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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Pain shot up Mikaela Mitchell’s leg, and she crumpled onto the hot, middle-of-nowhere Texas highway. The slide and slam of the VW bus door clanged in her head like a TV jail cell. Her eyes stung and watered from the smoking tires, not from losing the only lead she had in her brother’s death. Rolling up like an armadillo to minimize contact with the broiling asphalt, she dropped her head to her arms, which were wrapped around the bag the bastards had so kindly chucked out after her.

      Despair burned almost as much as the road snot she’d landed in. She tugged at her borrowed, too-short white shorts. The nasty tar seeped into the fabric, ruining them forever. Around her, there was nothing but brambles and grasses, threatening to reclaim the paved-over land. Farther back, cicadas buzzed in clumps of trees standing in silent witness to her downfall. The red van barreled down the road, shrinking along with her options.

      Shit. What good were journalistic skills without anyone to interview?

      She dug in the roomy satchel she’d saved from crash-landing and retrieved her phone.

      No signal.

      No surprise.

      Lifting her leg, she inspected her ankle—swelling fast. It screamed in protest when she tried to move it. She never should have let herself be talked out of flip-flops and into the fucked-up platform espadrilles. Sandals shouldn’t have heels.

      The late afternoon summer sun beat down, slow cooking her like BBQ ribs in an oil drum smoker. If she didn’t figure out how to move—soon, and in what direction—she was dead. The only question was how she’d meet her doom? Dehydration? Hungry critter? Exsanguination from killer mosquitos? And since she was supposed to be gone all weekend under the guise of doing research for a travel article, it would be days before her roommate and best friend, Heather, noticed Mikaela missing. She dug into the asphalt with her good foot, inching her way toward safety.

      A distant hum teased the air. Peering in the direction she’d come from, a small black speck emerged through the haze. A vibration rattled up from the road, shaking her bones. Mikaela scooched again, moving about as fast as a pregnant tortoise but desperate to avoid being added to the goo.

      A lethal, matte-metal machine pounded into focus before she’d covered half the distance to the edge. No way would she make it. She waved her arms, but the rider, covered head to boot in black, raced toward her like a demon released from hell. Fuck.

      She could see the headline: “Trollop Turned to Tar on Texas Trail.”

      She squeezed her eyes closed and braced for impact.

      Nothing.

      She raised one eyelid. The front tire had burned to a stop inches from her bare thigh. Huffing out a breath, she opened her mouth to rail at the asshole about the dangerous stunt and then froze, taking in a mountain of leather.

      The biker dropped the kickstand and leaned the silenced machine to the side. He lifted his beefy leg over the seat, lug sole boot dropping like a boulder to the ground. He—for there was no mistaking that monster as anything but male—stalked toward her. A full helmet with a mirrored visor hid his face. Her reflection was a wounded rabbit in the presence of the big, bad wolf. At least she hadn’t screamed—her pride remained intact.

      The beast scooped her up and silently strode back to his metal horse. He released her onto the seat, and she hastily slung the strap of her bag across her body. Then he straddled the seat in front of her, pushing her legs wide, knocking the stand back with his heel, and tilting the bike back to center. The mechanical pulse rumbled through her core as she flailed to find purchase for her feet, losing one of the cursed espadrilles in the process. He grabbed her left arm and tugged it around his waist to the rock wall of his abdomen.

      Mikaela shut down any protest and snapped her other arm around him as they rocketed in the same direction the damn van had gone. A ride was a ride when abandoned to the vultures.

      There. Up ahead. The red VW was turning.

      She beat on the behemoth’s back. “Follow them! I have to⁠—”

      A bug flew down her throat, and she gagged on its bendy legs and the juicy body while they rode past where the distant van was kicking up dust on an unmarked trail. Mikaela pummeled the leather-covered back. She’d find that dirt road. And when she saw her dead brother’s ex-girlfriend, Karla, again, she was going to throat punch that bitch.
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        * * *

      

      Ryder Ruiz’s personal code of honor wouldn’t allow him to leave Roadkill Chick on the highway, but he wasn’t any happier than she was about picking her up. A perfect solo test ride of his just-out-of-the-shop dream interrupted by a scantily clad, leggy brunette might be some other guy’s idea of luck, but for Ryder it was a pain in his ass. There was no cell signal that far from Daisy, so the only option was to carry her back to town. If she couldn’t solve her problems with a phone call, he could dump her with the sheriff. His cousin would take care of her.

      He pulled into the driveway of his mechanic shop and retrieved the remote for the first bay door from his jacket pocket. It cranked open, and he guided his baby back inside. He turned off the engine and lifted himself off the seat. Roadkill Girl didn’t move except to put a bare foot down with an obvious wince.

      Great.

      He’d have to help her. After he tugged his helmet off, he shook out his long hair, releasing the heat and sweat. His helmet went on the nearby shelf before he returned to his bike. Her honey-brown eyes were wide and locked on him. Unable to help himself, he quirked an eyebrow and gave her a half grin.

      She squirmed, ready to run when she couldn’t even walk. He plucked her off the seat. She couldn’t weigh but a buck twenty, buck thirty. He started to set her down, but she only had the one shoe, and her other ankle was the size of an orange. One glance at his motorcycle seat and he decided not to put her in his favorite chair either.

      An ass print. In tar. On the brand-new leather.

      He flipped the girl over his shoulder. That got her talking.

      “Hey. You can’t throw me around like a sack of potatoes. I don’t care how pretty you are. Where the hell am I anyway, and why didn’t you follow that van?”

      Van? Nobody else had been on the road. And he damn well wasn’t pretty.

      He grabbed a shop rag and draped it over the top of a stool before placing her admittedly sweet backside on it. “Someone you can call?”

      “That’s it? No introduction or explanation?” She dropped her face into a doltish mask and lowered her voice. “Someone you can call?”

      “Not interested in your name.” No matter how sassy and attractive he found her. “You were on the side of the road. You know why. And you need to call someone.” He held out his cell.

      She pulled a phone out of her bag, ignoring his. Ryder tucked his cell back in his pocket and went to the storage cabinet to find something to remove the tar from his baby.

      When he finally found a cleanser that might not ruin the seat, she was talking, but it was clear she was leaving a message for someone. Ryder resisted rolling his eyes. The road crap faded with some rubbing, but her ass was permanently branded on his bike. Shit.

      “You got somewhere I can change?” Her voice was heavy like wood smoke, and it curled around him.

      “Change?”

      “I’ve got clothes in my bag, but a little privacy would be good. Then I won’t get any more crap on your stuff.” She tugged off her lone shoe and, with a perfectly aimed hook shot, sank it in his large metal waste bin.

      “Basketball?” She had the legs for it.

      “My brother liked to have someone to practice with when we were growing up.” She sniffed and turned her head.

      “Bathroom’s that way.” Ryder pointed past the stairs that led to the entrance of his attached house.

      She hopped a few steps.

      Ryder picked her up and stomped to the guest bath. “Someone coming for you?”

      “Uh. My roommate should be home soon.” She swiped the hair off her face. “We live in Houston. I’m sure she’ll check her messages anytime now.”

      He adjusted course, flipped her over his shoulder again, and took the stairs. It was too late in the day to ferry the chick all the way to Houston. It’d have to wait until morning.

      As soon as he unlocked his door, Mow came over to serpentine through his legs.

      “Who’s this?” Roadkill Girl had pushed up off his back and was staring at his three-legged black cat.

      “Mow.”

      “Mow,” she purred. “I’m Mike.”

      Mike? Didn’t quite capture the lush curves and long legs that screamed female. But then, mud pie didn’t exactly capture the sweetness of that dessert either. Ryder set the girl, whose name he knew despite not wanting to, in front of the counter in his bathroom. “Take your time. There’s Advil in the cabinet.”

      He shut the door behind him and checked Mow’s kibble and water. Grabbing two glasses, he filled them with ice and added water from his filtered pitcher. The bathroom door opened, and Mike hobbled out, looking much more put together despite her injured foot. Black yoga pants, a t-shirt with a cartoon horse and rainbows, and her hair in a ponytail. She looked nothing like the vixen he’d scooped up. And her attractiveness multiplied. Ryder put his drink down and retrieved a bag of peas from the freezer while she planted herself in his chair.

      He knelt in front of her. “Can you move your foot?”

      “Kind of.” She winced as she flexed it up and down.

      “Any numbness or tingling?”

      “I wish. Just pain.”

      “Can I check?” He held his hand over her foot.

      She shrugged. “Go ahead.”

      He pressed down, but she didn’t rear back. Probably not broken. He placed her foot on his coffee table and wrapped the frozen veg around her ankle.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      Once she’d had some of the water and downed her pills, he sat on his couch across from the chair she was in. “So, what brings you to Daisy?”

      “Is that where I am?”

      Ryder waited. Given enough silence, most people talk. Mow jumped into Mike’s lap and pressed kitty paws into her thighs while circling before curling up for a snooze. Mike studied the cat and stroked her long black fur. Huh. Mow didn’t like people. She usually hid on the rare occasions Ryder had someone over.

      “It was supposed to be a long weekend trip. With some friends. Well, not friends. My brother’s ex-girlfriend. We’ve been hanging out lately, and she knows some guys with a boat and a cabin in the national forest.” Mike shrugged one shoulder.

      “Why were you on the road?”

      “Oh, uh…Peter, the guy with the boat, he started getting handsy. When I told him no, the others laughed, called me a prude, and the guy who owns the van pulled over and said if I wasn’t going to be any fun, I should get out. Then he pushed me out the door. Literally.”

      Ryder stared at Mike. She had more tells than an amateur poker player. And most of what she’d said had been true. But not all of it. Why lie to him? Didn’t matter. “I’ll give you a ride back to Houston in the morning if you don’t hear from your roommate.”

      “I should probably get a hotel.”

      “Don’t worry about it. You can hang out here.” Maybe she’d tell him some more of the story. Because if there was something happening in his backyard, he needed to share it with his cousin. Donny wasn’t the best sheriff, but he listened to Ryder. Besides, it was high season, and the only inn was probably booked.

      “If I’m staying, can I at least get your name?” she asked.

      Ryder stood and extended his hand. “Ryder Ruiz.”

      She placed her hand in his. A weird shot of electricity spiked up his arm.

      “Mikaela Mitchell.” Her smile hit him in the chest. “You can call me Mike.”
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      Mike stretched, arching her back, and opened her eyes. Light streamed through an unfamiliar window to her left. That was not her bedroom, and she was not alone. She clenched her jaw and peered to her right without moving her head.

      Huge and shirtless.

      Ryder.

      Last she remembered, she’d been in the chair. Not anymore. Ryder Ruiz must have put her in his bed.

      She did a quick check. Her clothes were in place, and a light blanket had been tossed over her. Unnecessary, because there was way too much heat. She turned her head to find Ryder’s sculpted, bare back. His skin was a warm, soft brown and smooth as silk. A valley ran down the center, and the muscles rose from there. Damn, she totally wanted to lick her way up his spine.

      He pushed the sheet down. “Want the full view?”

      Mike turned away with a jerk. Busted. The mattress rose when Ryder left the bed, and she couldn’t decide if she hoped he had pants on or not. And then there was the question of if she should peek.

      His laugh rumbled out of him, settling low in her belly like the vibrations of his motorcycle. “Don’t worry. I’m decent.”

      She faced him and found that he was indeed wearing black sleep pants. The bathroom door shut before she could get her fill of his shirtless back and tight ass. Flipping back the blanket, she lifted her leg. The swelling was better. She rotated her foot. Also not terrible. The sprain would heal soon enough if she stayed off her feet and out of high heels. Before she made it all the way to her bag, Ryder emerged from the bathroom wearing a black t-shirt. Bummer. But it wasn’t like she had time for a romance or even a fling. There were more important things to take care of—like figuring out what had really happened to her brother.

      A scan of her phone confirmed Karla still hadn’t responded. That bitch. There was nothing from Heather either. Mike frowned.

      “Bathroom’s all yours.” He headed toward the galley kitchen. “Breakfast?”

      “I’m starved.” Like eat-a-T-rex hungry.

      “You crashed before I could make dinner.”

      Which was weird. She didn’t sleep easily or heavily. Usually. Mike closed the bathroom door. She exchanged her yoga pants for shorts, rubbed deodorant in her pits, and brushed her teeth and hair. Ready.

      Going back to Houston empty-handed sucked, but, without a car and not knowing where the cabin or Karla was, there wasn’t much else she could do. It wasn’t like Ryder would be willing to help her find the road where the van had turned. But she’d need to figure out a travel article that didn’t revolve around the national forest. Fast. The microwave dinged as she left the bathroom.

      “Want a sausage biscuit?” Ryder asked.

      “Yeah.” Mike would eat anything at that point. Hell, everything. She poured some cereal into a bowl he’d left out and added milk.

      “After we eat—” Ryder’s phone interrupted him. She ignored his conversation and focused on getting as much food in her face as she could, disappearing a hot breakfast sandwich in four bites.

      Ryder came back to the table. “We gotta make a stop before I take you home. But first…” He ducked into the bathroom and came out with a rolled beige bandage. “Let’s get that ankle wrapped.”

      She toed off her black flat, let him wind the elastic fabric around her, and then they silently finished breakfast.

      “Where are we going?” she asked as she hobbled down the stairs behind him.

      “Community center in town. Speakers aren’t working, and they need ’em for the social tonight.”

      “But aren’t you a mechanic?”

      “Yep.” He helped her on the bike, adjusting her bag. He strapped a helmet over her head and activated the bay door.

      The roads in Daisy were flat and tree-lined. Modest houses with pitched roofs and mowed lawns were tucked behind the clusters of single-story businesses. There was a classic feel to the place like it’d been built in the fifties, updated in the seventies, and then left forgotten.

      After a short ride, they rolled into a roughly paved lot that could hold a hundred cars. Ryder pulled into an open space near the walkway. A chain pinged against the flagpole centered in a raised, circular concrete bed filled with succulents. The Stars and Stripes flapped in the breeze above a Texas flag framed by the cloudless sky. A green-and-yellow sign declared that the three large cream-painted cinderblock buildings, divided only by rooflines and doorways, were the Daisy Community Offices. Ryder led the way through the right-hand door.

      Mike limped into the open interior that could easily double as a basketball court. Folding chairs were stacked against the far wall, except for a dozen or so arranged in a circle near the entry, where several people milled around. A muscular man with a graying beard and wearing a Deadhead bandana talked to a mousy-haired middle-aged man in a navy suit.

      The suit looked like he belonged in a glass office overlooking a cube farm.

      “Jorge, that’s none of your concern.” The suit was heated about something. Mike’s inner journalist whipped out her mental notebook and started to settle in.

      “Come on.” Ryder nudged her and then stomped toward the other end of the room, where a wiry man with long blond hair waved to them. Two huge speakers flanked a table filled with sound equipment.

      “All this for a social?” Mike asked. She’d never attended a small town “social,” but the equipment seemed more appropriate for a rave.

      “It includes a dance. Usually they do a theme. But June’s just hot. Everyone comes to eat ice cream, hang out, and let the town pay the air-conditioning bill.”

      Sounded like fun. Small town and neighborly. Maybe she could gather enough information to fake an article. She cringed as her journalistic standards fell to the level of her bank account.

      “Damon. What’s the problem?” Ryder asked.

      “Thanks for coming, man.” The rocker boy, Damon, gave Mike a slow-up-and-down and smirked.

      “Which speaker, D?” Ryder’s voice had an edge to it, and he moved in front of Mike. She smiled a little on the inside.

      “This one.” Damon tapped the speaker to the left of the table. Each one had to be four feet high and at least three feet square and rested on casters. Talk about old. The other equipment was newer.

      “Help me.” Ryder gripped a corner of the speaker and pulled the cabinet forward off the wheels with a grunt. Something inside thudded. He dropped the cabinet back in place and glared at Damon. “What the hell?”

      “You’d know better than me. You’ve opened them up often enough.”

      Ryder held out his hand like a surgeon. Damon scrambled underneath the vintage-style red-and-yellow tablecloth featuring the state of Texas and retrieved a screwdriver. Ryder freed the screws on the back panel like a power drill, then pulled the wood back free.

      A woman rolled out of the speaker in a fixed fetal position. Her face was bruised and purplish.

      “Holy hog balls,” Damon gasped.

      “Dead,” Mike whispered. She should have skipped breakfast.

      Ryder took two steps back from the box and dropped the screwdriver on the table. He pulled out his phone and dialed. “It’s Ryder. I need the sheriff at the community center. Now.”

      Sheet white, Damon sped for the door at a dead run.

      “Damon.” Ryder’s voice carried through the hall, and the dude froze. All other eyes turned to Ryder as well. “Nobody leaves,” he bellowed.

      The Deadhead and the suit started toward him but he held up his hand. “Everyone, take a seat.”

      Damon sat with the group in one of the empty folding chairs. Mike dropped to the floor right where she was.

      “You all right?” Ryder asked.

      Mike swallowed thickly. “I know her. That’s…that’s…the girl I was traveling with.”

      Headline: “Fake Friend’s Bass Line Flatlined.”

      He dropped to a squat and leveled a stern glare. “How do you know Karla?”

      “She’s my de—my brother’s ex-girlfriend.” Mike wrapped her arms around her knees, suddenly cold to her bones. At least she didn’t need to worry about returning the shorts. And from what she’d seen, the throat punching had been taken care of, too. Mike shivered. “How do you know her?”

      Ryder stood and rubbed a hand down his face. “She’s been hanging out in town off and on for the last year. More lately.”

      The sheriff burst through the door with a buxom deputy right behind. “Ryder?”

      “Over here.”

      The deputy stopped with the seated townspeople and took out a notebook. The sheriff continued toward Ryder. His tan uniform was neatly pressed and stretched over his slight belly. Dark hair was trimmed short. He wasn’t very imposing, not much older than Mike herself or much taller. Bending over, he inspected Karla without touching her. A few moments passed before he stood, crossed his arms, and addressed Ryder. “Yep. She’s dead all right. I’d say strangulation, but we’re gonna have to call the OMI.”

      “The medical investigators have a long drive. Can we cover her?” Ryder said it more like a statement.

      “Don’t see why not.” The sheriff and Ryder freed the kitschy tablecloth from under the DJ equipment and covered Karla. Not being able to see her let Mike breathe a little easier. But it still could have been her under that tacky shroud. She shivered again.

      “Town council meeting, huh?” The sheriff nodded at the people sitting in a circle and answering the deputy’s questions. “Everyone still here?”

      “Nobody left since I got here.”

      “Who’s this?” He jutted his chin toward Mike.

      “She’s with me.” Ryder took a step closer to her.

      “And what are you doing here?”

      “D called. Said the speaker wasn’t working.”

      The sheriff nodded and pursed his lips, his focus back on the small crowd. “What do you think?”

      “Until you get an idea how long she’s been dead, no point asking for alibis. But Berta Ann looks like she could use some help.”

      The deputy was holding out a hand to a woman in leopard leggings who was talking a mile a minute about coffee, the pastries she’d made, and other things Mike couldn’t make out over the chatter of the other people in the circle. Ryder patted the sheriff on the back. “Go get ’em, tiger.”

      The sheriff might be wearing the badge, but it was obvious who really ran that town.

      “Funny. Call the OMI while I deal with the circus.”

      Ryder moved toward a window, holding out his phone as the sheriff sauntered over to the group.

      He tucked thumbs in his belt and rocked on his heels. “Who was the first person here?”

      The man in the suit raised his hand.

      “Councilor Alman, was the door locked when you arrived?”

      The man nodded.

      “And were the speakers already in place?”

      He nodded again.

      “Thanks, Ed. Who got here next?”

      Two people raised their hands, one the middle-aged baker with dyed-red hair and exposed cleavage, wearing the leopard leggings. The other one was a once pretty, late forties, short-haired blond in a plaid shirt with the sleeves cut off.

      “Chuck, did you notice anything?” the sheriff asked the blond.

      “There was a red VW van pulling out when I pulled in. Came out of the driveway, taking his half out of the middle.” Chuck had a soft, confident voice.

      The hair on Mike’s arms rose. The van had been there. To dump Karla?

      “Anybody know who that might have been?”

      Nobody raised their hand. Mike knew, but the sheriff wasn’t looking at her.

      The guy in the Grateful Dead gear spoke up: “Me and Slick D got here next. I saw Charlene⁠—”

      “Chuck,” the soft-spoken plaid-wearer said.

      “Sorry. Chuck walking in.”

      “Did you see the van, Jorge?”

      Jorge tugged on his trimmed beard. “I was following Damon’s truck, so I couldn’t really see around it.”

      “Damon?”

      “The van about hit me. Flew out the driveway in front of me.”

      “You were moving in the equipment?”

      “Nah, did it last night. After the last set. Came in to do the sound check this morning. But the speaker was dea⁠—”

      “All right. Who got here after Jorge?”

      Two more hands went up. A slender Black woman with close-cut hair, a crisp short-sleeved blouse, and light slacks raised her hand as well as a sun-wrinkled man in a white t-shirt, jeans, and driving loafers. It was hard to tell how old either of them might be—the woman because she was timeless and classic, and the man because he looked prematurely aged.

      “I held the door for Janelle,” the tanned man said. “We came in together. I came from the club.”

      “I came from church. Dropping off some printouts for the First Impressions ministry.” She peered up at the sheriff. The tan man seemed to turn a shade redder.

      “That leaves you, Adam…” The sheriff turned to a tall Black man in his forties and a perfectly fitted pinstripe suit. “And Shelly.”

      “I was the last to arrive. Taking care of some bank business before we open.” His voice was as rich and polished as his outfit.

      “Thanks, Adam. If you talk to your sister, can you let her know I might have to reschedule for tonight?”

      “She’ll understand.”

      The sheriff nodded and redirected his attention to the last woman. “Shelly, you got here when?”

      Shelly laughed, her voice braying. “Oh, a few minutes after nine. I was getting my nail girl set up at the salon. Besides, you know me, if I ain’t late, I ain’t comin’.”

      A salon owner. Mike guessed that explained her overprocessed hair and her multicolored nails. She was friendly, smiling at everyone despite the fact that there was a dead body in the room. Under a Texas-map tablecloth, but still…

      Chuck stood up. “I need to get back to the bait shop before the tourists break down the door for their lures.” She stepped forward and stopped, the tan man’s legs in her way. “Excuse me, Cecil.”

      “CK,” he grumbled but pulled his legs back.

      “You all can go, except Damon. But keep this quiet. Deputy Silva will be contacting you if we need more information.”

      “Berty can question me at home.” Chuck waved and walked toward the exit.

      The sheriff returned to where Mike still sat on the floor.

      “Donny, this is Mike,” Ryder said in a low voice. “I found her on the side of the road, and she was with me all night. But she knew Karla and was with her yesterday, so, depending on time of death…”

      The sheriff glared down at her. “I think we better have a chat.”
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      Mike gazed up at the sheriff and shivered. The resemblance wasn’t obvious initially, but his dark, intense stare mirrored the one on Ryder’s face. Someone else had been the last person to see Karla alive, but they weren’t surrounded by strangers about to be interviewed by the law. Ryder held out his hand, and Mike placed her shaky fingers in his palm, letting him help her up. She instantly missed his warm strength when he released her.

      “I’ll go help Berta Ann with Damon.” Ryder stepped back. A tug in Mike’s guts urged her to stay close to him. He was basically a stranger, but he’d been the one steady point since she’d gotten in the van in Houston. “You’ll be fine,” he said before turning to his cousin. “Donny, she’s not a suspect yet, just a witness.”

      “Let me grab a couple of chairs, and we can go over there.” Donny pointed to the opposite side of the room. Mike followed him on shaky legs—the more distance between her and the corpse, the better.

      Mike glanced to Ryder as she sat facing the sheriff. He was towering over the DJ, arms crossed. Being questioned by the sheriff might not be so bad.

      “So, about Karla. You were with her before Ryder found you on the road?”

      Mike related how she was supposed to spend the weekend with Karla’s friends, but kept some of the reasons vague. Investigating her brother’s suicide as a murder would only make her appear crazy. If the sheriff contacted the Houston police, he would learn how she’d been banished from their offices, and she’d lose all credibility.

      “Tell me about the boys you and Karla were with and anything you recall about the vehicle.”

      “Peter and Brody. I didn’t get last names. But it was a red VW van. Like the one people saw this morning.” She rattled off the Texas license plate number, and the sheriff wrote it down on his notepad.

      “Peter Gardner, maybe?”

      Mike shrugged.

      “You got the license plate but not their last names?”

      “It was visible. As a journalist, I’m trained to notice things.” And her brother had loved playing memory games with her.

      “Do you know what time it was when you last saw Karla?”

      “Quarter to five? I didn’t look at my phone right away.”

      “I’ll get the location from Ryder. What about the cabin?”

      “I have no idea where it is except in the forest near the lake. I think Peter owns the boat, and maybe Brody has the cabin? It might be off a dirt road near where Ryder picked me up. And they did mention checking on some plants.”

      Donny made another note. “Anything else?”

      Mike shook her head. She should have asked more questions when Karla had invited her.

      “You aren’t planning to leave town, are you?”

      “I think Ryder was taking me back to Houston today. I don’t have a car. Or a place to stay.”

      “Sit tight. I’ll check with him.”

      Mike folded in on herself and rubbed her arms. The itch to get back home to Houston warred with the demand to find out what had happened to her brother, and then Karla. And she’d already committed to a travel article. If she didn’t deliver, she could kiss that contract goodbye.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ryder walked over to where Deputy Berta Ann sat with Damon. She didn’t need his help interviewing, but he had to let Donny take the lead with Mike. His cousin would tell him everything she’d said.

      “What time did you load out?” Berta Ann asked Damon, or Slick D as everyone in town called the DJ. Except Ryder. He just called the dude D, refraining from calling him Slacker D, which would have been more accurate.
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