

        

            

                

            

        




[image: title1]











 




 




 










 




 






These

books are works of fiction. Names, characters, places, businesses, and

incidents either are the products of the author’s imagination or are used in a

fictitious manner. Any similarity to events or locales or persons, living or

dead, is entirely coincidental.




 




First

edition January 2020




Copyright

© 2020 by Cheryl Bradshaw




Cover Design Copyright 2020 © Indie Designz




 




Bed of Bones Copyright

© 2013

by Cheryl Bradshaw




Hush Now Baby Copyright © 2014 by Cheryl Bradshaw




Gone Daddy Gone Copyright © 2017 by Cheryl Bradshaw




All

rights reserved.




 




No

part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted, in any form,

or by any means whatsoever (electronic, mechanical, etc.) without the prior

written permission and consent of the author. 




Bed of Bones




[image: title22]







 


 


 


 


To Park City, Utah.




I must away.




Farewell.







 


 


 


 


“At what

point then is the approach of danger to be expected?




I answer, if it ever reach us, it must spring up amongst us.”




—Abraham

Lincoln









CHAPTER 1




JUNE 1956




PARK CITY, UTAH




 




Willie wiped his dirt-stained hands across the sides of his jeans

and cocked his head to the side, eyeballing his younger brother, who lagged

behind. “Come on, Leonard! Why ya gotta be such a drag all the time? We’ll

never get where we’re goin’ if we don’t hustle.”




“You’re walkin’ too fast,” Leonard sniffed. “Wait up!”




Willie didn’t turn around. He didn’t stop. He didn’t even slow

down. He lengthened his stride and kept on going. “Quit whining, ya big baby,

or next time I’ll leave ya home.”




Leonard kicked a pebble with his shoe. It sailed across the open

field, narrowly missing Willie’s head when it whizzed by. “Don’t call me that!”




“What—a baby?”




“Yeah. Don’t. I’m seven. Babies are...well...babies.”




“Well, that’s what ya are, aren’t ya?” When Leonard failed to

respond, Willie glanced back, knowing exactly what he’d see when he did.

Leonard’s face had turned as red as their dad’s BMW 507—not because he was

embarrassed and not because of the heat. He was about to get angry. When that

happened, Leonard’s forehead broke out in an overabundance of dots that made

him look like he had the chicken pox. “Hey, I was just kiddin’ around, Leonard.

Ya know that, right?”




“Mom said we weren’t allowed to go past the fence, and I can’t

see it anymore. We’re gonna get in trouble, Willie. I just know it.”




“Nothing is goin’ to happen, all right? Mom and Dad won’t find

out unless one of us tells ‘em. This is our little secret. Okay?” Willie shoved

a hand inside his pocket, removed a plastic comb, and slicked it through his

sandy-brown hair. At thirteen years old, he was practically a man. At least he

liked to think so. He’d matured a good deal faster than all of his friends. While

their voices remained high-pitched and squeaky, his was deep, like his dad’s. He

didn’t look much like him though; he looked like his idol, James Dean. A year

before when James was killed in a fatal car accident, Willie paid tribute by

ditching his Chinos and collared shirts for jeans and plain white tees. He’d even

talked his mother into buying him a leather jacket at Christmas to complete the

look. At school he was ridiculed by his male classmates. He didn’t care. None

of them had a fifteen-year-old girlfriend. He did.




“How much longer?” Leonard mumbled. “I wanna go home.”




“We will, just as soon as I find what I’m lookin’ for.”




“Not this home,” Leonard said, “our real one. I

hate it here.”




Willie hated it too. Park City was the most boring place he’d

ever visited in his life. Day after day they sat around with nothing to do, waiting

for their dad to sign the paperwork over to a developer who had big plans for

his grandfather’s land. They were only supposed to be here for a week. It had

been more than two. He didn’t know why his dad kept going back and forth,

negotiating every last detail with the realtor, and he didn’t care either. All he

wanted was to get back to Chicago, to his own room, his friends, and most of

all, blue-eyed, blond-haired Betty.




“It’s hot.” Leonard wiped the sweat from his brow and flicked

it into the air.




“We’re almost there. Ya see it?”




“See what?”




“The hole.”




“What hole?”




Willie stopped. When Leonard caught up, Willie placed his

hands on his brother’s head, directing him to a large, black, squarish spot on

the ground several feet below.




“What is it?” Leonard asked.




“A mine shaft.”




“A what?”




“Men used to go down that hole, get stuff out of the ground,

and sell it. Made lots of money too, from what Dad said.” Willie tested the

soft dirt in front of him and then stepped forward, making his way to the

bottom of the hill. “Ya best step where I step, okay? I don’t need ya breakin’

a leg out here. You dig?”




Leonard nodded.




“This place wasn’t always a ghost town,” Willie said.




Leonard swallowed—hard. “There are...ghosts here?”




Willie reached back, patting Leonard’s arm. “Not real ones,

dipstick. A ghost town is a place people leave behind—the buildings are still

here, but not the people. Not many of them, anyway.”




“Is that why most of the stores in town are closed?” Leonard

asked.




“Now yer gettin’ it.”




“Why’d they all leave?”




“Hated it, probably. Same as us.”




“Why would they leave all that money?” Leonard asked.




“Maybe it ran out. Maybe they got everything they could out

of the ground and there wasn’t any more left.”




“Is that why grandpa moved here—for money?”




Willie shrugged. “When gramps was alive, he was in charge of

a whole crew of guys. Made loads of cash and bought land with it. That’s why we’re

here.” Willie reached the opening of the mine and knelt down. “Outta sight! Leonard,

check this out.”




“Is it safe? It doesn’t look safe.”




“‘Course it is. It’s not like we’re going in. We’re just

takin’ a peek. Nothin’ wrong with that.”




Leonard bent down next to Willie. “How far down do you think

it goes?”




“I dunno. Why don’t ya hop on in and find out?”




Willie walked over to a rock a few feet away and pulled a

pack of cigarettes out of his back pocket. He flipped one into his mouth, lit

up, and took a nice, long drag.




Leonard sat on the rock next to him. “Dad know you have

those?”




Willie twisted the sleeve on Leonard’s shirt and yanked him

close. “No, and you’re not gonna tell him either.”




“I won’t—let go!”




The two sat in silence for the next two minutes, Willie

taking occasional puffs on the cigarette and Leonard flipping a Slinky back and

forth between his hands.




Willie finished the cigarette, stood, and flicked the butt

out of his hands, smashing it into the scorching earth with his foot until he

couldn’t see it any longer. “Come on. We’d better get back.”




Leonard hopped off the rock. The Slinky slipped out of his

hand and tumbled into the mouth of the shaft, catching on a patch of sagebrush

just inside. “My Slinky!”




“Leave it,” Willie said. “You can get another one.”




“I don’t want another one. I bought it with my own money. It

took a whole month to save up for it.” Before Willie could interject a second

time, Leonard had bolted forward until he was close enough to the Slinky to

reach down and grab it.




“Leonard, no!” Willie yelled. “Don’t!”




The next few seconds moved like a Ferris wheel in slow

motion. Leonard reached for the Slinky, but it broke free of the sagebrush,

sinking into the blackness. He leaned over, gazed into the shaft. And then he

made a big mistake. He tried to stand, but the pebbly rocks beneath his feet offered

no traction. He slipped, plummeting feet first into the mine. A blood-curdling

scream followed, echoing through the shaft.




In seconds Willie reached the opening. He squealed his

brother’s name then listened, hoping to hear even the smallest indication that

his brother was still alive, but he heard nothing. “Leonard, can ya hear me?”




Silence.




“Please Leonard, please! Say something! Anything! Let me know

yer there.”




Silence.




Tears streamed down Willie’s cheeks, making his face feel

sticky. He stood, still, unsure of what to do next. Should he stay—try to

figure out how to get down the hole? He had no idea how deep it was. A few

feet? A few hundred feet? A thousand? Did he leave his brother all alone and go

for help? What if Leonard spoke and no one was there to hear him? He knew if he

stayed, Leonard could die, if he wasn’t dead already. A wave of guilt rushed

over him.




Oh please, let him still be alive—please!




Five minutes ago, he’d have given anything to stop Leonard

from asking any more questions, but now he’d give his own life just to hear his

brother’s tiny, angelic voice again.




Don’t just stand here doing nothing, Willie. Think! What

would Dad do?




He bent down and cupped his hands around both sides of his

mouth. “Leonard, if ya can hear me, I’m goin’ to get Mom and Dad. I’ll be right

back. I promise. I’m so...I’m so sorry. Ya hear me? I’m sorry...”




Willie sprinted toward his grandfather’s house, his limbs

experiencing an increasing burning sensation with every step. His entire body

could burst into flames for all he cared—he’d risk anything to save his brother’s

life.




 




 




 




PRESENT DAY, 11:30 PM




 




Melody Sinclair hoisted a leg over the seat in front of her,

slouched down, and scanned the room, eyeballing the men and women shuffling

through the aisles of the old theater. Although each was unique in his or her

own way, all of them displayed one distinct commonality: they were bundled up

like they’d trekked through a blizzard to get here. January in Park City, Utah,

had this effect on people. With outside temperatures dipping into the twenties

and thirties, the majority of tourists in town for the annual Sundance Film

Festival made haste. There was no escaping Old Man Winter. Not here.




Exuberant moviegoers took their seats, slowly shedding one

layer of clothing after the other. Idle chatter began soon after, spreading

through the air like the murmuring ripple of juicy gossip. Melody curled her

long, blond hair around her index finger and savored every delicious second.

This was her moment. Her fifteen minutes. Her time to shine. 




It had been nearly a decade since Melody had submitted her

first film for consideration at the festival. The film, a haunting recreation

of the real-life horror that took place in the Hanley House back in the

seventies, was sure to be a hit. At least in Melody’s mind. The panel of

esteemed judges saw it another way. Haunting at Hanley House was

rejected and shelved, and per the festival rules, without significant changes, the

film could never be resubmitted again. The rejection felt like an oversized,

red stamp of disapproval. It meant the film wasn’t good enough. It meant she

wasn’t good enough.




Distraught, Melody had almost decided to take her career in

another direction. But that had all changed one night when she was approached by

a dark, wavy-haired man at a movie after-party. His opening words to her had

been, “I don’t believe I’ve ever met a woman with eyes such a unique shade of green.”

At first she’d dismissed him, thinking it was nothing more than a cheap pickup

line. But then her eyes met his bold, unwavering gaze.




He can’t be serious. Can he?




The man’s natural air of confidence commanded the room, even

though his eyes locked on hers. “I’m Giovanni.” She opened her mouth to speak,

but he stopped her. “And you are Melody Sinclair.”




She glanced down at his extended hand, noticing the shiny,

oval-shaped ring on his pinkie finger. A semester in college studying Roman

history taught her that signet rings worn on the pinkie finger had once symbolized

power and authority. Whoever this man was, he definitely fit the bill.




“How did you know my name?” she asked.




“I know the names of all my guests, especially those who know

my brother.”




She waved the fluted glass of champagne in front of her,

unaware that the single flick of her hand had caused the overpriced liquid to

spill over. “Carlo is your brother? And this is...your house?”




An hour later the two sat side by side on a sofa in a private

room. The conversation turned to the movie they’d seen that night, and Melody

confessed she’d tried making her own film that year, a film she now referred to

as an “epic failure.”




“The great question is not whether you have failed, but whether

you are content with failure,” he’d encouraged her.




She giggled, running the tips of her fingers over her lips. “Did

you come up with that yourself?”




He shook his head. “It’s a Chinese proverb. You made one

movie. It was unsuccessful. Make another. And keep making them until you

achieve what you set out to accomplish in life.”




Months after their brief encounter, a winter vacation led her

to Park City, Utah, a thriving community that had once been an abandoned ghost

town. Having been abandoned herself as a child, she felt right at home. And when

one of the old-timers started chatting about the town’s colorful history one

evening at a local bar, she soon discovered Park City was much more than she

realized. It wasn’t just home to what had once been known as one of the world’s

richest silver mines—it was a town with a deadly past.




One year later Melody submitted a new film. Bed of Bones

was accepted as one of eight “Park City at Midnight” films to be screened at

the festival. And now here she was, mere moments away from watching her

precious baby premiere in front of a sold-out crowd.




“I heard this film is based on a true story,” a man who sat one

row in front of her said to the ginger-haired woman next to him.




The woman let out an obnoxious noise that sounded more like a

shrill cackle than anything else. She faced the man, the look on her face

indicating she viewed him as a babbling imbecile. “Oh, I doubt it, Stuart. I’ve

never heard of this kind of thing happening here. Not in Utah. You know how

film makers are these days. They take one fact from history and weave ninety

minutes of pure fiction around it to sell tickets. Nope. Never happened. I’m

sure of it.”




“It was over fifty years ago, Gladys,” he responded. “You

weren’t alive then. How would you know?”




Gladys crossed her arms in front of her, plopped them down on

her oversized belly, and hissed loud enough to make the elderly couple a few

seats over glance in her direction. She jabbed Stuart with her elbow. “I wasn’t

around when Jack the Ripper hacked up all those half-naked ladies of the night either,

but I know about him.”




Stuart sighed, tipping his chin toward the ceiling, wondering

why he’d bothered speaking in the first place.




A man resembling Tom Selleck back in his Magnum, P.I.

days appeared on stage, his presence generating a titillating reaction from the

females in the room. A wave of excitement ripped through the air until the women

in the audience leaned a little closer to the edge of their seats. Then one by

one, they all reclined back, realizing it was a false alarm. Whoever this man

was, he wasn’t Thomas Sullivan Magnum IV. The man flattened a hand over his

forehead like he was saluting and eyeballed the crowd.




Melody glanced at the man sitting next to her. “That’s my

cue. Thanks for being here for me today, Giovanni.”




Giovanni smiled and placed a hand on her leg, his pinkie ring

noticeably absent. “Anything for a friend.”




Melody exited the theater through the back-door, taking the

hidden corridor on the side that led to the stage. The passageway was narrow

and dark. Melody swished a hand from side to side in front of her, attempting to

maneuver her way through the darkness. A faint noise vibrated in the distance.

It sounded like a tin can being kicked on a concrete floor. “Hello, is someone

there?”




The noise stopped.




Melody kept moving.




Then she heard something different.




Tick.




Tick.




Tick.




Melody stopped.




“Hello? Is someone there?”




A firm hand reached through the darkness, gripped her right

arm, and squeezed. She gasped, jerking her hand back. She had an overwhelming

urge to run. But where? And why? Who was this person, and why had he tried to

place a stronghold on her arm?




A deep, male voice penetrated the pitch black passageway. “Right

this way, Miss Sinclair.” A flashlight clicked on, leading her out of the veil

of darkness toward the stage. When she reached the safety of the stairs, the

man released her. She turned, wanting to ask him about the strange noise she’d

just heard, but it was too late—he’d faded back into the darkness. The Tom

Selleck look-alike caught a glimpse of her out of the corner of his eye and

said, “And now I’m pleased to present the director and screenwriter of Bed

of Bones, Melody Sinclair.” Although rattled, she knew the show must go on.

He nodded, passed her the mike, and backed away. The audience applauded. She

stepped forward, making sure not to walk too fast. She’d never forgive

herself if she tripped now. The piercing glow from the strobe light overhead zeroed

in on her place on the stage, where she stood, nervous inside. In seconds, the clapping

ceased, and the room quieted to a low hum.




Melody reached into her blazer pocket, her fingers fumbling

around for her glasses. They weren’t there. She cleared her throat and held the

mike in front of her. “It’s an honor to be here today with all of you. Many

years ago, I contemplated giving up filmmaking forever. Then someone gave me a

piece of advice that stayed with me to this day, and I learned it’s never too

late to achieve your dreams. To the film students in the audience...no matter how

many times you fail in this business, keep trying. Never lose your passion—it’s

the driving force that makes life worth living.”




A generous applause sounded from all sides of the room. Not

the thunderous roar an actor hears when their name is read for an Academy

Award, but to Melody, it was no different. She paused, wishing she could hone

in on the red-haired skeptic for the final words of her speech.




“The film you are about to see is based on a true story, as

most of you already know from reading the introduction in your programs. But

what most of you don’t know is how true to life it really is. Many of you are

used to fiction being weaved in with fact, lines being blurred, with no way of

knowing the truth when you see it. You won’t find that here. Not today. And so

I implore you. After the film ends, and the lights come up, and you’re wondering

if what you’ve just witnessed really did happen the way it was portrayed in the

movie...go home, get on your computer, and do some research of your own. Or come

up and ask me yourself at the director’s table. Either way, discover the truth

for yourselves, and let the truth set you free. I want to thank everyone for

coming out today. Enjoy the movie.”




It was just how she’d rehearsed it, exactly how she’d

planned. She flicked the microphone off, set it on the podium, and exited stage

right. The lights dimmed, and the movie began. When Melody reached the other side

of the corridor, her assistant was waiting. “Great job out there.”




Melody smiled. “You should be inside, watching the movie.”




“I wanted to be the first to congratulate you.”




Melody placed a hand on her arm. “It means a lot, Brynn.

Thank you. Now get in there. I don’t want you to miss it!”




“What about you? Aren’t you coming?”




“In a minute. I can’t find my glasses. I thought they were in

my pocket. They’re not. I must have left them in the car.”




“I’ll get them for you,” Brynn said. “You’ll miss the beginning.”




Melody shook her head. “Go. I’ll be right behind you.”




The chill of night nipped at Melody’s face when she pushed

open the theater door, causing a numbing sensation to come over her. She

wrapped her sweater tightly around her and increased her pace, thankful her car

was parked nearby. An overhead light streamed through the front windshield. The

glasses were not on the dash. She opened the car door and paused.




Tick.




Tick.




Tick.




The familiar noise was close. One thing was certain—it was

the same sound she’d heard inside. A watch perhaps? No, too loud. She

considered reversing back into her car and locking herself in, but there was no

time. She didn’t know how she knew. She just did. She inhaled a crisp breath of

air and turned around.




Not more than two feet in front of her was a person she

assumed to be a man. He wore a ski mask. It was black, frayed at the edges. It

looked like it had been sliced with a knife to make it shorter, but it still

got the job done. But what was the job?  Was he braving the elements, or

did he pose some kind of threat?




When the giant rubber boots he was wearing stepped forward, she

didn’t know whether to laugh or cry, or both. She’d heard of people getting

mugged or worse in big cities, but here? She never thought it was possible. She

scanned the parking lot. Not a soul was in sight. Everyone was inside. She

glanced at the theater door. Brynn wasn’t there. No one was. She was alone.




“I—I don’t have any money. My purse is inside.”




He grunted. “Don’t want your money.”




“Are you here for the movie? I have an extra ticket.”




An extra ticket? Of course he wasn’t blocking her for

an extra ticket. She had no idea what to say, and somehow she persuaded herself

if she kept talking, she’d talk her way out of whatever this was. Talking had

gotten her out of plenty sticky situations in the past.




“I...ahh...need to get back inside,” she stuttered.




“Why? What’s the rush?” His voice was low and controlled. His

movements slow and confident.




“People are waiting for me.”




“Why?”




“This is my movie. I directed it. And if I don’t get back

inside, they’ll come out here looking for—”




“That so?” A lump of black liquid shot through the mouth opening

of the mask. Tobacco juice drizzled onto her shoe. “Don’t see anyone coming for

you now.”




“If you don’t get out of my way, I’ll...I’ll...scream.”




He shrugged. “What’s stopping you?”




She clenched her jaw. Whatever you do, don’t panic. Don’t

let him see your fear. But her usual charm wasn’t working, and she was out

of things to say. Aside from his crude demeanor, he hadn’t touched her and he

hadn’t threatened her. She took it as a good sign. “Are you here for the movie?

I can get you in.”




He cocked his head to the side and let it hang there. “All I

care about is the ending.”




“What ending?”




“Yours.”




Tick.




Tick.




Tick.




And then...ding.




The man opened his hand. Crushed inside were her glasses. He

curved his hand sideways, letting them fall, smiling as he caught the stunned

reaction on her face. Then he dug into his pocket, pulled out a small, square

box. It appeared to be made of plastic. He pressed a grey button in the center.

And the theater exploded.









CHAPTER 2




TWO HOURS LATER




 




I could count on one hand the number of times Park City Police

Chief Wade Sheppard had dialed my number over the last year, so when his name

flashed across my cell phone screen in bright, white letters, I paused, then glanced

at the time. It was just after two a.m.




“Sloane?” he croaked, when I answered. His voice was shaky,

unstable. Very unlike him. “I apologize for calling so late. How’s Vegas?”




“Vegas is fine. What’s wrong?”




“I need to ask you about Giovanni,” he said. “When’s the last

time you talked to him?”




Giovanni Luciana, with whom I’d recently presumed not only

shared a bed with me, but also the mafia, had been my on-again, off-again

boyfriend for more than a year. At present, we were off-again. Sort of. It was

complicated.




“I talked to him a few days ago,” I said. “Why?”




“On the phone or in person?”




“On the phone. Why?”




“And when did you see him last?” he prodded.




“A couple weeks, maybe more. Why?”




“Are you two still together?”




The late-night interrogation session grated on me. I imagined

Giovanni lying dead in the street, a single gunshot wound to the head, fired

from a fancy shotgun equipped with silencer. I knew it was wrong to go there,

but I couldn’t help it. In my dreams, his life always ended the same way—with

him brutally murdered. Dreams had a way of messing with a person’s mind, projecting

every day fears into some sort of twisted reality. At least all of mine did.




The chief had gone quiet, probably a result of my failure to

answer his last question.




“Are you still there?” I asked.




He coughed like he had something lodged in his throat. In all

the years I’d known him, he’d never been at a loss for words before.




“Look, we’re not seeing other people,” I said, “but we’re not

seeing a lot of each other right now either. It’s hard to explain.” Only, it

wasn’t. The chief knew it and I knew it, and I’d long speculated the chief was

aware of Giovanni’s extracurricular activities too. He’d never said a word—not

to me or Giovanni. But whenever he got the chance, he pressed me about our

relationship. And he wasn’t asking for nothing. 




“Are you with Madison right now?” he asked.




“Yeah, Maddie’s sitting right here.”




To my right, Maddie sat, legs crossed, donning a coral satin

spaghetti-strapped top and matching shorts. She’d given her long, blond hair a

reprieve for the night, taking it out of its usual pigtails, allowing her

shoulder-length bangs to fall over her eyes. She took a sip of red wine, uncrossed

her legs, and swapped the glass for an open bottle of glittery, pink nail polish

on the nightstand. We made eye contact, and she mouthed something to me that at

first sounded like, “Hut’s going long.” I deciphered it to mean, “What’s going

on?” Since no actual words came out of her mouth, I couldn’t be sure, but there

weren’t any huts in Las Vegas to my knowledge, and neither of us was going long

tonight. When I mouthed back that the chief was on the phone, she set the polish

down and reached her hand out, taking the phone from me.




“Babe, what’s happening?” she said into the phone.




This was followed by dead silence. “Babe” talked and Maddie

listened, her face morphing into a series of different looks ranging from concerned

to something she rarely expressed: genuine fear. Every few seconds, she’d

glance my way and fake a smile, trying to convince me everything was okay. It

didn’t work. It never worked. We’d been friends for over twenty years. At this

point, I didn’t miss much. One more quick glance my way and Maddie said, “I

understand.” Then she ended the call.




“Why did you hang up?” I asked. “We weren’t finished

talking.”




She reached over, placing a hand on top of mine. I yanked it

back.




“Okay,” I said. “Now you’re scaring me. What’s going on?”




“We need to go home.”




“When?”




“Now.”




“We just got here,” I said. “What’s happened?”




She paused, her eyes shifting to the ceiling fan swirling

above us.




“Not you too, Maddie. I expect the silent treatment from him,

but not from you.”




“There’s been an accident.”




“Where?”




“At home—at the film festival.”




Ever since the chief had started dating Maddie, he had, in my

opinion, tried to make her services exclusive to the Summit County Police

Department any time a coroner was required. Problem was, she was the favorite ME

of many departments in the surrounding counties. This gave her more work than

she could handle, and little free time. “There are other MEs he can call

besides you. We’re on vacation.”




She tossed the phone back to me. “It’s not what you think.”




With my hands on my hips, I said, “It isn’t? He called my

phone intentionally, and now I know why. He planned to sweet talk me into

cutting this trip short, but when I answered, he felt guilty. And when he didn’t

know what to say, he asked all these random questions about Giovanni. Am I

right? Because if I am, he can—”




“Sloane,” she said, her voice raised. “Listen to me. There

was an explosion at one of the theaters tonight.” She glanced at the time. “Well,

last night. Two or three hours ago.”




“Which theater?”




“He didn’t say.”




“By explosion you mean...”




“They think someone planted a bomb or multiple bombs. Wade

doesn’t have a lot of information yet. He said he’d call again when he knows

more. We need to go home.”




I stood up and pressed my hands together, slowly raising them

to my scorching-hot face. “Of course.” A bomb. In Park City. During the biggest

event of the year. I didn’t want to believe it was true. “Why was he asking about

Giovanni? Does he think Giovanni can help in some way? Even if we haven’t

spoken much lately, I can still give him a call.”




“I don’t know how else to say this so I’m just going to say

it,” she said. “He was in the theater when the explosion happened.”




“Who was?”




“Giovanni.”




I shook my head. “Impossible. Giovanni’s in New York. He

doesn’t come back until—”




She rested a hand on my shoulder. “No, Sloane. He’s not.”




“I don’t believe it. He would have called me when he got back

into town. We were supposed to talk.”




“It’s him. Wade verified he was at the theater.”




“With who?”




She frowned, then shrugged.




I attempted to lift my suitcase off the ground and rest it on

the edge of the bed. It was empty, but felt like it had been weighted down with

a ton of bricks.




“Here, let me help you,” Maddie said.




“How bad was the explosion? Any fatalities?”




“Two so far.”




I sat back down, my head swirling in sync with the ceiling

fan above me. “Is he...umm...I mean...did the chief say whether Giovanni is...umm...”




Maddie sat next to me, slinging an arm around my neck. “I don’t

know, sweetie. Let’s hope not.”









CHAPTER 3




My mind was wandering again. With Maddie behind the wheel, it

wasn’t hard to drift off. She’d said little since we’d left Las Vegas, and

usually I couldn’t get her to stop talking. The last time I’d seen

Giovanni, we argued, something I regretted now. The two of us had been out to

dinner together, and I had prodded him, in a gentle way, for information about

his sister. He’d remained tight-lipped, and did what he always did when I said

something he didn’t like—he changed the subject. I’d let it slide in the past,

but not this time.




Giovanni’s sister, Daniela, had been kidnapped a few months

earlier, and yet somehow, he’d managed to find, rescue, and return her home

within a week—without involving the police. As a private investigator, I

knew damn well the average person never had much success finding a missing

person on his own—that’s why they came to me, or the police, or in some cases, both.

But Giovanni wasn’t anything like the average person.




At the time of Daniela’s kidnapping, a handful of Giovanni’s

men went on the rescue mission, but not all of them came back. Yet another

topic he wouldn’t discuss. And I’d grown tired of all the secrecy.




I’d gotten up and tossed my napkin on the table, attempting

to storm out in true diva fashion. I thought I would make it to the door

unscathed, my point proven, but it was always moments like this when I made the

stupidest mistake of all. As I sauntered away from him, nose held high, the

heel of my strappy, black shoe caught in between two tiles on the floor where

the grout had chipped away, and my heel broke off in the crack. This only furthered

my embarrassment. Not only was he looking at me, everyone else was too. One

less-than-gracious woman even giggled behind a napkin she’d masked in front of the

lower half of her face. I ditched the heel and did exactly what my anxiety

suggested: I kicked the other heel off my foot, grabbed the remaining three

quarters of my other shoe, and ran, leaving the heel behind. I wasn’t proud of

myself for putting on such a ridiculous charade, but I couldn’t keep giving up

so much of myself and getting so little in return, no matter how wonderful he

treated me.




For us to work, I needed him to let me in, and even if by

some miracle he did, could I really look the other way while he lived a shady

lifestyle just because he was good to me? I’d looked the other way when I

suspected him of murdering his sister’s former lover. I’d looked the other way

when he shot two bullets into Sam Reids’ skull while I was in the next room. In

both cases, I allowed myself to believe the deaths were justified. Daniela’s

lover had beaten her on more than one occasion and threatened her life. Serial

killer Sam Reids had kidnapped and murdered a handful of women, my sister

included.




They both got what they deserved in the end.




Hadn’t they?   




Maddie looked at me and winked. “I was going to say ‘penny

for your thoughts,’” she said. “But for yours, I’d offer at least a quarter. Maybe

even two.”




“Trust me; you’re better off not knowing.”




“Do you want to make a quick pit stop? Use the ladies room or

grab a donut...use the ladies room and grab a donut?”




I glanced at her.




“Didn’t think so,” she said. “It’s not much longer anyway.”




Since we left, I’d tried calling Giovanni’s right-hand man, Lucio,

every fifteen minutes. Four hours and sixteen calls later, he still hadn’t

answered, and my OCD had officially gone into overdrive. 




I pulled the visor down and flipped open the mirror. Strands

of my long, usually lustrous, straight, black hair, were stuck to the side of

my face, like they’d been hair sprayed in place. I picked them off, using my

fingers to comb them to the side. My mascara was gone, but even without it I

could always count on my sparkly, brown eyes to brighten things up, especially

when the rest of me was falling apart. “What reason would a person have to bomb

a theater in Park City?”




Maddie looked over. “You know as well as I do this type of

thing can happen anywhere at any time. There are a lot of crazy people out

there.”




“Yeah, but Park City seems so low risk.”




“Think about it. Columbine, Oklahoma City, Newtown. Most of

these places never make national news otherwise.”  




“I was just thinking...”




“That’s your first mistake.”




“What—trying to figure things out?” I asked.




“I was leaning toward your lack of patience. There’s nothing to

figure out. We don’t have all the details yet.”




I slumped back in the seat. Maybe she was right. If only

there was a kill switch, something to put my brain on hold a little longer.




After a few minutes passed, Maddie began gnawing on the inside

of her mouth.




“What is it?” I asked.




“Nothing.”




“It’s something. You’re biting your lip.”




She sighed. “Out of curiosity, what were you thinking?”




“I imagine there are a lot of people out there who want

Giovanni dead.”









CHAPTER 4




The statement was true. You don’t get to the top of the mafia

food chain without making a significant number of enemies. Daniela wasn’t snatched

for no reason. Whoever took her wanted to send a message. It made me wonder what

kind of message the theater bomber was sending, and to whom.




We arrived back in Park City a little after nine in the

morning. As we neared the theater, two patrol cars became five, and then seven.

The traffic headed out of town stretched as far as the eye could see. Cars ahead

of us were being rerouted through a side street that weaved through a

neighborhood in Prospector before spilling out a good distance away from the

theater. Everyone was curious, and those who weren’t were packing their bags, returning

from whence they came.




When it was our turn, we weren’t steered in another direction;

we were stopped by the last person I wanted to see, Detective Drake Cooper, a

man who, in his fifty-seven years of life, had spent half his time mulling over

all the ways he’d been screwed over by everyone from the police chief to the

checker at the local supermarket, and the other half doing something he actually

excelled at: fighting crime. When he spotted my Audi, he flattened his hand in

front of him like he was prepared to stop my car with it. He then circled his

pointer finger in the air.




Maddie lowered the car window, but kept her eyes on the road.






Coop bent his six-foot-five frame down, poking his enlarged head

inside. “Good morning to you too.”




He wasn’t smiling, per his usual.




“Let us pass, Coop,” I said.




“Can’t do that, sweetheart.”




His tone dripped with sarcasm.




“What’s wrong this time?”




“Only police personnel can be admitted to the scene. We’re keeping

things under wraps—you know the protocol.”




“What things?”




“If I told you, it wouldn’t be under wraps now, would it?”




“The chief called me personally,” I said.




He rested a hand on his hip, mocking me. “What do you know—he

called me personally today too.”




“Maddie has clearance,” I said.




“Not on this one, she doesn’t.”




Without the presence of the chief, we were gridlocked, a fact

Coop relished. He thumped on the hood of the car with his fist. “If the chief

wants to grant you two access to the scene, it’s on his watch, not mine. Until

then, back this thing up.”




“Can you at least tell me where the chief is?”




“I’m not your errand boy. Call him yourself.” Just as Maddie

placed her finger on the button to put the window up, Coop added, “What are you

doing here anyway, Sloane? Shouldn’t you be at the hospital?”




Maddie smiled. “At least we know where Giovanni is now.

Thanks, Coop.”




He rolled his eyes. She jammed the car into reverse, spun

around, and punched the gas, making a spectacle of herself as she peeled out. For

a girl like Maddie, there wasn’t any other way.




“You know,” she began, “Coop’s the type of guy that could

turn a sane, rational person into a cold-blooded killer after a single

conversation. And yet he saved your life awhile back.” She swayed her head back

and forth. “I’ll never understand.”




I did. It was his job. Nothing personal.




The chief’s secretary, Mary, called Maddie on her cell phone.

Mary said he’d been tied up all day. He asked Mary to arrange a meeting with us

at the station later today. Maddie pressed her for more information and learned

the joint terrorism task force was assembling a team. Soon they’d be on their

way to Park City. 




I tried Lucio again. Still no answer. But now I knew where

Giovanni was, and I hoped, alive.









CHAPTER 5




Daniela was the first person I spotted after stepping through the

revolving door of the Summit Medical Center in Heber. She rose from a chair, embraced

me. I said, “How is he? What happened? Why was he even at the...” And then I

stopped. One look at her tear-stained face, and I knew she was in no condition

to answer my questions.




A knot jolted my stomach. The look on her face was one of

loss. It couldn’t be true. It just couldn’t. I wanted to grab her, shake her.

Scream.




Please let him be alive!




Instead, I held her and whispered, “Are you okay?”




She shook her head.




“What can I do to help?” I asked.




“Nothing.” She picked a hair band out of her back pocket and whipped

her long, dark locks into a loose bun. “How could this happen—to him of all people?”




Did she mean it? Surely, she had some indication of the kind

of danger the family business put him in.




She aimed a polished, black fingernail at me. “I’m going to

find whoever did this and make him understand what happens when you mess with a

Luciana.” 




Spoken like a true Mafioso. I glanced at Maddie, who had

spent the last two minutes beating the life out of the plastic panel on the soda

vending machine with her clenched fist. She put the money in, the machine spit

it back out. After several failed attempts, Maddie placed the dollar on her

pants, ironing it flat. She prayed out loud to anyone listening for it to work and

stuck the dollar back in so delicately, for a moment it was like the machine

was a life-size version of the game Operation. This time, it didn’t just spill

back out, it shot out. She threw her hands in the air and glanced at Daniela. “I

guess I didn’t want soda after all. I’m going to find a cup of coffee. Want to

join me?”




Except for engaging in idle chit chat at one or two of Giovanni’s

dinner parties, Maddie and Daniela hadn’t spent much time around one another.

In any other instance, Daniela would have refused the offer. But crisis mode

changed people, often times opening the dusty, closed windows we all hide

behind.




Daniela nodded. I tried not to show my astonishment.




Maddie passed me and whispered, “I’ll stay with her. Go find

him.”




A game of hide-and-go-seek commenced wherein I dodged the

hospital staff, snooping inside the staggered patient rooms as I made my way

down the hall. I’d successfully crossed half a dozen off my list when someone tugged

on the sleeve of my sweater. I stiffened.




“Going somewhere?”




The masculine voice was a familiar one. I turned, venting a

sigh of relief.




“Carlo, I was hoping to see you here,” I said. “Did you fly

in to help with the investigation?”




Carlo had wavy, black hair, just like Giovanni, a strong but

slender build, and the kind of tanned skin women went to the beach all summer

long for. With his FBI status, I hoped he could provide me with some answers.




“It’s not my department, but I’ve found a way to get

involved. I will find out who did this to my brother.”




I didn’t doubt it. 




“If you want to see Giovanni, I can take you to him,” he

continued.




“So, he’s...alive?”




Carlo nodded. “Although, he hasn’t been himself since I

arrived.”




“What do you mean?”




“He’s unnerved,” he said. “Shaken up.”




“It’s understandable after what he just experienced.”




“All these years he’s convinced himself he was untouchable. Invincible.

Now he knows he isn’t. That...changes a person. Whatever he says to you, try to understand

he’s processing a lot right now. It may take some time before he finds clarity.”




I wasn’t sure what Carlo was trying to say, or not say. His

tone conveyed a warning of some kind, like Giovanni was a loose cannon, prepped

and ready to fire. Part of me couldn’t help feeling like it was exactly what we

needed as a couple. 




He tapped his expensive, leather shoe on the floor. “This can’t

get out...it just can’t.”




“What can’t?”




I didn’t know what I expected to accomplish with my question.

Carlo was a Luciana. It wasn’t like he would open up to me either.




In true brotherly fashion, he shifted the conversation. “I

heard you two have been having some difficulties lately, but Giovanni didn’t go

into detail.”




I wasn’t about to either. In true girlfriend fashion, I

changed the subject myself. “How badly is he hurt?”




He stepped back, a look of shock on his face. “You don’t

know?”




“No.”




“What do you know?” he asked.




“I was told there was an explosion at one of the theaters in

town—not much more. I tried calling Lucio several times. He never answered.”




Carlo rested a hand on my shoulder. “Sloane, Lucio is dead.”




Dead? I didn’t want to believe it. Over the last year,

I’d become fond of his oversized shadow tailing me wherever I went.




“What—how? He was there?”




“Lucio was sitting next to Giovanni when the explosion

happened. To be honest, it’s been hard getting more information out of my

brother other than small, insignificant details. I’m hoping you’ll be more

successful.”




We continued down the hall. “What can you tell me?”




“I can share what little we know so far. Witnesses who were

there at the time confirmed the explosion happened right as the movie was

starting, during the opening credits, before the opening scene.”




“Do you know what types of explosives were used?”




He nodded.




“Fragments from pressure-cooker bombs were found near the

stage.”




“Bombs plural—as in more than one?”




“It’s possible there were as many as three. Hard to say for

sure right now. They’re still gathering evidence.”




“Have you pinpointed the exact location of the blast?” I

asked.




“There was a table set up for the director and a few of the

actors to take questions after the movie was over. It was blown to bits. Chief

Sheppard thinks the bombs were hidden underneath. The table was in plain sight,

but it was covered with a black cloth that went all the way to the floor. There

was no reason for anyone to sit there until after the film was over.”




“Any idea how the bombs were set off?”




“All we know is that they were close-controlled.”




“I’m sorry...what?”




“Whatever device was used, it had to be relatively close to the

theater in order to achieve the desired effect.”




“I see,” I said.




Carlo stopped. He faced me. “You don’t have any idea what I’m

talking about, do you?”




“Not really. I’ve never dealt with a bomb before.”




He cupped one hand about six inches over the other like he

was creating an invisible replication of the explosive device. “Shrapnel is

placed inside of the pressure cooker. A lot of times they use a combination of

gunpowder and nails, anything made of metal that is capable of inflicting the

maximum amount of injuries. All of it is stuffed inside the pressure cooker and

secured with a tight-fitting lid. The idea is that when it explodes, it will

cause mass injury and death to as many people as possible. Because most people

were sitting at the time of the explosion, the majority of injuries we’re

seeing are from the waist up.”




“Any idea how many fatalities?”




“We don’t have an exact body count yet. Three confirmed dead.

They’re still trying to account for everyone who was there at the time.”




“I’m sorry about Lucio.”




He shrugged. “I knew him, but not like my brother did. He’s

lost friends before, but not like this.”




“I’m just glad Giovanni is alive.”




Carlo turned and pointed. Positioned on both sides of the

door to Giovanni’s room were two men I didn’t recognize. Both dressed in black,

both bald, both looking like bouncers at a high-end nightclub. Carlo behaved as

if the men weren’t even there. The men stood, stiff like statues—one looked

left, the other right. Neither looked at me. Carlo slanted his head toward the

door then stepped back.




“You’re not coming in?” I asked.




“I think it’s best you see him alone. I’ll be here if you

need me.”




I nodded and walked inside, pushing the door closed behind me

like the room contained a baby I didn’t want to wake. I was skittish, but I

didn’t know why. For a time I stood still, wondering what I would encounter

when I regained my nerve long enough to round the corner.




What would he look like?




How bad was he hurt?




I stepped forward, the heel of my boot clacked along the

vinyl floor, giving me away. 




A hand reached out, firm and masculine, reeling the curtain

back. “Nurse, I need you to bring me—”




“No, Giovanni. It’s me.”




He looked like he wanted to shield himself behind the curtain

again.




“Sloane...I...you shouldn’t be here.”




Shouldn’t be here?




I had every right to be there.




Most of Giovanni’s body was covered with a thin, blue blanket,

but his arms were exposed. They were hacked up, cut like someone had taken a

blunt razor blade, slashing him numerous times. Positioned over his left eye

was a thick piece of gauze with some clear tape over it. I walked to his side, choking

back the tears. I didn’t want to stare. I tried to look away, focus on anything

else, but I couldn’t. “Your eye, is it—”




Not one to mince words, he captured my hand inside his. “Gone,

yes. I didn’t want you to see me this way.”




“What...happened?”




“It doesn’t matter now,” he replied.




“It does to me.”




“I don’t want you involved in this.”




“It’s too late. I’m here, and I am.”




“I’ve spoken to Carlo. I’ve asked him to take you out of here—somewhere

safe.”




Funny, Carlo hadn’t mentioned it to me.




I released his hand, drew a chair from the corner of the

room, and sat next to the bed. “Why? What’s happening?”




“I can explain more later. Right now you need to trust me.”




“I won’t be shipped off to some random location, especially

when I don’t understand why I’m going there in the first place.”




“There’s no point in arguing with me,” he said.




“I’m not—we’re talking.”




“I must insist, Sloane. You will go. The arrangements are

being made now. You’ll leave tonight.”




I will go?




It’s what I’d always run from in the past—overbearing,

controlling men. I thought he was different. I thought he understood. “I care

about you, but I don’t and I won’t take orders from you, or anyone.”




“I can’t protect you—not in here, not like this!”




He slammed a fist down on a wooden table beside him. A metal

tray launched off the edge, clanking as it touched the ground. I reached down,

picked it up, moved it to a safer location. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw

Carlo peer around the corner while Giovanni wasn’t looking. I cracked a smile,

indicated I was fine. He backed away.




Finally, a taste of what it was like when Giovanni became

angry. Up until now he’d always been so composed, civilized. I sat down again. “What

do I need protecting from? Can you at least give me a name?”




He transferred his gaze to a blank wall.




Silence. Always silence.




“You can’t even answer one question, can you?” I asked. “You

just expect me to leave because you want me to—I’m not one of your lackeys.”




I leaned forward in the chair, encircled my hands around the

nape of my neck, and focused on the faded, grey flecks in the tiles below. The

floor looked like it hadn’t been replaced for several decades, if ever. How

many had sat before me in the exact same spot I was sitting now, praying for a

loved one, clinging to faith, hoping for a miracle?




“I wouldn’t ask you to go if it wasn’t necessary,” he said.




“You didn’t ask. You told me. Why is it necessary?”




“I’ve always respected your judgment in the past. Now you

need to respect mine.”




Hospitals scared me, but not as much as the icy chill I felt

at this moment. He’d never been so cold before. “I’m...not...going...anywhere without

an explanation.”




Judging by the look on his face, I prepared for a second

explosion of major proportions. I wanted to meet his hardened glare, but I

couldn’t. Not because of his anger—because of my guilt. It wasn’t easy sitting

in front of him, seeing him tired and sluggish, like a...regular person. Gone was

the debonair suit, the fifty-thousand-dollar watch, the kind, gentle man I’d

come to know. Sitting in front of me was a man consumed by hate.




This was his other side.




The one I’d never seen.




The one I always thought I needed to see.




Except now I wished I hadn’t.









CHAPTER 6




It was over three full minutes before Giovanni spoke again. I knew

the exact timing because, while I waited, I watched the seconds tick by on a

worn, chipped, metal clock dangling from a rusty nail on the wall in front of

me. Every so often, I snuck a peek, watching him wrestle inwardly with his

feelings, his face expressing a strange combination of sorrow, anger, hurt, and

rage. I watched and waited, hoping in the end, the man who addressed me next would

be a lot more Dr. Jekyll than Mr. Hyde.




He sat up straighter, ogling me with a one-eyed stare down. His

face had softened, a little. Part of me wanted to embrace him, but the thought

of his possible rejection kept me glued to the chair.




“Before we met,” he said, “I hadn’t been in a serious

relationship in six years. Because of what I do for a living, which I trust you

know, I didn’t believe I could be with a woman and keep her safe. Every woman I’ve

ever known, aside from my mother, needed saving, until I met you. Strong, independent,

and as tough as nails—at least when you want to be. In many ways, I’d met my equal.

In others, I’d met my opposite. The combination of the two fueled my attraction

when we first met. I admire your desire for justice. You always want to do what’s

right. It hasn’t been easy, watching you struggle within yourself over the life

I lead. At times, it’s pained you—the secrets, the life I never shared.”




Carlo was right. Giovanni’s behavior was unusual. There was

an air of nostalgia in his words, followed by an air of regret. “Is there

something you’re trying to tell me?”




“It’s...my fault. It’s all my fault.”




“What is?”




“The explosion, my sister’s kidnapping—all of it.”




“How can you be so sure? They haven’t found the person

responsible for the explosion yet.”




“There are things I cannot say. Not right now.”




His tone suggested there would come a time when he told me

everything I wanted to know. Too bad I didn’t believe it.




“Let me in, Giovanni. Trust me. Please.”




His face changed and I understood. It wasn’t about not

trusting me, and it wasn’t about not letting me in. It was trepidation over how

I would view him once I crossed over to the other side, finally understanding

the entire scope of how he lived. Even after a year together, it was still a risk

he wasn’t willing to take.




I stood. “I’m not sure what’s happening or why you’re so

afraid, but I need to stay.”




There was no rebuttal this time, no trying to convince me

otherwise. He looked at me like he hadn’t expected anything less, even though

he knew he needed to try.




“Please don’t be disappointed,” I continued. “You’ve always

looked out for me whether I’ve been aware of it or not, and I am grateful for

everything we’ve been through together. But I can’t run. I can’t hide. I just

can’t. Whatever this is...I need to see it through.”




He reached out, pulled me toward him. We kissed, and I tried

to deny feeling like we were embracing for the last time.




“I love you, Sloane. You will always be a part of me.” He

cupped his hands around my face. “There are a few matters I must attend to when

I leave here. There’s a good possibility I’ll be away for a while. I believe it

would be best for us to—”




He choked back the words.




“To what?” I asked.




He looked away.




“Giovanni, please.”




“It would be best if you didn’t see me anymore.”









CHAPTER 7




“Do you want to talk about it?” Maddie squirmed in the passenger

seat of the car, trying to get comfortable.




“About what?”




“Whatever happened at the hospital just now? You look like

you’ve been stricken with a deadly virus. I talked to Daniela. Her brother lost

an eyeball—so what? He’s going to be fine. He’ll get one of those glass eyes,

and I tell you what, I’ll bet it makes him even hotter.”




“I’m not worried about his eye,” I said.




“What did he say to you?”




“He thinks the explosion is his fault—like someone has a

personal vendetta against him and his family.”




“And they’d blow up an entire building, injuring and killing

innocent people, because of it?”




I shrugged. “He thinks everyone he cares about is in danger

right now—including me.”




“What about Carlo? What did he have to say?”




“Nothing. He didn’t say one thing about a personal

connection. He confirmed a few people had died and said pressure-cooker bombs

were responsible for the blast. It doesn’t make any sense.”




Maddie tipped her head to the side. “Sometimes it never does.”




 




***




 




The outside of the police station was impregnated with men in

suits when we arrived. The suits were black. The shirts were white, button-up.

The ties were navy, maroon, or black—muted—nothing flashy. From the neck down,

they looked like adults wearing the same school-assigned uniform. No

personality, no sign of individuality anywhere. I hoped for a hot-pink sock, a

diamond-stud earring, anything to suggest there was even one renegade within

the organization. I settled with disappointment.




The chief stopped us in front of his pickup truck before we

parked the car.




“I thought we were meeting in your office,” I said.




“Best we talk out here. Too much corn inside.”




“Corn?”




“You know—ears. People listening.”




“Any updates?” I asked.




“A fourth fatality has just been confirmed, two others are in

critical, and we’ve still got a few dozen injuries, most from those sitting

closest to the stage. The chairs absorbed about half of the blast or we’d be

dealing with a lot more.”




“And the pressure-cooker bombs,” I said. “Have they been

confirmed?”




“From what we can piece together, there were three. Damn

things shot shards of metal out as fast as bullets. Some of the victims had

over thirty pieces of shrapnel stuck in them.” He raised a brow. “How do you

know about the bombs? Have you been to see Giovanni?”




Even the sound of his name pained me. “Carlo.”




“Special Agent Luciana. Figures. What else did he say?”




“Not much. Any suspects?”




“The task force thinks we’re dealing with a terrorist group.”




“Based on what? This isn’t New York City.”




“The festival is a big deal, Sloane. You’ve got people flying

in from all over, from multiple countries, celebrities, media coverage. Who

knows how many other buildings might be targeted. We’ve got tourists leaving

here in droves, most of the films have been shut down, and airport security is

on high alert.”




“I understand taking precautions, but until you have a better

idea of the person or group you’re dealing with—”




“There’s no way to know right now. We’re talking to everyone

who was near the building for any reason over the past several days. So far we’ve

got nothing. No one saw anything. We’ve got a few people of interest based on

their backgrounds, but to be honest, I think they’ll all check out.”




Maddie, who up to this time had been silent, spoke up. “So when

do I get access to the bodies?”




The chief sighed. “You don’t, hun. I’m sorry.”




“Isn’t that why you called me back?”




“I did everything I could to stall, but they couldn’t wait.”




“They wouldn’t wait is what you mean to say, right?”




“Madison, you know I want you in on this.”




“Who’d you give it to—who’s the ME?”




“Katherine Gellar.”




“Kate’s good, but she’s not me,” Maddie stated, arms crossed.






For a moment the chief forgot where he was—his lips brushed

across Maddie’s cheek. “No one is.”




“Will I see you later?” she asked.




“I hope so.”




“Is there any chance I can take a look at the scene?” I

asked.




He frowned. “That’s the other reason we’re out here and not

in there. I know this is like an itch you just gotta scratch, but I need you to

stay away from this. We’re handling it. With the task force here, you can’t

come barging into my office like you usually do when you want something.

Understand?”




“But I—”




“No, Sloane, and that’s final.”









CHAPTER 8




No was one of those words that practically begged defiance.

The first time I remember hearing it uttered to me was at the tender age of six.

I asked for a bicycle. My father laughed at my request, shutting down my dream

because we didn’t “have enough money.” What he should have said was we didn’t

have the money because he spent it all on booze whenever he wasn’t working, and

I doubted he clocked more than twenty hours a week.




Racked with guilt over the rejection, my mother helped me set

up a lemonade stand by the street sign at the top of the hill. She even helped

me color it. I drew yellow lemons across the top and bottom and gave each lemon

a happy face. I thought if people driving by saw the smiley faces, it would

make them happy, and then they’d buy my lemonade.




After sitting outside all day, every day, for two weeks, I’d

finally earned enough money. That night I counted it all up, making sure I had

just the right amount. Then I put it in a clear Mason jar and set it on my

nightstand. I drifted off to sleep dreaming of popping wheelies and putting playing

cards in the spokes of the bicycle wheel like all the other kids did.




It wasn’t to be.




The next morning I woke to find an empty jar on my

nightstand. A note scribbled with a dull pencil was crumpled in front, waiting

for me. It said: IOU, Dad.




Funny thing about IOUs.




Some people don’t have any intention of paying them back.




My dad was one of those people.




Still a bikeless wonder, the next summer I walked my elderly neighbor’s

dog every day before sundown. She paid me ten dollars a week. I cut a slit in

the lining of my bedroom curtains with my father’s carpenter’s knife and

stuffed the money inside. A few nights I caught him stumbling into my room

before bed and muttering “son of a bitch” when he stumbled back out. When I

went in after him, some of my dolls and stuffed animals had been strewn about,

but he hadn’t touched the drapes. He wasn’t smart enough. Or sober enough. Or

both.




He never found the money.




And four weeks later, I bought my bike.




With the extra law enforcement in town, there were too many

suits milling around for me to sneak over to the scene—at least for now. I’d

have to start somewhere else and without the assistance of Maddie. I wasn’t the

only one who’d be sitting this one out.




 




***




 




When I rounded the corner for home, I observed a faint glow

radiating through the vertical blinds in my living room, casting a ray of light

onto the wood decking on my back porch. There was only one problem with this

scenario: thanks to my overwhelming desire to conserve energy, I never left

anything more than a front porch light on when I wasn’t home. Not ever.




I considered Giovanni’s warning earlier that day, but I still

didn’t want to believe it.




Was I in denial?




Could it be true?




Was someone after him, and, more importantly, had they come

for me?




My concern escalated when the living room light flickered off

for a moment and then back on again like a lighthouse sending an accidental

signal. Only it wasn’t a signal at all—it was a human shadow crossing the room.




Panic gripped me.




I’d left my Westie with a neighbor while I was supposed to be

vacationing in Vegas, but when I spoke to her earlier in the day, she said she’d

put him in my bathroom while she went shopping in Salt Lake City with her

sister. It was just after nine o’clock. I called her. She was still at the

mall, and she hadn’t left any lights on in my house.




If an intruder was in the house, why wasn’t he

barking?




I swallowed, forcing myself not to assume the worst. I couldn’t.

Not yet.




I switched my headlights off and coasted to a stop. Without

taking my eyes off the back porch window, I eased my hand down the side of the

car door, lifting my 9mm semi-automatic from the pocket. I pulled back on the

slide, racking a round into the chamber.




In seconds I’d made it to the side of the house. With my back

firmly pressed against the wood exterior, I inched my way over until I’d

reached the edge. I drew my gun and poked my head around the corner.




I saw no one.




But I heard humming.




Someone was humming the tune of a song I’d never heard before.

Whether the voice was male or female, I couldn’t tell. I eased the back door

open with the tips of my fingers, stepped inside, and aimed.









CHAPTER 9




With my free hand, I flipped the switch on the wall while holding

the gun steady in front of me. Light illuminated the room. The petite frame in

front of me swaying her hips from side to side was female, but in a baseball

cap, and with her backside to me, it was impossible to assess her age.




I yanked the earplugs from her ears.




“Face me and put your hands where I can see them,” I

demanded.




She didn’t turn around.




I cleared my throat. “I asked you to face me. Do it. Now.”




She turned around, hands held partially in the air, fingers curled

toward me, zombie style. She wore a jean mini skirt and a t-shirt tight enough

to get her a job as a HOOTERS girl.




I gasped. “Shelby?”




“Can I put my hands down now or are you plannin’ on makin’ a

citizen’s arrest?”




She flung her head back and snorted a laugh.




Shelby McCoy was the daughter of a detective I’d worked with a

few months earlier on a missing children’s case I helped solve in Wyoming. She

was rude and obstinate, and even worse, a teenager. We didn’t get along.




“How did you get in here?” I said.




“You left a key to the house on the back porch.”




“I most certainly did not.”




She pointed. “Uh, yeah, you did.”




“How did you—”




“Find it?” she cut in. “Under the doormat—too obvious. Over

the door frame—too predictable. But taped to the inside of the broken knob on

your barbeque grill? Now that’s clever. I have to admit, it took me over five

minutes, but...” she said, digging inside her pocket and dangling it in front of

me on the tip of her pointer finger, “here it is. Ta-da.” 




I pointed toward the sofa, unamused. “Sit.”




“Or what—you’ll call the cops?”




“Why don’t we start by calling your father? I’m guessing he

doesn’t know you’re here, or I would have had some kind of warning by now. Now

sit.”




“Put the gun down.”




“Sit,” I repeated.




“Only if you put the gun down first. It’s freaking me out.

Seriously.”




I released the hammer slowly, putting the pistol on safety

before depositing it onto the counter. Shelby sat on the edge of the sofa, one

butt cheek on, one teetering off. She glared at me as if she’d bolt if she didn’t

like what I was about to say.




“Where’s my dog?” I asked.




She whistled.




Lord Berkeley bounded around the corner, collar jingling,

bone clenched between his teeth. Today he’d received a big, fat F in the

subject of owner protection.




“Cute dog. What’s her name?”




“Lord Berkeley,” I said. “Sometimes Boo.”




“Your dog has two names?”




“Boo’s a nickname.”




“Oh I get it, because she’s white.”




“He.”




“Well, he tried to eat me when I opened the door,” she

said, pointing. “Good thing I had a granola bar in my pocket.”




A granola bar?




“How did you know where I live?” I asked.




“Your return address was on the card you sent my grandmother

after my grandfather died.”




“What are you doing here?”




“My dad kicked me out.”




I doubted there was any truth to her statement.




“What did you do?” I asked.




“Nothing.”




“Lie to me again, and I’ll kick you out too.”




She rolled her eyes so far back inside her head, all I could see

were the whites. “All right.” She flopped her body into a slouched position on

the sofa, joined her fingers behind her head, and sighed with dramatic flair. “I’ve

been, ahh, seein’ this guy Jace for a few weeks. He’s so nice. And cute. And—”




“Still doesn’t explain what you’re doing here.”




“I’m getting to it, geez.”




Only she wasn’t. She was stalling.




“Last week he kind of got arrested for doing drugs.”




How do you ‘kind of’ get arrested?




“And umm...my dad was the one who busted him,” she continued. “Cuffed

him right in front of me.”




Good for him.




“My dad said I couldn’t see Jace again as long as I was under

his roof, which is really my grandmother’s roof while we’re building a house. I

tried to tell him that, but...”




“So you left? Where’s your car?”




She bobbed her shoulders up and down. “Don’t have one.”




“Then how did you get here?”




“I...umm...hitched.”




“You thumbed a ride?” I asked.




“Two rides. Why not?”




“And your dad thinks you’re where exactly?”




She shrugged.




“Are you telling me you haven’t talked to him since you left?”

I asked.




She stared down at her sparkly, pink Converse. “I was hopin’

you could...you know...talk to him for me.”




“And say what?”




“Convince him to give Jace another chance.” She pressed her

hands together like she was summoning a miracle from the Almighty. “Pretty please?”




It was the nicest she’d ever been to me. Actually, when I

thought about it, it was the only time she’d ever been pleasant to me before. She

wanted something, and as soon as she got it, she’d revert back into an ignorant

teenager again. I shook my head. “I don’t think so. And you shouldn’t be here.”




She squeezed her eyes shut in frustration. “You have to talk

to him! He’ll listen to you.”




“Is that why you came here, so I could sweet-talk your father

on your behalf?”




She grinned. “I wouldn’t have come if I didn’t think you

could help me.”




“I can’t help you.”




“Yes, you can. Ever since you left, you’re all he talks

about.”




Was she turning on the charm, or was there a shred of truth

in her words?




Except for the occasional text message, I hadn’t spoken to

her father in over two months. And even then, we kept things civil—asking how

one another were doing, what cases we were working on, the usual. Every once in

a while I thought back to the awkward moment we shared while working on the

missing children’s case together. We had been at the table contemplating our

next move. He went in for a kiss, and I backed away, admitting I had another

man in my life.




At present, I didn’t know what I had anymore.




I sat on a chair next to the sofa. “I get it. Right now you

think this guy, Jason—”




“Jace,” she corrected.




“Jace is your whole world. Nothing I say will convince

you he’s not. So, here’s the deal. I’ll let you stay for a few nights if you

call your father.”




She opened her mouth. I raised a finger. She clamped it shut

again.




“You will call him,” I said. “You’ll tell him you’re

here with me so he’ll know you’re safe.”




She crossed her arms. “And if I don’t?”




“There’s the door,” I gestured. “You can use it anytime.”




She squinted. “You won’t kick me out.”




“Excuse me?”




“You won’t.”




“Why wouldn’t I?” I asked.




“You’re too nice.”




If she really believed that, she didn’t know me at all.









CHAPTER 10




Cade McCoy answered on the first ring. His breathing was frantic,

agitated. “Sloane, I can’t talk right now. Shelby’s—”




“Here,” I said. “Your daughter’s here. And she’s fine.”




“What? What the hell’s she doing—”




“She’s in the shower. I’ve talked her into calling you when

she gets out, but I’d rather she didn’t know I spoke to you first. I think it’s

best if she handles it on her own, or at least thinks she’s handling it on her

own.”




“Of all the places she could have run off to, I never thought

she’d show up there. Look, I’m sorry. I never meant to get you involved.”




“Don’t be.”




“Wait just a minute. How’d she get there?”




It was a question I had no desire to answer. She was in

enough trouble already.




“Why don’t you talk to her about that when she calls?” I

said.




This way, I figured, he’d yell into the phone at her, instead

of me.




“Shelby’s just goin’ through some stuff right now, and

without her mother here, I’m at a loss. No matter what I do, she hates me.”




“She doesn’t, trust me. You’re a good father, Cade. She’s

just a hormonal teenager.”




“Yeah, well, I don’t do ‘hormonal teenager’ very well.”




I didn’t know of any parent who did.




“I’m glad she came to me instead of putting herself in danger

somewhere else. There’s a lot going on right now, but if being here keeps her

away from this Jace guy, it might be best for her to relax here for a few days while

she works through everything.”




“You’d do that—really?”




“I might not have a lot of experience with kids, but I have plenty

in the wrong-kind-of-guy department.”




“Sounds like things have...changed since we talked last?”




He was fishing. He must have detected my disgusted tone.




“I don’t know,” I said. “I’m too busy dealing with what’s

happening here.”




“I saw it on the news. Are you involved?”




“Two people I care about were in the theater when it happened.

One lost an eye, the other, his life. I’d like to think the police or the feds

or whoever else they bring in will find the person responsible, but you know me—hard

to sit back and do nothing.”




“It’s only been one day. Have some faith in the system.”




Spoken like a true officer of the law.




“Don’t take this on yourself, Sloane. Promise me.”




The water in the shower lulled to a stop. “She’s out,” I

whispered. “I have to go.”




“Sloane, wait.”




“Yeah?”




“Keep me updated. And please, be careful.”









CHAPTER 11




The phone rang a full five times before I answered it. Six and it

would have gone to voicemail. In the few seconds I sat staring at the name on

the caller ID, I couldn’t decide what I wanted to do—talk to him or let him

leave a message. He’d just call again. I knew that.




“Giovanni, I—”




The phone clicked.




Maybe he thought I hadn’t answered, or maybe he heard me and

decided he had nothing to say. I called back. It rang. No answer, no voicemail,

nothing.




I was still shaken up from our conversation earlier. Part of

me wanted to cry, another part of me was relieved. All of me wanted to get off

the fence.




Boo hopped off the bed, teeth clenched, in full growl mode.




What now?




“What is it?”




All four paws scampered toward the front door. I wasn’t in

the mood for another unexpected visitor. For the second time tonight, I reached

for my gun, even though I had serious doubts about how capable I was of

shooting something at this hour.




Boo’s paws were pressed against the front door when I got to

it, furiously trying to claw through to the other side. I looked through the

peephole and sighed. I’d seen enough of the Luciana family for one day.




“It’s almost midnight, Carlo,” I said through the door. I

yawned. “Can it wait until morning?”




“No. Open the door. And put the gun down.”




He spoke with confidence, as if he knew the pistol was aimed

right at him. He was right.




It was. I swept Boo off the ground and stepped outside,

pulling the door closed behind me. In a lowered voice, I said, “I can’t talk to

you here. Not right now.”




“Why are you whispering?” he asked. “Don’t you live alone?”




“Yes, but—”




He raised a brow. “You don’t want me in your house. Why?”




“I just have someone—”




Carlo swung his arm around me, thrust the front door open, and

stepped inside. “Who’s here? Show yourself.”




I grappled for his arm and missed. He forged ahead.




“It’s not what you think,” I said. “If you could just listen

to me, I can explain—”




He flicked his wrist, disregarding my words. “Are you seeing

someone else? Is that what’s been going on the last few months? You’re stepping

out on my brother?”




“I’d never...let me explain. Outside.”




Too late.




Shelby rounded the corner, her hair damp and unbrushed, her

body covered in nothing but a polka-dotted push-up bra and panties. “Well, hello

to you.” She flaunted a seductive grin. He quickly looked away.




“Who’s this?” Shelby asked. “Friend of yours? Boyfriend? Is

this the guy you ditched my dad for?”




“Her what?” Carlo asked.




I glared at Shelby.




“He’s no one.” I pushed my hand to Carlo’s chest, steering

him backward. “He was just leaving. Put some clothes on.”




“Why? I’m not naked.”




“This isn’t the beach. Your attire isn’t appropriate for

company.”




“My attire isn’t appropriate,” she mocked. “You’re

funny.”  




Carlo brushed past me—again. “Who’s your father, and who are

you?”




“Her name is Shelby,” I replied, “And she was just going back

to bed.”




“No, I wasn’t,” she spat.




I shot a snarky glance in her direction. “Carlo is in the FBI.”

I paused, allowing the magnitude of his profession to sink in, and then

followed up with, “Now go call your father like we agreed and watch him for

me while I step outside.”




I set Lord Berkeley on the floor.




When the horrified look in her eyes abated, she spun around, Boo

in hand, and without another word, swayed her butt cheeks from left to right,

prancing back to the guest room. I could only imagine what it was like to parent

her full-time.




Carlo followed me outside. “Are you going to tell me who her

father is? Who she is?”




“Who he or she is isn’t important right now.”




“It is to me.”




“It shouldn’t be. Why are you here?”




“Tell me who they are, Sloane.”




I gripped the door handle. “I’m going to bed. Goodnight.”




He placed his hand on my arm, stopping me.




“I want to hire you,” he said.




I hadn’t seen that coming.




“Hire me? Why? Don’t you have your own people?”




“Things are...complicated right now. There’s something I can’t

share with the bureau—not yet.”




I took my hand off the knob. “I’m listening.”




“I need you to find someone,” he said. “I’d arrange it myself,

but for reasons I’d rather not discuss right now, I need to focus on my family.

Giovanni needs me. Daniela needs me.”




“Are you leaving?”




He shook his head. “I’m finding it hard to focus on the

bombing and mediate for my family at the same time.”




Mediate?




I ran my hands up and down my arms. The chill of night had me

wishing I’d snagged my coat from the hook inside the hall closet. Carlo didn’t

seem to notice or care. Maybe chivalry was dead.




“Am I in some kind of trouble?” I asked.




“What do you mean—with whom?”




“Your family. Giovanni seems to think he put Daniela’s life

in danger, my life in danger, his own life. I need to know what’s going on.”




Carlo’s expression was a mixture of uncertainty and

possibilities. He caught me staring, and his face went blank. “I told you. He’s

not himself right now.”




“Is anything he said true?”




“You have nothing to fear from my family or anyone affiliated

with it. Daniela is safe, and I’m sorting out the rest. Will you help me, or do

I need to find someone else?”




I wanted to say no. I deserved to say no. I’d now spoken to all

three siblings in the same day and hadn’t learned a damned thing. 




“Who am I looking for?” I asked.




“A woman.”




“Does this woman have a name?”




“Melody. Melody Sinclair.”









CHAPTER 12




The name was familiar. I was sure I’d heard it somewhere before.




“Melody produced Bed of Bones,” Carlo said.




“I remember now. They were talking about her on the news. She’s

missing?”




He nodded. “No one has seen or heard from her since the

explosion.” 




“Is it possible they just haven’t identified all of the

bodies yet?”




“Everyone is accounted for now,” he said, “except her. I want

you to do some digging, but if it turns out someone took her and we’ve got a

murderer out there, I’ll take it from there. I won’t put you in harm’s way.”




Harm’s way was the only way I’d ever known.




When my body temperature reached shut down, I excused myself

for a moment, fetched a blanket from my bed. Shelby’s voice trailed through the

hall. She was on the phone, talking to her father. Talking and not yelling. I

considered it progress.




I sat next to Carlo on a patio chair. “What do I need to know

about Melody Sinclair?”




Carlo arched over, relaxing his hands between his knees. “I

met Melody many years ago when she was a film student at NYU. I’d stopped by a

café one weekend when I was in town. She was refilling some guy’s coffee at

another table when I first saw her. We locked eyes. I couldn’t look away. Her

face reddened when I kept staring until finally she winked at me. I don’t know

how to explain it, but there was an instant bond between us—a connection—like I’d

known her all my life.” He leaned back. “I must sound like a lunatic.”




“You’re talking to a woman. It sounds wonderful.”




“It was. Over the next month, whenever I was in town, we

spent all of our free time together. Even though it was only a handful of

weeks, by the end, I knew I wanted to be with her for the rest of my life.”




“Why aren’t you?”




“My father.”




Having never met Giovanni’s father, I had imagined what Luciana

Senior must be like based on the secretive, yet successful nature of his three

children. Thoughts swirled inside me, none of them good.




“So your father found out you were seeing Melody, and—”




“He put a stop to it,” he said.




“By doing what?”




“He forbade me to see her.”




“Why? Didn’t he want you to be happy?”




“He had other plans for me.”




I surmised one of those plans included his current position

in the FBI.




“I was the brains,” he continued. “Giovanni was the firstborn

son. The leader. In my family, everyone has a role to play whether they like it

or not. It’s been that way for generations.”




“What about what you want?”




“You don’t understand.”




I understood perfectly.




“In my family, you do what’s expected,” he said. “For a brief

time, I considered eloping, cutting myself off from the family, but I couldn’t.

I had to choose. So I did. Did I choose wrong? Probably. It doesn’t matter. It’s

all in the past now.”




“Did Melody ever know how you felt about her?”




“She knew, she just didn’t understand. I didn’t expect her

to. She thought we could go to my father, explain things.”




“And you’ve kept in touch?”




“I hadn’t heard from her for quite some time. Several years

ago she called me unexpectedly. She was single. I was single. We got together.

I knew she was still trying to break into the movie industry so I took her to a

premiere, introduced her to some influential people, tried to help her out.”




“It must have worked.”




“Not in the way you think,” he said. “She refused my help for

the most part. Everything she’s accomplished, she did on her own. She was

determined to make a name for herself the hard way.”




“How did she meet Giovanni?”




“The premiere after party was at his home. I received an

important call and had to leave. I asked Giovanni to keep an eye on her for me.”




“So they aren’t—and they never...”




“No, Sloane. They’re just friends.”




As if on cue, my body relaxed. “Do you have a timeline for

Melody last night?”




He reached into his pocket, handed me a slip of paper. “It’s

not much, but it’s the best I can do right now.”




I unfolded it, looking over the notes he jotted down. None of

it seemed new or useful, a fact I’m sure he already knew.




“Why weren’t you with her?” I asked.




“At the movie premiere?”




I nodded.




“I was supposed to be. I had some family business. It couldn’t

wait.”




It never could.




“Take me through what you know about Melody’s whereabouts

that night.”




“Before the film started she went on stage and introduced the

movie,” he said. “Giovanni said she seemed happy and calm, excited for the film

to debut. After her speech, she was supposed to return to her seat, but she never

did.




“How did she exit the stage?”




“There’s a passageway on both sides. It’s used to shuttle

people back and forth without being seen. My brother watched her exit. Minutes

later the place blew.”




“How much time had passed? Did he say?”




“His best estimate, not more than ten minutes. He assumed she’d

gone to the ladies’ room, but when the film came on and they dimmed the lights,

she still hadn’t made it back to her seat. Her assistant said something to him

about Melody going to her car, saying she should have returned already. He sensed

something was wrong and sent Lucio to find her.”




“Is that how Lucio—”




“He stood up the very moment the bombs detonated. A piece of

shrapnel severed his jugular vein. The coroner said he went into some kind of

hypovolemic shock and bled out.”




“Hypo what?”




“It’s when your heart doesn’t pump enough blood through your

body. Your organs fail, and, well, to put it plainly, you die.”




We sat, somber, in silent reverence for the dead. Not just

for Lucio, but for all who’d lost their lives. Every second that ticked by

ignited my resolve to find out not only what happened to Melody and the others,

but why.  




“What I am about to say is confidential,” he said. “Just

between us for now. Understand?”




I nodded.




“Melody is the FBI’s prime suspect.”




“Why? Just because no one can find her?”




“There’s no body, and the building has no surveillance

cameras. It’s like she walked off the stage last night and disappeared.”




“It doesn’t prove anything,” I said.




“You have to admit, if anyone else came to you with this, you’d

suspect her too. I know she’s innocent, but until I can prove it, I’d rather my

affiliation with her not be brought into the open.”




“I understand,” I said. “I just have one more question.”




“Go on.”




“When was the last time you two spoke?”




“A few months ago.”




“What was her demeanor like—happy, sad, agitated in some way?”




“Nothing she said gave me cause for concern. She acted

normal, happy, herself.  My opinion? Whoever bombed that building took her. What

I don’t know is why.”




I intended to find out.









CHAPTER 13




A soft hush lingered in the morning air. I wasn’t used to the

eerie silence. Not here. Not in a town so jubilant and bright. The festive

spirit had been snuffed out, replaced with a feeling of fear, helplessness. The

question on everyone’s minds: Will it happen again?




The grocery store was deserted except for a handful of people

wheeling rickety carts through the aisles. I used the self-checkout, swiped a

full-size bag of crunchy Cheetos through the scanner, and paid. Then I walked

next door and sat down.




Carlo took a manly gulp of his specialty coffee and leaned

in.




“How’s Shelby?”




“Sleeping,” I said.




“Still not going to tell me who she is?”




I didn’t respond.




“All right. You want to tell me why you asked me here?”




“I thought a lot about what you said last night,” I said.




“And?”




“I’ll find Melody Sinclair on one condition.”




“I thought you agreed to it last night.”




“I never said I would,” I said flatly.




He crossed a shoe over one knee. “I don’t care what your fee

is, I’ll pay it.”




“I don’t want money. You’re Giovanni’s brother—I’d never ask.”




“You want something, or I wouldn’t be here. Am I right?”




“I need answers, Carlo. Whatever is going on with your

family, I have a right to know.”




“You don’t need answers, you want them. There’s

a difference.”




He ran a hand through his thick, perfectly brushed hair.




“I do something for you, you do something for me,” I said. “And

don’t lead me astray. Give it to me straight. I can handle it.”




“You don’t understand what you’re asking.”




“Yes, I do. And if you knew all the assumptions I’ve made

over the last year on my own, you’d tell me just to keep me from poking my head

in places you don’t want it to be.”




He took another swig of coffee.




“Do we have a deal?” I asked. 




“Do I have a choice?”




I interpreted this as a yes.




“What’s Giovanni’s role in the family business? Does he run

it? What about you—what’s yours? And is there any chance, even a slight one,

that Giovanni was the target yesterday? Is any of this somehow related to your

family?”




He jerked the chair backward and stood, wrapping a firm grip

around my arm. He pulled up, yanking me out of my seat, pulling me close, his

coffee-flavored breath filling my ear. “Keep your voice down. Not another word.”




A man dressed in a plaid flannel shirt with a long, thick

beard glanced in my direction, his eyes focused on the firm grip Carlo had on me.

“Unhand the lady.”




Carlo spoke through gritted teeth. “Stay out of it.”




With his back to the man, Carlo didn’t see him rise, but he

heard the man’s chair as it dragged across the floor, the grating sound like

fingernails on a chalkboard.




In a standing position, Plaid Shirt Guy had twice the girth

and was a foot taller. He thumbed in Carlo’s direction. “Ma’am, is this guy

bothering you?”




“I...he’s...no. I’m fine. Thank you.”




“You sure?”




I glared at Carlo.




He released my arm.




Plaid Shirt Guy looked at Carlo then the door. Carlo got the

idea. He walked away, turning before he stepped outside. “Are you coming?”




My heart thumped wildly. I didn’t move. I didn’t speak. I

just stood there. The door slammed shut. I still hadn’t moved. Plaid Shirt Guy

muttered something. A question. But my focus wasn’t on him—my phone was

vibrating. I reached over, grabbing it off the table. I had one text message

from Carlo in capital letters: DO YOU WANT ANSWERS OR DON’T YOU?




I stepped outside. Droplets of water fell from a tumultuous sky,

pelting my face. A black Porsche skidded to a stop beside me. The passenger

door opened. Carlo said, “Get in.”




A wave of nausea ripped through my body.




Have I crossed the line? Have I pushed too far? What’s

happening now?




“Where are we going?”




“Sloane, you’re trembling and you’re soaking wet. Get in the

car. There’s nothing to fear. You know me.”




I knew he was Giovanni’s brother. I knew he was FBI. But did

I know him? Really?




I didn’t.




I got in anyway.









CHAPTER 14




“I always wondered if this conversation would come about,”

Daniela said. “Only I thought you’d be having it with Giovanni and not with me.”




The two of us sat next to each other on a sofa in Giovanni’s

office. Daniela crossed one leg over the other, resting a hand on top of her

knee. An emerald ring was looped through a silver chain around her neck. It

sparkled like it had just been shined. I hadn’t picked up on it the day before

at the hospital. I was sure it was just one of many things I’d missed.
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