. In other words, he’d tell me I was headed to sin-city. I had to watch myself. He had a guiding light, guru, mystic quality that oftentimes killed my buzz.

      He narrowed his eyes suspiciously. “Why all the smiles?”

      More teeth, Walker. More teeth…more teeth…more teeth.

      “Just excited,” I said, smiling sunnily.

      “Don’t flash those pearly whites at me,” Dylan said with a smirk, pausing to rub his chest. “You know that breaks my heart.”

      Animated laughter from the front of the cabin alerted me that Susan and Sydney Taylor had stepped onboard. Colton frowned deeply, followed by a sharp groan. Several minutes late into his vacation, he acted as though he wanted to skin their hides, hang them up, and beat them like a piñata. But all it took was a smile of atonement, and his face lit up like a Christmas tree.

      Ugh, happily married people.

      Sometimes it gave me hope. Sometimes it reminded me what I didn’t have at home.

      Dylan’s mother glided in with her hair in a smooth ponytail wearing a white linen skirt, matching sleeveless blouse, and brown leather strappy heels. The weight of the gold adorning her body might’ve been a third of her total weight, but then again, she was born to wear nice things. An inch shorter than me, she was a debutante sorority girl who fell for a middle-class boy. Translation? She went gaga for Colton’s body.

      “Sorry, Colt,” she cooed to her husband, bending down to kiss him. “Sydney was tidying up some loose ends.”

      Dylan called his older sister, Sydney, the black widow. She lured boys into her web and then killed them before they could crawl out of the red hourglass trance. I hadn’t met the guy, but it remained just as well. I tried not to get attached to people in her life…neater that way.

      I couldn’t deny the allure. At five foot seven, she weighed next to nothing, with the delicate face of her mother and dark coloring of her father. Like the black widow, she sported an hourglass shape with a swayback that tipped her derrière out so far it practically hit her in the back of the head. On top of that, she had a morning voice that provided bedroom sultriness 24/7. Trouble was, I think it gave guys ideas.

      Poured into a red miniskirt, matching tank and heels, she carried a bag that cost more than Murphy’s monthly mortgage. She gently yanked on my hair and then stopped obediently in front of her father.

      I stared at the computer screen…zippo. Thumping my nails on the table, I sang the ABC Song twice, rapped the Pledge to Allegiance, debated my cholesterol level, and before I knew it, voilà an email had been returned.

      No waaaaaay. That meant my sins were meant-to-be, right?

       

      DATE: August 10, 08:02 a.m.

      TO: Jester from Jesterville

      FROM: Troyoncrime, Orlando Sentinel

      RE: Cisco Medina

      Jester,

      Are you okay? Is it Lola? Girl, that’s where the problem is. Let’s get together.

      Troy Brown

      Man worried about jesters

      

      I gulped, swallowed some gastric juices, and thankfully passed gas as a burp. I’d just struck it rich and barely lifted a finger. Lola Medina—as well as Cisco’s father—had been cleared according to the Orlando Sentinel, but what specifically had transpired in Lola’s world that left Troy suspicious? If anything, Troy gave me a starting place. Find Lola Medina, find clue number one.

      You’re playing with fire, the angel said. You like the burn, its evil counterpart countered.

      Let me introduce my decision making process. An angel lived on one shoulder, the devil on the other. Unfortunately, that little devil had too big of a say-so—the main reason I traveled the short road to Hades.

      I keyboarded a simple, “Yes.”

      And waited.

      Annnd waited.

      Annnnnnnnd…waited.

      Rapping my fingers on the keyboard, I deliberated what Troy had seen or heard that tipped him off to a less than honest mother. Nervousness? Lack of nervousness? Sketchy story? Rehearsed answers?

      Jittery from head to toe, I plucked Colton’s ink pen out from his ear, rocked back and forth, and inked the words, “The truth shall set you free” on my left palm. Still nervous, I gnawed off the pinky nail on my right hand. Finally, Colton’s laptop chimed again.

       

      DATE: August 10, 08:07 a.m.

      TO: Jester from Jesterville

      FROM: Troyoncrime, Orlando Sentinel

      RE: Cisco Medina

      Jester,

      Contact me at 407-555-1234 or via email. Be careful.

      Troy

      Man wondering why Ms. Ovaries is masquerading as Jester

      

      I sucked in a sharp breath…I thought I’d been subtle. Thing was, Ms. Ovaries didn’t know whose fist to dodge first. I erased the history of my transgressions and settled in as Cody lifted us to a cruising altitude of thirty-eight thousand feet. Right when I prematurely unbuckled, a big bump sent me slamming chest-first into the tray table.

      “Oh, God,” Colton prayed, suddenly nervous about the turbulence. “Are you all right, dear?”

      “I’m good,” I mumbled, but my ribs weren’t, and chances were Divine Discipline had come into play. “I just need to relax.”

      “What do you do to relax at home?” he muttered offhandedly.

      “Sometimes I go outside and shoot the squirrels. Just depends.”

      He attempted a laugh, but I feared he was moments from a complete psychotic episode. For an international businessman, air travel packed some major fear factor for Colton. Evidently, Pegasus almost crashed once, and he hadn’t found Xanadu since.

      When the twelve-thousand-pound plane jumped forward again, Colton cursed under his breath—clearly needing his mommy. If I had a Marlboro, I’d smoke it. I glanced over to my soulmate. Dylan sat tranquil—reading Sports Illustrated—not scared poopless like his lying best friend. “Ah, Darc,” he said, sighing and closing up the magazine, “don’t be scared.”

      Don’t be scared? I thought. I was doing the doggie paddle down the ditch of desperation. “I-I⁠—”

      I couldn’t form words.

      “What does my girl need?”

      A brain transplant. Leaning across the aisle, he gently rubbed his thumb back and forth over the top of my extended hand. Dylan could help me find my stride, and he’d called me “his girl” since eighth grade. As much as I hated to admit it, I wanted to crawl onto his lap and have him promise me I could pull off the impossible…before I died a liar.
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