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Chapter One


A shadow passed the window, and Remalla crouched back against the wall, holding his gun in a tight grip. The house remained dark and quiet, and he waited. Seeing no other movement and keeping his head down and body low to the ground, he crawled out from his space in the corner to prevent being visible from the outside. 
His heart hammering, he glanced back toward the front closet. The door remained closed, and he prayed everyone inside it would stay put until he and Daniels could get a handle on their situation and gain control of it. Rem suspected whoever had been following them had no intention of allowing any of their group to leave this house alive.
He made his way silently into the kitchen and sat back against a cabinet. Telling himself to stay calm, he jumped when Daniels, also crawling, turned into the kitchen from the opposite direction. He approached and sat beside Rem. Remaining quiet, they assessed their situation.
Rem took a slow, controlled breath. “I’m not sure staying here and waiting is smart. I feel like a sitting duck.”
“You want to take the offensive? One of us takes the front and the other takes the back? We meet somewhere in the middle and flush him, or them, out.”
“It’s risky.”
“I know. But the alternative is we sit here until they gain access. That gives them the element of surprise. But then they’d also be exposed, which would give us a slight advantage.”
“I’m finding it hard to see how any of this is advantageous for us. We shoot and miss, and we’re in trouble. Plus, we don’t know who we’re dealing with. A novice or a hired professional.” He thought of their people in the closet. “Plus, we have others’ safety to consider.”
“As long as they stay put in the closet, they should be okay.”
Rem wished that were true. “I appreciate your positivity, but if this is the same guy or guys who’ve been messing with us, they know we’re not alone. We may all be on the hit list.” He adjusted his position on the floor. “And how long do you think we have before someone in the closet gets impatient?” He paused. “Maybe that’s what whoever’s outside is waiting for. A distraction.”
Daniels grumbled. “Then we need to go on the offensive. Let’s flush them out. If it’s one guy, he’ll run into either you or me and we can subdue him.”
“Subdue him? What makes you think he’ll be subdued?”
“Because dying is not on most people’s list of favorite things to do.”
“I’ll give you that, but something tells me he’s not going down without a fight. And what if it’s two guys?”
“You have a better idea?”
Rem considered another option. “I say we go together. We’ll both head to the front door, get outside and then you go one way and I’ll go the other. Flush them out that way.”
“They might head into the woods, and we’d have to follow.”
Rem bit back a groan. “That’s not my area of expertise. The woods have not been kind to either one of us.”
“Don’t let the past affect your judgment. At least it will get whoever it is away from the house, and it will keep the others safe.”
Rem recalled his various excursions through the woods and swallowed. “Have you considered that’s what they want? Us, out in the open, in unfamiliar territory?”
“It’s not going to be any more familiar to them.”
“Says who?”
Daniels shot Rem a look. “Then we wait, but I thought you wanted to do something.”
Rem debated their less than stellar options. “Okay. Let’s both head to the front door. We’ll go out together.”
Daniels nodded. “Okay.” He got on his knees and started crawling. Rem joined him. They crawled out of the kitchen and back onto the rug-covered hardwood floor of the living area. The closet door remained closed, and Rem said a small prayer of thanks that everyone inside it had behaved. The window remained dark except for the light of the moon and no shadows crossed it. Daniels made it to the side of the door and Rem crouched beside him.
They took a second to prepare, and Daniels put his hand on the knob. “Ready?”
Rem closed and opened his eyes. “On three?”
Daniels nodded back and faced the door. “One,” he whispered. “Two…”
A loud crash from the back of the house made Rem jump and whirl, aiming his gun toward the threat. Daniels did the same.
Footsteps sounded and shots rang out. The front window they sat beneath shattered, and they dove to the floor to avoid the bullets.
Rem cursed, sat up, and started firing toward the direction of the shots. Daniels did the same just as the closet door swung open.
Rem saw Rhonda emerge and without thinking, he grabbed her wrist and yelled. “Get out of the house. NOW.” 
He fired to provide coverage, and Daniels opened the front door and kicked it wide. “MOVE,” he yelled.
Hearing a shriek, Rem yelled again for them to hurry.
Daniels fired more rounds as the others ran from the closet and out the door. “Get to the woods,” yelled Daniels.
They ran off the porch as another shot pierced the wall near Daniels’ head. He ducked down and Rem fired again.
Daniels crawled out the door. “C’mon, partner. Move it.”
Rem shrank back as another shot whizzed past his face, and Daniels swung around the doorframe and fired into the room.
Rem got to his knees and flung himself out the door as more shots blasted the interior and even hit the porch railing. Chunks of wood blew off and into the air. Daniels grabbed Rem’s shoulder, helped him up, and they ran down the porch, following the others, and headed toward the trees.




Chapter Two


Two Days Earlier 


Detective Gordon Daniels sat at his desk and opened the paper bag. He pulled out a bottle of beet juice and a bran muffin and set them on his desk. Running a hand through his gelled blond hair, he set the bag aside and studied his notes from their latest case.
He and his partner were investigating the murder of a middle-aged man shot in the head and found in a dirty motel room on the seedier side of the city. The victim had been identified as Donald Morgans, a prominent businessman with enough wealth to afford a room in a lavish high-rise hotel. After speaking with Morgans’ wife, they’d learned that Morgans was supposed to be on an overnight business trip to L.A. and his wife had no idea why her husband had been in the dingy hotel.
After talking with a friend of Morgans, and with a little coaxing, they’d learned that Morgans liked to gamble and had joined a particularly high-stakes poker game the night of his death with hopes to score big.
Morgans’ body had been discovered half-dressed with his empty wallet found beside him. Their immediate assumption was Morgans had won some money and likely been lured to the hotel room, where he’d been robbed and murdered.
Daniels flipped through more of his notes, recalling the oddest clue and one that made the least sense. The image of a star had been burned into Morgans’ upper shoulder. The coroner had determined it was fresh, and the victim’s wife had no knowledge of it, so they’d been left to conclude that the killer had branded the victim. That gave the case a new twist. While robbery and murder weren’t unusual in their line of work, branding a victim was, and Daniels wondered what it symbolized.
He heard the squad door open behind him and whistling. Turning, he saw his partner, Aaron Remalla, enter the squad room, wearing his customary jeans and long-sleeved shirt. His long, dark hair had been trimmed and fell just below his jaw, and he’d tucked it behind his ears. Since starting a romantic relationship with Mikey Redstone six months earlier, Rem had a spring in his step and a smile on his face that he hadn’t had for almost three years prior. Glad his partner was happy and that their partnership was back on track after enduring a long period of traumatic events, Daniels couldn’t help but smile.
Rem, with Mikey’s influence, had even started dressing better. Daniels hadn’t seen a hole in Rem’s work jeans in months and his wrinkled shirts were now smooth and crisp. The stains were still there, but Daniels could only expect so much.
“Hey,” said Rem. “Did you get me a snack at the cafeteria?” He grabbed his thermos at his desk and stopped at the coffee machine.
“Sure did.” Daniels grabbed the bag and pulled out the protein bar. He tossed it on Rem’s desk. “Snack of champions.”
Rem’s face fell. “Seriously? A protein bar?” He poured coffee into his thermos.
“Rem, you’ve been eating crap all week. You need a little sustenance. It will help with your stamina.”
“Stamina? What’s wrong with my stamina?” He added several creamers and sugars to his thermos. “Mikey’s not complaining.” He grinned.
Daniels rolled his eyes. “That’s not the stamina I’m talking about, although have you considered that maybe Mikey’s just being nice?”
Rem smirked at him. “Not by my assessment.”
“You should eat healthier. You’re not getting any younger. Besides, the cafeteria’s out of donuts and cookies anyway, no thanks to you.”
Rem stirred his drink. “You’re just not talking to the right people.”
“Or you’re talking to all the wrong ones.” He gestured. “Just eat the protein bar. It’s not sugar-free so you won’t go into withdrawals.”
Rem sighed. “Fine. Only because I like you. But next time,” he pointed his thumb at his chest, “I go to the cafeteria.”
“No problem, sport.”
“And I’m getting you a big cookie with lots of sprinkles.”
“Which you’ll no doubt eat.”
Rem sat in his chair. “Probably.” He eyed the paperwork on his desk. “Where were we?” He grabbed the bar and started to unwrap it.
“Same place we were before. Nowhere.” Daniels picked up a folder and tossed it into another pile. “Forensics came back. No DNA or prints in the hotel room. Place was wiped clean.”
“Figures.” Rem took a bite of his bar and spoke through a mouthful. “Our guy, or gal, knows what they’re doing.”
“Which makes me think this isn’t their first rodeo.”
Rem tossed the wrapper aside. “So they’ve killed before and they’ll probably do it again?”
“You win the prize for most obvious conclusion.”
Rem swallowed his bite. “The question is, does this have something to do with Donald Morgans or was he just in the wrong place at the wrong time?”
“His poker buddies said he won five grand at that game. That makes him a big target.”
Rem sipped some coffee. “So, someone hangs around that game, waiting for a winner to step out, and then robs him? Then how come there aren’t more victims? Donald Morgans can’t be the first guy who’s won a lot of money at that particular venue.”
Daniels shrugged. “Maybe he resisted and got killed for his efforts. For all we know, others have been robbed but didn’t report it.”
Rem scratched his head. A strand of hair fell across his face, and he brushed it back with his free hand. “He was in that lousy hotel for a reason and looked to be in the process of removing his clothes. That suggests sex was involved.”
“But there were no women at the poker game.”
“Who says it was a woman?”
“Good point, but he’s married so let’s assume he’s heterosexual. Anyone at the poker game likely would too.”
“Right.” Rem pointed. “So he leaves the game a big winner and he’s feeling good.”
Daniels took Rem’s theory to its natural conclusion. “He’s approached by a woman, thinks he’s getting lucky, and takes her to a shady hotel room, where she kills him and takes his winnings.”
“Yup,” said Rem. “But why brand the guy with a star?”
“That’s the thing that throws me. Is she trying to make a point?”
“More like five.”
Daniels snorted at the joke.
Rem shrugged. “Maybe it’s her way of saying I win, and you lose.” He flipped a piece of paper on his desk. “Stars symbolize humanity, divinity, hope, faith, guidance, God, excellence, motivation, magic, fame, and life.”
“Look at you, doing research.” Daniels cracked open his beet juice.
“I have my moments.” Rem dropped the paper back on his desk. “Maybe our killer thinks she’s ridding the world of bad guys and doing everyone a favor.”
“That’s what worries me.” Daniels took a gulp of his drink.
Rem grimaced. “How can you drink that stuff?”
“It’s good for the brain.” He recapped his drink.
Rem leaned back and rested his sneakered foot on the corner of the desk. “Well, your brain’s been through a lot, so keep drinking. Got to keep those cells intact.”
Daniels flashed back to his long stay in the hospital several months earlier. “Every little bit helps.”
“Yeah, I suppose.” Rem set his coffee down, picked up his pencil and twirled it through his fingers. “Can I ask you something unrelated to this mess?”
“Since when do you have to ask?”
Rem dropped his foot off the desk and sat up. “What would you do if your family was pressuring you to do something you didn’t think you should do?”
Curious, Daniels set his juice down. “I probably wouldn’t do it.”
Rem stared at his pencil.
“Does this have something to do with one of your cousins?” Even though Rem was an only child, he had a slew of aunts, uncles and cousins which provided an endless supply of amusing stories, as well as challenging ones. Daniels sensed this was the latter. “Which one is it?”
Rem set his elbows on his desk. “Have I ever mentioned Cain to you before?”
Daniels thought back. “Not that I recall.”
Rem nodded. “He and I used to be close. He’s my father’s half-sister’s grandson.”
Daniels took a second to think that through. “Grandson?”
“Yeah. They have ’em young on my dad’s side. My aunt had her first kid when she was seventeen and then her kid had her first child when she was eighteen. That was Cain.”
“That is young to start a family.”
“Cain doesn’t know his biological dad. He’s only ever known his stepdad. Growing up, Cain and I, and his sister, Mabel, hung out a lot.”
Daniels frowned. “Excuse me? Mabel?”
“Cain’s mom wanted to name her kids Cain and Abel from the Bible but her second kid was a girl, so she went with Mabel.”
“Cain and Mabel?” Daniels couldn’t imagine why anyone would want to name their children after a story where one sibling murders another. “You have the strangest family.”
“I’m aware.” He stopped twirling his pencil. “Anyway, Cain’s, gosh, in his mid, or maybe late twenties now, I guess.” He shook his head. “Time flies.”
“It does.”
“When I was going through the academy and became an officer, Cain idolized me. Told his mom he wanted to be just like me. I thought it was cool. I brought him to work a couple of times and he even did a ride along once.”
“I bet he loved that.” Daniels wondered where this was leading. “How come I’m just now hearing about him?”
“Before you and I met, Cain started running with the wrong crowd in high school and driving his mom nuts. She asked me to talk to him because she thought my influence would help. And I did.” He put the pencil down and sighed. “Only it didn’t go the way I thought it would.”
“Why not?”
“He confided in me about how some kids had approached him to buy and even sell drugs. He told me he’d experimented but that was all, and he’d declined to sell anything, but he was still hanging out with that group of kids.” Rem ran his thumb over his stubbled jaw. “Cain always had this thing about wanting to be cool.” He paused. “The problem was, he told me this group was targeting their sales toward younger kids, like preteens.”
“Oh, boy.” Daniels assumed where this was leading. “What’d you do?”
Rem fell back in his seat. “Long story short, I told someone in Narcotics and not long after, that group was busted. Cain wasn’t one of them, but several of his friends were. Of course he blamed me for squealing, and our relationship was never the same since.”
“You didn’t do anything wrong.”
“I know I didn’t, but I still felt bad. I figured at some point, we’d mend fences, but after Cain graduated high school, he took off. His mom said he was doing odd jobs, hitchhiking across the state, and trying to navigate his way through life. I get it. I’ve had my own navigation problems.”
“We all do.”
“I heard through my mom that he finally pulled it together and got a job. He became a top salesman at some company, which makes sense because Cain could talk to a wall for an hour and walk away satisfied.”
“He definitely has some Remalla in him.”
“For sure. We saw each other now and then at family stuff but never really talked about what happened. And if I made the effort, Cain brushed it off or avoided me, so I stopped trying.”
“Makes sense.”
“And I haven’t heard much since until I got a call this morning.” Rem picked up his coffee. “Mabel reached out. Cain came into town yesterday, met up with some friends in a bar last night, got drunk and ended up in a bar fight. He got arrested for drunk and disorderly, and aggravated assault. Apparently, he hit someone with a beer bottle.”
“That’s a serious charge.” Daniels started to understand. “Let me guess. Mabel wants you to help get her brother out of trouble.”
“You got it. She thinks I have magic powers or something.” Rem shook his head. “I’ve told my family plenty of times that just because I’m a cop doesn’t mean they have carte blanche to do something stupid and expect me to fix it. If they get arrested, that’s their problem, not mine. It’s taken a while to get that message across, and now this happens.”
“This is no different. If you can’t help anyone else, you can’t help Cain either.”
Rem picked up his pencil and tapped the tip of it on a folder. “Then why am I considering calling the prosecutor and getting some more info?” He shrugged. “It can’t hurt, and maybe there is something I can do.”
“Rem, you’re only acting out of guilt. You feel bad about what happened between you and Cain, but this isn’t the way to handle it. Cain made his choices, and he’s the one who needs to fix things. Not you.”
“Yeah. I know. Mabel laid it on thick though. And then her mom called.”
Daniels could empathize. “I get it and if you want to help, that’s up to you. But you’re under no obligation to do anything. And don’t expect much in return. If Cain wanted to mend fences, he could have done it years ago.”
“Even if I do reach out, I doubt it will matter much.” He traced a line in his folder with the pencil. “But if I call, at least I can say I tried, and maybe Mabel and her mother will ease up on the guilt trip.”
“They shouldn’t be guilting you into anything. No matter what happened in the past, it’s not your job to take care of him.”
Rem smiled softly. “I knew I could count on you to knock some sense into me.”
“I’m here to help.” Daniels unscrewed the cap on his beet juice. “You sure you don’t want any?” He raised his juice bottle.
Rem made a gagging sound. “I’d rather take Cain’s place in jail.”
“Has he made bail?”
“He’s being arraigned sometime this morning.” He scoffed. “Knowing his side of the family, they’ll blame me if they can’t afford to bail him out.”
“That’s ridiculous.” Daniels drank some juice.
“I’m exaggerating but you know what I mean.”
“So you’re not going to get involved?”
“Not sure, but I’ll let you know what I decide.”
“I’ll wait with bated breath, but you know my opinion.”
Rem sipped his coffee. “I do and I appreciate it. I just needed to talk it through.” The squad doors opened again, and Rem glanced over. “Manetti and Monk are back. Hopefully, they’re having a better start to the day.”
Daniels swiveled in his seat to see Detectives Manetti and Monk walk slowly to their desks, their faces sullen. “No luck with the stakeout?” he asked.
Manetti slid off his jacket, tossed it over his chair, and fell into his seat. He was shorter in height than Monk but made up for it in bulk. “Nothing. Our guy’s a ghost.” A confirmed health nut and frequent exerciser, he frequently tortured the squad with healthy snack options that included no sugar, caffeine, gluten, and if you asked Rem, flavor. Daniels was one the few detectives who appreciated the gesture. Both he and Rem had been partnered with Manetti in the past, and although he still had a lot to learn, he’d proven himself to be smart, a fast learner, and could be depended on in a crisis.
His partner, Frank Monk, tall and slim with a stubbled jaw, was an experienced and recent transplant from the LAPD. Although he and Manetti had not been partnered long, they seemed to make a good team. Daniels and Rem had heard about the couple of dinners Monk had attended at the Manetti house where Manetti’s wife, Annabelle, had cooked. Although they’d been meatless and keto meals, Monk hadn’t complained. Daniels figured that was a sign of a good partner.
Monk stretched his neck and sat across from Manetti. He took off his wire-rimmed glasses and rubbed his eyes. “Somebody must have tipped him off.” He glanced toward the coffee machine. “Any more of that left?”
Rem stood. “I’ll start you a new pot.”
“Thanks,” said Monk.
Manetti massaged his neck. “Tremont knows where our vic’s body is. We have a solid witness who confirms his involvement.”
“We’ve got to find Tremont first,” said Monk, resting his head against the back of the chair.
Daniels recalled the case Manetti and Monk had been working on. “This is the rich kid?”
“Yeah,” said Manetti. “Mack Tremont. According to our witness, he drugged our vic’s drink and assaulted her. Only she didn’t wake up and he panicked and hid the body.”
Rem added coffee grounds into a fresh filter and started filling the pot with water from the dispenser. “And now the family’s circling the wagons, trying to protect their son.”
“You got it,” said Monk. “Looks like they may have succeeded.”
“If he got out of the country,” said Monk. “There’s no telling if we’ll ever get him back.”
Daniels sat up in his chair. “You think that’s what happened?”
Manetti opened his top drawer and pulled out a bag of his infamous kale chips. “You should have seen the parents when we spoke to them. Didn’t take an ounce of accountability for their son’s behavior. Blamed it all on the victim.”
“Some parents are like that,” said Rem. “Think their kid shits gold.”
“Especially if they have a history of using their money to make problems go away,” added Daniels. “My dad would have done the opposite. Sent me straight to jail after a long lecture of what a disappointment I was.”
Monk chuckled. “My dad would have been too drunk to care.”
Rem poured water into the coffee machine. “Sounds like your dad and mine could have been friends.” He slid the pot on the burner, flipped on the machine, and returned to his seat.
Manetti fished a chip out of his bag. “My dad would have wanted to know the truth and if I’d done something wrong, would have expected me to take responsibility for my actions. But he would have supported me and ensured I had good representation.” He popped the chip in his mouth and chewed.
Daniels, Rem, and Monk eyed Manetti with flat stares. “Way to bring a group down, partner,” said Monk.
Manetti noted their stares. “Did I say something wrong?”
Rem groaned. “I obviously missed the golden fairy dust they were sprinkling in the pick a dad line before I was born.”
“Manetti got all of it,” said Daniels. He glanced at his partner. “They must have sprinkled you with sugar and coffee beans.”
Rem tossed the rest of his protein bar in the trash. “And you with prune juice.”
Daniels smiled. “Cheer up,” he said to Manetti. “Your guy may still be in town. He might turn up.”
“And I might wake up tomorrow morning next to Julia Roberts,” said Monk, “but I’m not counting on it.”
“At least you know who you’re chasing,” said Daniels. “Rem and I are still at zero with our dead poker player.”
“The one with the weird star branded on him?” asked Manetti.
“The one and the same,” said Rem.
“Nothing on VICAP about the brand?” asked Monk.
“There’s a delay,” said Rem. “Lozano was following up. Hopefully, we’ll know something soon because everything else is a bust.”
Monk picked at a hole in the leather of his armrest. “That would be interesting wouldn’t it, if you got a hit?”
“It would be.” Daniels recalled what else he and Rem had on their plates. “Don’t forget,” he said to Rem. “We’ve got the Danovia trial coming up. We’ve got to meet with Durning tomorrow to go over our testimony.” 
Thinking about their meeting with Josh Durning, the prosecutor on the Darla Danovia case, Rem huffed. “When it rains it pours. Maybe it’ll get delayed again.”
“Don’t count on it,” said Daniels. “The judge wants to move forward.” He pulled out another folder on his desk. “But it’s not that big a deal. It’s pretty open and shut.”
“Which one’s that?” asked Manetti.
“Darla Danovia,” said Rem. “Murdered her husband. Says she’s innocent but we found Paul Danovia dead in their kitchen with a knife in his neck. Her fingerprints were all over it. Darla claims she wasn’t there, but a witness puts her at the scene and Darla doesn’t have a reliable alibi.”
“Says she was at the movies.” Daniels sipped more of his beet juice.
“But she paid in cash, tossed the stub and the cameras at the theater weren’t working.” Rem swiveled in his chair. “Plus, she left an angry voicemail on the vic’s phone, saying she knew what he’d been up to and was going to kill him for screwing around on her.”
“Doesn’t everyone say that?” asked Monk. “God knows I have a time or two.”
“Are they all still walking around?” asked Daniels.
Monk smiled at him. “As far as I know.”
“Darla can’t say the same,” added Rem. “Anyway, with our witness, the voicemail and the prints, plus plenty of evidence to show their marriage was on the rocks, we’ve got Darla dead to rights, pardon the pun.”
“Let’s just hope this witness sticks,” said Daniels. “She’s a little quirky. Plus, she and Darla were neighbors and they had it out a few times. That’s not going to help our side, but hopefully the jury will see past that.”
“Let’s hope,” said Rem. “But until then, we can try and figure out who killed Donald Morgans and burned a star onto his shoulder.”
Manetti chewed on another chip. “Let’s hope one of us gets some positive news soon. The Law of Averages is on our side.”
“That it is, Manetti,” said Monk. “That it is.”
The coffee pot partially full, Rem stood and grabbed a mug. He pulled out the pot, added some coffee to the mug, returned the pot and handed the mug to Monk. “Black, right?”
Monk took it. “Thanks.”
“You got it.” Rem returned to his seat.
The door to Lozano’s office opened, and the captain poked his head out. “Remalla. Daniels. Get in here. I need to talk to you.” He stepped back inside his office and shut the door.
Rem sat up. Holding his juice, Daniels stood. “Want to take a bet? Good news or bad?”
“It’s bound to be good,” said Manetti. “We’re overdue.”
“I agree with Manetti,” said Monk. He lifted his mug. “Let’s hope for the best.”
Rem stood and picked up his thermos. “Based on the sound of his voice, I say bad news all the way.”
Daniels patted Rem’s shoulder. “Stay positive, partner. Like Monk says, hope for the best.”
Grumbling, Rem headed toward Lozano’s office.




Chapter Three


Rem sat in a chair across from his captain and sat his thermos on the edge of Lozano’s desk. “Whatcha got, Cap?” he asked. Daniels sat beside him. 
Lozano, his hair a bit grayer at the temples, unbuttoned the cuffs of his navy shirt, and started to roll one up one of the sleeves. His yellow tie was already off and lying on the back of his chair. His brown face furrowed, and he leaned back. “Anything new on the Morgans’ case?”
“Maybe a little extra dust on my paperwork, but that’s it,” said Rem.
“Forensics came back,” said Daniels. “but it doesn’t help us. Place was wiped clean.”
“So, we’ve got a smart killer.” Lozano opened his drawer and pulled out a bag of almonds.
“Appears so,” said Daniels. He drank some of his juice and eyed the nuts. “You get those from Manetti?”
“As a matter of fact, I did.” He fished out a handful of nuts. “Apparently, Annabelle roasted them herself.”
“What doesn’t Annabelle do?” asked Rem. His stomach rumbled when Lozano popped several nuts in his mouth. “You sharing, Cap?” asked Rem. He shot a side-glance at Daniels. “Somebody screwed me on my mid-morning snack.”
Daniels narrowed his eyes. “Nobody told you to throw it away.”
“My gut did.” Rem rubbed his stomach.
Daniels smirked. “Like that’s a good indicator.”
Lozano popped another almond in his mouth. “Get your own food, Remalla. There’s a vending machine down the hall.”
Rem perked up. “I will. Thanks for the reminder, Cap.” He made a face at Daniels.
Lozano rolled up his other sleeve. “And if you’re done bitching, I thought you’d like to know that VICAP is back up and you got a hit on your brand.”
Rem straightened. “We did?”
“Manetti was right,” said Daniels. “We were overdue for good news.”
“Where and when?” asked Rem, hopeful this was the break in the case they needed.
Lozano picked up a piece of paper. “Los Angeles. Three years ago. Another man was murdered. Same M.O. Shot in the head with a star branded on his arm. It’s a cold case. Never solved.”
“Figures,” said Daniels. “But still interesting. So we’ve got a repeat offender.”
“Or a copycat,” said Rem. “I mean, it’s been three years. Maybe our guy knows about the L.A. case.”
Lozano lowered the paper. “One way to find out. I want you two to go to L.A. Talk to Detective Shaun Middleton. Said he’d be happy to discuss it with you. He’s been trying to solve it for a while now.”
Rem frowned. “Go to Los Angeles? You know phones work just as well.”
“I know how phones work, Remalla,” said Lozano.
“But why travel?” asked Daniels. “Plus, we’ve got the Danovia trial coming up.”
“I know that Daniels, and if you two would pipe down long enough for me to finish, I’ll explain.”
Daniels glanced at Rem, who shrugged. “Explain away, Cap,” said Rem.
“Thank you.” Lozano popped an almond in his mouth and rocked in his seat. “The reason I’m telling you to go to L.A. to talk to Middleton is because you’re going to be up there anyway, so you might as well kill two birds with one stone.”
Rem frowned. “We’re going anyway. Am I missing something?”
“You really want me to answer that?” asked Lozano, chewing his almond. “Because I could come up with a list.”
“You and me both,” said Daniels. “But I’m confused too.”
Lozano crossed his arms. “It’s the Danovia case. “Your witness requested an escort to the trial. She lives in Bakersfield and thinks her life is in danger. She specifically asked that you two bring her in.”
Rem dropped his jaw. “She what?”
“What for?” asked Daniels. “What does she think she’s doing? Testifying against the mob?”
Lozano raised a brow. “You know Paul Danovia is the grandson of Leo Danovia, who’s a prominent member of the Danovia crime family in the northeast.”
“And Paul severed ties with that crowd years ago,” said Daniels. “He wanted no part of that life.”
“We checked that angle out, and couldn’t find any connection between Paul’s murder and his family,” said Rem. 
“I don’t know what to tell you two,” said Lozano. “But your witness is scared and Durning needs her here, and she won’t come without you two protecting her.”
“Why us?” asked Rem. “It could be someone from L.A., or even a couple of uniforms.”
“Because she knows you,” said Lozano. “You questioned her, and she trusts you. And I’ve been told she’s paranoid. Durning tells me she’s a conspiracy theorist. She may not be in any danger but in her mind, she is.” He sat up and shuffled through some papers. “Once you get her here, we’ll set her up in a hotel, and after she testifies, we’ll either fly her home or have someone else drive her back.”
“Hell,” said Daniels. “If we bring her here, she’ll expect us to return her.”
Lozano grunted. “That’s Durning’s problem. Once she testifies, her leverage ends. She can ask all she wants, but my answer will be no. Right now though, we need her butt in that witness chair. And if it means sending you two to do it, then so be it.”
Rem eyed the ceiling. “Great. A road trip.”
“Stop your whining, Remalla.” Lozano clicked on his keyboard. “I figure you two can meet with Durning tomorrow morning, then leave for L.A. afterward. Stop and talk to Middleton and discuss your cases. Spend the night there, then get up early, pick up Rhonda Champlin, and head back. And bring your ear buds. Durning says she’s a talker.”
Daniels fell back against his seat with a sigh. “Sounds fun.”
Rem rubbed his tight neck, already dreading the drive back. “Terrific. Can’t wait.”
“Good.” Lozano typed on some keys. “I’ll send you the pertinent info so check your emails. Use the company card to charge anything trip related,” he eyed Remalla.
Rem widened his eyes. “What’d I do?”
“I think he’s referring to the stack of comic books you bought on our last stakeout,” said Daniels.
Rem bristled. “That was a long stakeout, and I was bored.”
“That’s it for now. You two can go.” Lozano waved a hand toward the door.
Rem grabbed his thermos. “As always, Cap. It’s been a pleasure.”
Lozano pointed. “Just get that witness back safe and in time for the trial. In the meantime, you got anything to do in the next two days that can’t wait, give it to Manetti and Monk. They’re not getting much solved lately either.”
Daniels stood. “You’re all heart, Cap.”
Lozano smiled. “My wife tells me that every day, only she’s a lot prettier.”
Rem stood too. “You want us to keep you in the loop while we’re gone?”
“Only if your lives are at stake. Otherwise, fill me in when you get back.” Lozano popped another almond in his mouth.
Daniels opened the door. “Sure thing.”
Rem followed Daniels out of the office and closed the door behind him. “Can you believe this?”
“Welcome to the joys of law enforcement.” Daniels returned to his seat.
“Good news or bad?” asked Manetti.
Rem fell into his seat with a groan. “Both, I guess.”
Monk looked up from a report on his desk. “Do tell.”
Daniels filled them in on the cold case in L.A. and how they were escorting Rhonda Champlin to trial.
Manetti ate another kale chip. “Maybe you’ll learn something in L.A. that will help solve your case here.” He eyed Monk. “They’ll be in your old stomping grounds too. Maybe they’ll talk to someone you know.”
Monk shifted in his seat. “Maybe.”
“You know Detective Shaun Middleton?” asked Daniels. “That’s who we’re meeting.”
“Can’t say that I do,” said Monk. “It’s been a while.”
“It hasn’t been that long,” said Rem. “Anybody you want us to stop and say hello to while we’re there?”
Monk went back to studying his report. “Nah. Best to leave well enough alone.”
Hearing the somber tone in Monk’s voice, Rem wondered what Monk was keeping to himself.
“Suit yourself,” said Daniels. “We don’t leave until tomorrow afternoon so if you change your mind…”
Monk looked up. “Thanks but I won’t change my mind.” He paused. “Besides, you’re on a tight schedule.”
“You need us to help with anything while you’re gone, let us know,” said Manetti. “And send us your itinerary, so we know where you are.”
Rem sat up. “You worried, Manetti?”
“Rhonda Champlin is testifying against Darla Danovia. Not John Gotti.” Daniels picked up his untouched muffin and pulled off a chunk of it.
“If I’ve learned anything from the three of you,” said Manetti, “it’s never to assume anything.” He paused. “Right?”
Rem made eye contact with Daniels. For a second, his stomach tightened, and an odd tingle ran up his back. “Right,” he said. “But I’m sure we’ll be fine.”
“We’ll be back with time to spare.” Daniels popped the piece of muffin in his mouth.




Chapter Four


Detective Shaun Middleton sat at his desk and polished his eyeglasses. Checking them in the light and satisfied they didn’t show a hint of film, he slid them back on his face and returned the cloth back into his top desk drawer. He stood, straightened his shirt, and left the squad room. After taking a few turns and walking down a long hall, he entered the front lobby. Spotting two men, one tall and lean with dark hair pulled back with a band, and the other also tall, but bulkier with shorter gelled blond hair, he strode over. “Detectives Daniels and Remalla?” 
They turned toward him. “Detective Middleton?” asked the blond one.
“Yes. Nice to meet you.” He shook their hands as they introduced themselves. “Come on back.”
“Thank you,” said Remalla.
Shaun followed his route back to his desk, where he entered a long cubicle with shoulder-high walls. A beige countertop connected two desktops with monitors, keyboards, shelves, and drawers. He pulled his partner’s chair over and grabbed another from a nearby empty cubicle. “Have a seat. Can I get you a coffee or water?”
“Coffee for me,” said Remalla, sitting in one of the seats. “Extra cream and sugar.”
“Water would be great,” said Daniels. He sat beside Rem.
“Coming right up.” Shaun picked up a file about his cold case and handed it to Daniels. “Feel free to look it over. My partner should be here soon.”
Daniels took the folder and set it on a clear space on the desk. “Thanks.” He opened the file and Remalla pulled his chair closer.
Shaun got the coffee and the water, made a coffee for himself, and returned to the cubicle. He handed out the drinks and sat. “What do you think?”
Daniels flipped a page in the file. “Looks pretty similar.”
Rem turned toward Shaun. “You got what we sent you?”
Shaun nodded. “I did. It’s pretty interesting.”
Daniels looked up. “What’s your opinion? You think we’re dealing with the same perp?”
Shaun mentally reviewed both cases. “It’s damn possible. The question is why the three years apart? Where’s this guy been?”
Daniels kept reading. “Your vic got branded on the forearm. Ours the shoulder, so there’s one difference.”
“And our guy won big in a poker game,” added Remalla. “Your guy got killed after leaving a gentlemen’s club.”
“After getting drunk, waving a lot of cash around and tipping a lot of ladies.” Shaun blew on his coffee and took a sip. “He also died in a less-than-ideal motel that was dirtier than our back alley. That didn’t help with Forensics.”
“You got prints?” asked Remalla. “That’s more than we got.”
“Our killer’s learned a few things,” said Daniels. He held up the photo of the victim. “Rex Beelson. What did he do for a living?”
“Stockbroker,” said Shaun. “Which is another connection. Both our guys had plenty of money and both ended up dead in a crappy motel with their wallets emptied.” He tipped his head. “And despite our forensic hits, they didn’t turn up anything. We had prints of guests in that room going back two years. And don’t even get me started on what was on the sheets.”
Rem clutched his stomach. “Enough said.”
Daniels pushed the open folder back and swiveled toward Shaun. “It sounds like the same guy.”
“Or gal,” added Rem. “Both these cases look like the vic expected more than a platonic sleepover.”
“My thoughts exactly,” said Shaun. “All my digging hasn’t revealed much, but I did find someone in the hotel who saw Rex Beelson check in and then head upstairs with a woman. He described her as sexy, in a little red dress, as drunk as Rex, and hanging all over him.”
“What about a general description?” asked Daniels. “Height? Weight? What she looked like?”
“Did he do a sketch?” asked Rem.
Shaun almost chuckled. “Guy was doing meth at the time. Said she looked like Scarlet O’Hara, only without all the fancy gowns. I don’t think a sketch would have helped much. And he overdosed last year so he’s no longer available to talk.”
“Great,” said Remalla. “But you believed him about seeing Beelson with a woman?”
“He was insistent. Said she said hello to him before she went up to the room with Beelson.”
“Or he completely imagined the whole thing,” said Daniels.
“Maybe.” Shaun shrugged. “But my gut told me he was telling the truth.”
Rem sipped his coffee. “Then assuming you’re right, we’ve got a femme fatale on our hands. And why has she waited three years in between murders?”
“Maybe she hasn’t,” said Daniels. “Maybe she’s been killing her way across the country but keeping the star brand out of it.”
“A female serial killer?” asked Shaun, wondering the same. “They’re rare.”
“But not impossible.” Rem set his coffee cup down on the desk. “We also have to consider this may be her only two kills. She murders Beelson, goes quiet for years, then gets triggered again with Morgans.”
“And she obviously kept her star tool,” said Daniels. “I wonder why she brands them.”
Shaun recalled his research. “Branding implies ownership. A sort of you belong to me attitude. Maybe our perp was abused by a wealthy male figure in her past and possibly even branded by him. Maybe Beelson and Morgans reminded her of the person who abused her.”
“Makes sense.” Daniels studied the folder again and closed it. “The question is what do we do now? If she’s gone to ground again, it may be years before we have another victim.”
“And she’s obviously mobile,” said Rem. “She may not even strike again in our state.”
“If she uses that brand again, we’ll know it,” said Shaun. “But you’re right. We have little to go on.” He pushed his glasses up on his nose. “There was one other thing in Beelson’s background that may or may not matter.”
“What’s that?” asked Daniels.
Shaun leaned back and rested an ankle on his knee. “Beelson had a niece with a drug problem. She’d been in and out of therapy that never stuck. Beelson tried to help her and paid for a lot of that therapy. Six months before his death, she was arrested for possession. Third offense. She was going to do time. Two days before the trial, the prosecutor pleaded it down to probation and she walked. According to the family, the niece and Beelson had it out. He told her to get straight because he couldn’t help her anymore. Six weeks later, she’s arrested again for assault and solicitation. This time around Beelson stayed out of it. Refused to help. Said she was on her own. Girl was about to go to trial, but the charges were dropped.”
Daniels rubbed his jaw. “You think Beelson’s niece had something to do with his murder?”
“He refused to help her, so she killed him as some sort of revenge?” asked Remalla. “That seems extreme.”
“Who knows?” said Shaun. “Like I said. It’s interesting. The niece claims she’s innocent and we can’t prove anything. Does your guy have something similar? Any family members with problems who might have reason to kill Morgans?”
Remalla glanced at Daniels. “Not that we’ve found,” said Remalla.
“We’ve talked to the family,” said Daniels, pulling a small notepad from his pocket. “but didn’t hear about any troubles like that.” He took out a pencil and scribbled something in the notebook. “But we’ll do some digging.”
“It’s worth checking out,” said Shaun.
“Maybe Manetti and Monk can look into it, if they’re not busy,” said Remalla.
He raised a finger. “Speaking of that, we’re working with a detective who used to work with the LAPD. His name’s Frank Monk. You know him?”
Shaun pursed his lips. Something about the name seemed familiar but he couldn’t place it. “Not that I can recall. But my partner would know better. He’s been around longer and has the memory of an ex-wife.”
Daniels chuckled. “I hope we get a chance to meet him.”
“You should. I expect him soon.” Shaun relaxed in his chair. “You two married?”
They talked for a minute, and Shaun learned about Daniels’ wife and two-year-old son, J.P., and Remalla’s serious relationship with a woman named Mikey. Shaun filled them in on his first failed marriage and his almost failed second one. “I’m holding out hope that Marsha and I can make it but it’s not looking good.”
“It’s tough enough if you’re not a detective,” said Daniels. “Marjorie and I have had a few low spots, but we’re hanging in there.”
Shaun spoke to Remalla. “You’ve never been married?”
Remalla gripped his coffee a little tighter. “Came close once, but that…uh…didn’t work out. And Mikey and I aren’t quite ready to broach that subject yet.”
“Well, don’t rush into anything. Take your time.” Shaun snorted with contempt. “If I could do it all over again, I’d avoid marriage altogether. Nothing but a big pit of despair if you ask me.” He leaned closer to Rem. “I bet when you look back, you’ll realize you avoided a bullet that first time around.” He chuckled and sat back. “Maybe you should consider that before you decide to take the leap.” He glanced at Daniels. “Am I right?”
Remalla’s face tensed, and Daniels straightened, looking a little tense himself. “Maybe we should get back to the case,” said Daniels. “Anything else we should be looking for?”
Shaun detected the shift in mood. “Something I said?”
Remalla opened his mouth but before he could speak, Darren Lomas, Shaun’s partner, walked into the cubicle. His broad shoulders, crisp shirt and pants, and short buzz cut gave him the appearance of a drill sergeant. He held his jacket in his hands and laid it over the cubicle wall. “Sorry I’m late. What’d I miss?”
“Hey, Lomas,” said Shaun. “This is Daniels and Remalla from San Diego.”
Daniels and Remalla stood and shook hands with Lomas. “Your partner’s been filling us in on the Beelson case,” said Daniels. “Looks like we may be dealing with the same perp.”
Lomas found a free chair and wheeled it over. “Based on what you sent over to us, I figured as much.” They all sat. “Any ideas about what to do next? Any earth-shattering ideas that will blow me away?”
“I’ve had my earth-shattering idea for this month, so I’ve met my quota,” said Rem.
“Which one was that?” asked Daniels.
“The one where I told you if I add my creamer and sugar to my mug first before I add my coffee, I don’t have to use a spoon to mix it. Saves on plastic and those wooden stirrers.”
“Oh, yeah,” said Daniels with a nod. “I thought you said it still needed work.”
“It’s not perfect, but if I swirl the cup while I pour, it helps.”
Daniels knitted his brow. “It’s got its merits, but I don’t know if I’d call that earth-shattering.”
“You say tomato, I say tomahto.” Remalla spoke to Lomas. “Any ideas on your end?”
Lomas smiled. “I wish, but I like the whole cream, sugar, coffee thing.” He eyed Shaun. “You ought to try that.”
Shaun rocked back in his chair. “I’ll keep it in mind.”
“We’ll look deeper into Morgans’ background,” said Daniels. “See if, like Beelson, he had any friends or family who may have a reason to be angry with him.”
“It’s probably a long shot,” said Lomas, “but who knows?”
“We’ll let you know what we find out,” said Daniels.
“That’d be great.” Lomas pulled out a piece of gum, unwrapped it, and popped it in his mouth. “You want one?”
Daniels and Remalla both declined.
“Lomas has been trying to quit the cigs for years,” said Shaun. “How long you been off them this time around?”
Lomas tossed the gum wrapper in the trash. “Six months and still going strong.”
“Good for you,” said Remalla. “It can’t be easy with this job.”
“No, it isn’t,” said Lomas. “I’ve been in law enforcement almost fifteen years. I’m amazed I’m not hooked on more than cigarettes.” He chewed his gum.
Remalla gestured toward Shaun. “We were just telling Middleton that we work with a former LAPD detective named Frank Monk. You know him?”
Middleton stopped in mid-chew. “Frank Monk?” He paused. “He’s in San Diego?”
“Yeah,” said Daniels. “Started with us six months ago.”
“Huh,” said Lomas. “I wondered where he’d ended up.” He gazed off and Shaun noted the tension in his partner’s shoulders.
“How well did you know him?” asked Shaun. “I’ve never heard of him.”
Lomas looked back as if refocusing. “No. You wouldn’t. He left before you and I partnered up. I didn’t know him well, but we’d occasionally bump into each other during a smoke break.”
“That’s right,” said Remalla. “He told us he used to be a smoker. I guess he’s kicked the habit, like you.”
“Yeah, I guess.” Lomas stared off again and rubbed a thumb over his jaw.
“Something wrong?” asked Daniels.
Lomas sat up and shook his head. “No. Nothing. Just thinking back.”
Remalla swiveled his chair toward Lomas. “You look like you ate green lunchmeat. Is it Monk?”
Lomas scoffed. “It’s been a long time. When it comes to Monk, I can’t say one way or the other.”
Daniels frowned. “What are you trying not to tell us?”
Lomas paused and squared his shoulders. “Monk was a decorated officer with the LAPD. Solved tough cases and was the department’s wonder boy. Was well-liked too. His partner, Ethan Prescott, was the same. He was just as smart as Monk, if not more so and together, they did a lot of damage to lawbreakers. Big stuff too. Drug raids, solved old murder cases, located hard-to-find killers.” He stopped chewing and stared off again. “Until Ethan shot himself in the head with his service revolver.”
Shaun dropped his jaw, and Daniels and Remalla widened their eyes.
“It shocked the hell out of the whole department,” said Lomas. “Prescott was married with two kids. On his way up the career ladder. Had everything going for him. Nobody understood why and he didn’t leave a note.” He sighed. “Afterward, Monk took an understandable leave of absence. There was an investigation into Prescott’s death and that’s when the rumors started.”
“What rumors?” asked Remalla.
“The usual shit that bubbles up when something happens that no one understands.” Lomas rested his elbow on his armrest. “Some cops who were close to Prescott began to look at Monk as if he knew more than he was letting on.” He shrugged. “I mean he was Prescott’s partner. How could he not know that Ethan was on the brink?”
“Maybe he did,” said Remalla. “Doesn’t mean he could have prevented it.”
Lomas waved a finger between the two of them. “You two are partners. In this job, that means something. If one of you was losing it, wouldn’t the other do something about it?”
Remalla shared a knowing look with Daniels. “Been there. Done that,” said Remalla.
“Exactly,” said Lomas. “Once the shock wore off, so did Monk’s allure. A rumor began circulating that Monk and Prescott’s arrests had more to do with being tipped off in exchange for looking the other way. Then, even worse, people took it to another level and assumed Prescott wanted out and got killed for rocking the boat.”
Daniels raised his brow. “Any truth to that?”
“Hell, no.” Lomas snorted. “Personally, I and a lot of other cops thought it was all horse shit. But the powers-that-be needed a scapegoat, and they blamed Monk. He left not long after. And I don’t blame him. I wouldn’t want to come back either after all that.”
Remalla blew out a gust of air. “Hell. We didn’t know any of this.”
“I doubt he wants to advertise it,” said Lomas. “It’s not something you bring up at the weekly poker game.”
“No. It isn’t,” said Daniels. He glanced at Remalla. “I wonder if Manetti knows.”
“Manetti?” asked Shaun.
“Monk’s new partner,” said Remalla. He spoke to Daniels. “If he does, he hasn’t shared.”
“Not that he would,” said Lomas. “That’s personal stuff between partners.”
“Yeah,” said Daniels. He stared off much like Lomas had minutes before.
Shaun took a sip of his coffee. “Maybe you ought to let Manetti in on the secret. You know, just in case.” All three men looked at him and he shrugged. “Don’t tell me you’re not picking up what I’m throwing down. What if the rumors are true and Monk and Prescott took a few risks they shouldn’t have? It wouldn’t be the first time cops have stepped over the line for a little extra cash.” He scratched at a speck of coffee grounds on the side of his mug. “Manetti ought to know what he might be getting himself into. Am I right?”
Lomas glared at him. “Middleton, sometimes you’re an idiot.”
Shaun smiled back at him. “I call ’em as I see ’em.” He slid the Beelson folder over, picked it up, stood, and raised his mug. “Anyone want a refill?”




Chapter Five


Sitting at the hotel bar, Remalla shot back his tequila, winced, picked up his lime slice and sucked on it. Heat slid down his throat, and he took a deep breath and stretched his neck. The restaurant hummed with the conversation of the diners sitting at their tables adjacent to the bar and, missing Mikey, he looked forward to getting home the next day. 
Once he and Daniels had finished their meeting with Middleton and Lomas, they left the station and checked into their hotel. Needing to walk around a bit, Rem had left to stroll around the block and call Mikey, and Daniels had stayed behind to talk to Marjorie. After his walk, Rem returned to the hotel and headed straight for the bar, texting Daniels to meet him downstairs where they could get a drink and then dinner.
Watching the patrons chatting and eating, he felt a pat on his shoulder and Daniels slid onto the stool next to Rem. He eyed Rem’s empty tequila glass and the full one next to it. “Something on your mind?”
“You know there is. Just like there is yours.” He slid the tequila shot over. “Which is why this one’s for you.” He grabbed the extra lime, put it on the napkin, and slid the salt over. “Drink up.”
Daniels eyed the drink. “Is this about Prescott and Monk? Or something else?”
“All of the above.” The bartender came over and Rem ordered two beers. “How’s Marjorie?”
“She’s great. She left J. P. at her mom’s and she’s enjoying a peaceful bubble bath. I wish I was with her.”
“I bet.”
“How’s Mikey?”
“Great. She’s having dinner with Mason tonight.”
“Good.”
“Yeah.” Recalling his other phone call, Rem rested an elbow on the counter. “And I caved and called the prosecutor about my cousin Cain’s case.”
Daniels slid his tequila shot closer. “So you decided to try and help?”
“I wanted to stay out of it, but Mabel called after I hung up with Mikey. She was upset because they were having trouble raising the money for Cain’s bail. Then she went on this rant about how I owed Cain.”
Daniels frowned. “Now that ticks me off. It’s emotional blackmail. You should have told her off.”
“Well, before you get all worked up, I handled it pretty well. I tried to remember that she’s scared and worried about her brother. I told her that I would see what I could do but couldn’t promise anything. That pulled her off the ledge.”
“You shouldn’t have had to do anything.”
Rem nodded. “I know, but I figured one phone call wouldn’t hurt. Then I could at least tell them I made the effort.” He reached for a bowl of pretzels and pulled it closer. “I made a few phone calls and got a hold of the prosecutor.”
Daniels grabbed a pretzel from the bowl. “What’d he say?”
Recalling the conversation, Rem rolled his eyes. “He told me not to worry about it. Said the bar owner and the guy who got assaulted decided not to press charges. As long as Cain paid for the damages, they’d let it go. The prosecutor couldn’t change their minds so he was doing the paperwork and told me Cain would be released by the end of the day.” He popped a pretzel in his mouth. “Can you believe that?”
“That’s a hell of a lucky break.”
“I know. Then to top it all off, I called Mabel to tell her, but she’d already heard and started thanking me for taking care of it. I told her I had nothing to do with it, but she wasn’t buying it. So now, the family thinks I’m a hero.” Disheartened, Rem slumped.
“Is that bad? Seems that should make you even in their eyes.”
“It does, but now everyone thinks I’m a miracle worker. The next time someone ends up in jail, guess who they’re calling?” He groaned. “I can’t win.”
Daniels ate his pretzel and reached for another. “Would you rather Cain get out of jail, and you get the credit, or have him end up in prison and everyone blame you?”
“Ask me in six months and I’ll let you know.”
“Well, at least it’s over. You don’t have to worry about it anymore.”
“I suppose. Anyway, that’s the update. One of the good things about it was it distracted me for a few minutes from our conversation with Middleton and Lomas.” He shook his head. “I couldn’t stop thinking about Monk getting blamed for his partner’s suicide.”
Daniels picked up the saltshaker. “You think the rumors about Monk are true?”
“No. I don’t. But what the hell do I know?”
“Since Monk’s been at the SDPD, he hasn’t done anything suspicious, and he and Manetti seem to be getting along fine. I’d say that whatever happened with Monk at the LAPD is a non-issue. Lomas is right. It’s just a bunch of gossip.”
Rem picked at his napkin. “You think Lomas is on to something about the partner thing, though? You think Monk was aware that Prescott was suicidal?”
“You and I both know that if he was, Monk likely knew it.”
Rem sighed. “Man, that’s a shitty thing to live with.” He paused. “You believe Monk could have, or should have, stopped him?”
Daniels sprinkled some salt on the back of his hand. “In my experience, if somebody makes up their mind to do something, they’re going to do it.”
“You and I have both been down that road. Neither one of us followed through.”
Daniels stared for a second, licked the salt and downed the tequila. “Don’t remind me,” he said through a gasp. He picked up the lime and bit down on it.
“Can you imagine how we’d feel if one of us had succeeded?”
Daniels pushed the empty tequila glass away. “I’d rather not.”
The bartender returned with two beers, and Daniels asked for two waters.
Rem slid his beer closer. “You think we should mention any of this to Manetti?”
“No. It’s none of our business. If Monk wants to tell him, that’s up to him.”
“Even if there’s a chance that what Middleton said about Monk is right?”
“Now you think Monk is dirty?”
Rem rubbed his face. “I don’t know. I’m confused by the whole thing.”
“And why listen to Middleton anyway? Lomas is right. The guy’s an idiot.”
Rem recalled Middleton’s comments about marriage. “When he told me I dodged a bullet with Jennie, I almost punched him.”
“You and me both. He may be a decent detective, but he’s also young and stupid.”
“Doesn’t mean he’s wrong about Monk.”
“Listen,” said Daniels. “I see your point, but unless we have reason to believe Monk is skirting the law and putting Manetti at risk, I say we give Monk the benefit of the doubt. The guy probably blames himself for his partner’s death and that’s a heavy burden to carry. Let’s try not to assume the worst.”
Rem picked up his beer. “Okay. I hear you.” He took a big gulp of his beer and put the glass down. “Man. I wish we could go home. I’d much rather snuggle up to Mikey tonight instead of you.”
Daniels raised a brow. “In case you missed it, we have two beds. Any snuggling you’re doing is going to be with your pillow.”
“Good thing for you, especially since I sleep in my birthday suit.”
Daniels pointed a finger. “You make a move, and I’ll sic Marjorie on you.”
Rem smiled. “You should be so lucky. But don’t worry. My heart and all my other parts belong to Mikey.”
“Good to hear.” Daniels slid his beer toward him. “I’m with you though. I’d rather go home.” He raised and sipped from his glass. “Let’s just finish our drinks, get something to eat, hit the hay, and get an early start tomorrow. We’ll pick up Rhonda, get back to San Diego and still be able to have quality time with our ladies.”
Rem couldn’t wait to pull Mikey into his arms. Even though they’d been dating nearly six months, he still wanted her just as much as their first time together. He lifted his glass and clinked it against Daniels’. “Sounds good to—” His gaze traveled to a familiar man sitting in a booth across the restaurant behind Daniels. He was with an attractive young woman with shoulder-length dark blonde hair, and they were involved in an animated conversation. “Holy shit.”
Daniels started to turn. “What?”
Rem grabbed his partner’s shoulder and whirled him back around. “Don’t. Don’t look.”
Daniels faced Rem. “Who is it?”
Rem leaned around Daniels and eyed the man in the booth, confirming his suspicions. “You’re not going to believe this.”
Daniels gripped the counter. “Believe what?”
Bracing for the reaction, Rem set his jaw. “It’s your dad.”
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Daniels narrowed his eyes. “That’s not funny.” His heart rate picked up.
“I’m not laughing.” Rem peered around him again. “It’s him and he’s talking to a woman.”
Daniels slowly turned his barstool and peered over his shoulder. At first, he didn’t see anyone familiar and was about to give Rem an earful when he spotted his father in a booth at the back of the room. He was talking to a woman Daniels didn’t recognize. He swiveled back around. “Holy shit.”
“That’s what I said.”
“What’s he doing here?”
“I don’t know. You want to go ask him?”
Daniels glared. “No. I don’t want to go ask him.”
“Why not?”
Agitated, Daniels raised his hand. “Because he’s with someone.”
“So? He’s allowed to have dinner with another person.”
“It’s not Mom.”
“You should be a detective.”
Daniels scowled harder.
“Maybe your mom’s in the hotel room.”
Daniels couldn’t help but make some assumptions. “What if she isn’t?”
Rem stared blankly and then chuckled. “You think your dad is having an affair? That’s ridiculous.”
“Why is that ridiculous? It’s possible.”
Rem scoffed. “Did you see her? She’s younger than you and way more attractive. There’s no way she’s sleeping with him.”
Daniels ignored Rem’s insult. “Women sleep with older men all the time.”
“No. Women sleep with older wealthy men all the time. Your rigid dad is a pompous rule-follower who’s from the Midwest and owns a few hardware stores. I don’t think he qualifies.” He stole another look behind Daniels. “Maybe when he was in his forties and going through a middle-aged crisis, but not now.”
“Then who is she?”
Rem gestured toward the back of the restaurant. “Why don’t you go find out?”
Daniels hesitated.
“What’s the worst that can happen? You say hi, he gets uncomfortable because you show up out of nowhere, but he introduces his friend, who’s likely a business associate, you talk a few seconds, and you and I will get something to eat. No big deal.”
Daniels shook his head. “No way. What if he invites us to have dinner with them?”
Rem widened his eyes and placed a hand on his stomach. “He wouldn’t dare.”
“Rem—”
Rem relaxed. “Cool your jets. He’s not going to invite us to dinner. Number one, it’s your dad, and number two, the waiter is picking up their plates, so they’ve already eaten.” He sucked in a breath.
Daniels straightened. “What is it?”
“What if he asks us to have dessert?” Rem put a hand over his mouth. “Or even coffee? The mere thought is outrageous.”
Daniels slumped. “Would you shut up? I’m serious.”
Rem lowered his hand and smiled softly. “I know you are, but I think you’re overreacting. If you don’t want to go over there, that’s fine, but what if he sees you on the way out? What are you going to do then? Hide under the bar?”
“If I have to.”
Rem sighed. “I know your dad’s not an easy man to deal with. I’ve had personal experience.”
“I know you have. He’s not any nicer to me.”
“But he’s still your dad.”
Daniels paused and set his beer on the bar.
“And like it or not, you’re stuck with him. Maybe at some point, you should try and bury the hatchet. He may not go for it, but one day, after he’s gone, you’ll be glad you at least made the effort.”
Daniels pointed. “No, you don’t. Don’t get all soft on me now. What happened to the guy who wanted to punch Middleton?”
“Middleton is one thing, your dad is another. You and I have both been through enough to realize life is short. Maybe this is the Universe’s way of putting some puzzle pieces together.”
“I like my puzzle pieces right where they are. If anything, my father only jumbles them up.”
“Daniels, you’re in a restaurant in L.A. We’re talking about saying hello to your dad who’s eating dinner with a friend. It’ll take all of five minutes. How many pieces can he jumble?”
“You’d be surprised.”
Rem pursed his lips. “Well, it’s up to you. The ball’s in your court.”
“We’re staying put. Just tell me when he’s leaving so we can turn around and he won’t notice us.”
“What are we? In high school?”
“Sure. Why the hell not? I liked high school.”
“Of course you did. You’re one of the rare few.” Rem peered around him again and his brow furrowed. “Looks like they’re having an argument.”
Curious, Daniels slowly turned to look. Rem was right. The woman was pointing at his dad and her expression conveyed an animosity Daniels was familiar with when it came to his father. His father leaned in, his expression equally as frustrated, when he suddenly stopped, turned, and looked straight at Daniels. He stilled and his face went pale. The woman turned too, and her eyes widened.
Daniels turned back around.
“Uh, oh,” said Rem. “Looks like the cat’s out of the bag. You’re busted.” 
“I’m busted? I didn’t do anything.”
“You were staring right at him.” Rem leaned to look again, watched for a second, and gripped the counter. “Oh, boy. Get ready.”
Needing something to do with his hands, Daniels picked up his beer again and clutched it. “He’s coming over, isn’t he?”
“Nope. But she is.”
Daniels dropped his jaw. “What?”
Rem swiveled to face the bar. “Act natural.” He smiled at Daniels and spoke loudly. “You never told me you practiced black magic. Does Marjorie know?”
Daniels almost cursed Rem out when someone came up from behind and stood beside him. He turned and saw the woman from his father’s table. She was in her late twenties, her smooth hair slid over her shoulders, and she stared at him with a look he couldn’t interpret. Tongue tied, all he could do was hold his beer.
“Gordon Daniels?” she asked.
Rem glanced at her and then at Daniels.
“Yes,” said Daniels. “That’s me. Do I know you?”
She held his gaze, and he could sense her anger. “Your dad is an asshole,” she said.
Daniels frowned. “Tell me something I don’t know.”
Her gaze narrowed.
“You know my name.” said Daniels. “What’s yours?”
Her jaw clenched, and she shot a hard look toward his dad. Daniels looked over to see his father staring intently at both of them.
“I’ll let him tell you that.” She turned and stomped out of the restaurant.
Daniels’ heart thumped at the exchange, and Rem whistled. “That was intense.”
Daniels glanced back at his father, who’d pulled out his phone and was looking everywhere but at his son.
“Well?” said Rem. “What do you want to do?”
A moment passed, and Daniels made up his mind. “Pay the bartender.” He slid off the stool. “I’m going to go say hi.”




Chapter Six


Holding his beer, Daniels approached Raymond Daniels and stopped beside his booth. 
His father looked up from his phone, his face flat. “How are you, Gordon?”
Daniels’ mind raced with what to say. Who was the woman? Why was his dad in Los Angeles? “Hey, Dad. How’s this for a coincidence? You’re in L.A. the same time as me? In the same hotel? What are the odds?”
“It is unexpected, isn’t it?”
“Mom here?”
Daniels caught his father’s slight shift in his seat. “No. Your mother is at home. I had work to do, and she would have been bored.” He glanced toward the bar where Rem was paying the bar tab. “I see Aaron over there. You two here on business?”
“Yes, actually, for a case we’re investigating. We’re picking someone up tomorrow from Bakersfield and heading back to San Diego.” He gestured toward the booth. “You mind if I sit?”
His dad squirmed again. “No. Of course not. But I can’t stay long, and I’ve already had dinner.”
Daniels slid into the booth where the woman had been sitting moments earlier. “I saw that. You were eating with a friend.” He paused. “She seemed a little upset with you.”
His dad gripped his napkin. “We were having a disagreement over a business issue. Nothing serious.”
“Business? Is that what it was? It was looking pretty personal to me.” He set his drink on the table. “She spoke to me before she left. She knew my name and told me you were an asshole.”
His father cleared his throat. “Again. It was business, and to be honest, none of your concern.”
Daniels nodded but didn’t buy for one second that any of this was about business. “How long are you in town?”
“Until tomorrow when I head to San Diego. I’m meeting a supplier, so I’ll rent a car in the morning, drive down, and then catch a flight home tomorrow evening.”
“San Diego?” Daniels straightened. “Were you even going to bother to let me know?”
“You’re a busy man, like me. I didn’t want to intrude. Besides, I need to get back.”
Daniels clutched his beer. “You couldn’t spare an hour to see Marjorie or your grandson?”
The wrinkles around Raymond’s eyes creased deeper. “And what would you have done if I’d called? Invited me over?”
“Sure. Why not?”
“With all your murder cases to solve, I figured you wouldn’t want to be bothered.”
Daniels told himself to stay calm. “If you’d called, I would have made time. And it’s not like I work around the clock. Between the two of us, I’d say the one who works the most is you. You always seem to have something to do when it comes to spending time with me.”
Raymond set his napkin on the table. “You’re just like your mother. So dramatic. Yes. I’m busy. But I’ve got stores to run and employees who count on me for their wellbeing.”
“I’m a cop, Dad. I know a little something about that. And I’m not being dramatic. I’m being honest. You always have something to do when it comes to seeing me or my family.” He sighed. “Hell. If you’d seen me at the bar but I hadn’t seen you, would you have even bothered to say hello?”
“Don’t act like you’re so innocent. If I hadn’t seen you, would you have said anything to me?”
Daniels looked away.
“When’s the last time you’ve bothered to even come home to visit?”
Daniels whipped his head toward his dad. “The last time I went, you barely gave me the time of day.”
“Like I said. I’ve got a business to run. One that you have made quite clear you want nothing to do with.”
Daniels glared. “Oh, here we go. It’s the whole I’m such a disappointment because I wasn’t willing to sacrifice my happiness for the damn family business nonsense.”
Raymond aimed his index finger at Daniels. “You’ve always been so ungrateful. If you wanted us all to be a big happy family, then you should have stuck around.”
“Why? So I could constantly be compared to you and how I don’t measure up? You wouldn’t know a happy family if it kicked you in the ass.”
Raymond shoved his plate back. “And you wonder why I don’t want to visit? This is why.”
Daniels cursed himself for letting his dad get to him. All he’d wanted to do was say hi and find out who the mystery woman was, and within minutes, they were in an argument. He took a long deep breath and exhaled it slowly.
A shadow crossed the table, and Daniels looked up to see Rem holding his beer. He glanced at Raymond and then Daniels. “Didn’t mean to interrupt, but thought I’d tell you I put our name down for a table. Hostess said it would be about ten minutes.”
“Great,” said Daniels.
“It’s good to see you, Mr. Daniels,” said Rem. “You in town for work or fun?”
Raymond set his jaw. “I guess everyone wants to know my business, don’t they?”
Daniels snorted. “He’s just making conversation, Dad. It’s not that hard. But since you brought it up, who was that woman you were talking to? Why did she know my name?”
A waitress stopped by the table and set a credit card and receipt on the table.
“Thank you,” said Raymond, taking his card. “Not that it’s any of your business, but she’s a family friend and knows I have children. She’s seen pictures of you which is why she recognized you.” Avoiding eye contact, he added a tip and signed the receipt. “Is that all? Any more questions?”
Daniels studied him, trying to interpret why his father wasn’t telling the truth.
Raymond spoke to Rem. “Sorry I can’t stay but I have an early day tomorrow.” He slid toward the edge of his seat.
Trying to calm his rising temper, Daniels snickered. “Dad’s renting a car and heading to San Diego in the morning.” He took a healthy gulp of his beer.
Rem’s eyes widened. “Really? We’re heading back tomorrow too. You want a ride?”
Daniels almost choked. Raymond stilled and then stood. “That’s thoughtful of you, but no. I can find my own way.” He shot a look at Daniels who was coughing.
“You sure?” asked Rem. “Seems silly for us to go to the same location in two different cars. Waste of gas.”
Wiping his face with a napkin from the table, Daniels scowled at Rem. “Dad’s got this. Besides, we’ve got to pick up our witness.” His tone clipped, he hoped Rem would get the message.
Rem’s expression conveyed he’d absolutely gotten the message. “I know but we’ll pick her up early. We can swing back by the hotel and get your dad.”
Daniels entertained the idea of punching his partner.
“No need,” said Raymond “I think it’s best I drive myself.” He paused and glanced again at Daniels. “For all of us.” He smoothed his shirt. “You have a nice night.”
“You too,” said Rem. “You change your mind, though, let us know.”
Raymond fiddled with a shirt cuff. “Good night, Gordon.”
“Night, Dad,” said Daniels. “Say hi to mom. I’m sure she’ll be thrilled to know how you met with your friend and me at the same time in L.A.”
Raymond squinted. “No doubt she will.” He said goodbye to Rem, turned and walked away from the table.
Daniels remained in the booth, feeling stupid, and Rem slid in across from him. “That seemed to go well.”
Daniels erupted. “Why the hell did you invite him to ride with us to San Diego?”
Relaxed, Rem sat back. “Because it made sense.”
“I thought you were my friend.”
“I am your friend, and based on how your conversation was going, it wouldn’t hurt you two to be stuck in a car for a couple of hours.”
“That’s exactly what we don’t need. We’d argue all the way back.”
“At least you’d be talking, and then maybe we wouldn’t have to listen to Rhonda Champlin yammer all the way home. It might actually be a good idea.”
Daniels banged a hand on the table. “That woman he was talking with? She said my dad was an asshole, and she was right. No amount of talking with Raymond Daniels is going to change anything. He’s stubborn and pig-headed when it comes to getting what he wants.”
Rem cocked his head. “And who does that remind you of?”
Daniels groaned. “Don’t you start too. I hear enough from my mother about how dad and I are so much alike. But that’s hogwash. I would never treat J.P. the way Dad’s treated me my whole life.” The clip to his voice returned. “And if you think I would, you don’t know me at all.”
Rem went quiet.
Daniels sat back and told himself to ease up. There was no point in taking his frustrations out on Rem. Angry, he punched the cushioned side of the booth.
Rem leaned up and set his elbows on the table. “First of all, I know you would never treat J.P. unfairly. You’re a great dad, and because of what’s happened between you and your father, it makes you an even better one.”
On edge, Daniels fiddled with a spoon on the table.
“Second of all,” he pointed toward the exit of the restaurant, “I sat with that man when you were in the hospital, fighting for your life.”
“And he was a jerk to you.”
“He was, but he was also scared. I saw it in his eyes. I knew it because I was scared too. He and I may not have physically seen eye to eye, but emotionally we were in the same place. At the time, I didn’t see it because I was too caught up in my own mess, but I see it now.”
Daniels picked up the spoon and tapped the edge of it on the table.
“Whether you like it or not, he’s your dad and even though he sucks at expressing it, he loves you.”
“He doesn’t love me. He loves what I can do for him. And when I don’t do it, he’s cold as an iceberg.”
“I hate to tell you this, but you’re doing the exact same thing.”
Daniels started to argue but Rem stopped him.
“You want him to be the perfect Dad who accepts you for who you are, but he’s not that guy, so you hold it against him just like he does to you. And you’re pretty good at being an iceberg too.” He leaned closer. “And if one of you would just chill out on the expectations and just accept each other, you might begin to thaw out this relationship of yours.”
Daniels huffed. “I’m not in the mood for a counseling session.”
“Nobody’s ever in the mood for a counseling session, partner. But I’ve been through too much shit to care. My dad was no treat, but like I told Mikey, I’d love to have just one more day with him where I could tell him I forgive him and hold nothing against him, and that I’m glad he was my dad because he made me into the man I am today.” He paused and sat back. “And I don’t want you to feel the same way. You still have time, Daniels, to tell your father you love him and if he can’t return the sentiment or even rejects you, at least you know he knows, and that’s all that matters.” He tossed out his hand. “It’ll be up to him if he wants to respond in kind. But at least you won’t have any regrets.”
Daniels put the spoon down. “You’re assuming I’ll have regrets.”
Rem rested an elbow on the back of the booth. “Have you told him how you feel? Have you been honest, sat him down, and spoke your truth?” He raised his finger. “Without getting angry or letting him rile you up?”
Daniels bit back an angry retort and thought back. Any time he’d tried to talk to his dad, it had always ended up in an argument with one of them storming away. “I’ve tried.”
“I’ll take that as a no.”
Daniels shoved the spoon away.
“You’re both bullheaded, but one of you is going to have to step up and be the bigger man, and because I know you so well, I know it’s going to have to be you.”
“Rem—”
“He’s already lost one kid, partner,” said Rem, referring to Daniels’ older sister Melinda, who’d died when Daniels was a teenager. “And he almost lost another. Don’t wait for another crisis to hit before you tell him how you feel without yelling at him.”
Recalling the loss of his sister, Daniels deflated. “That’s not fair. You can’t bring up Melinda and play the guilt card. I can’t fight back.”
“Maybe that’s exactly where you need to be. Your guard is down and maybe a little empathy is sneaking in. That will be required when you talk to your dad. Put yourself in his shoes. He’s a man with maybe twenty good years left who’s done exactly what was expected of him his whole life, and when you didn’t do the same, he got mad. Maybe because he’s a little jealous. You’re doing what he wished he could have done. But instead of commending you for it, he’s blaming you. It’s not fair and it hurts but it’s also not the end of the world.”
Daniels ran a finger down the condensation on his beer glass.
“Just think about it, okay? That’s all I ask.” He sat back. “I’ll shut up now before you hit me.”
Daniels met Rem’s gaze. “I came this close.” He pinched his thumb and index finger together.
“I saw it on your face.” He paused. “You hate it when I’m right, don’t you?”
“I only hate it when I’m pissed about it.”
Rem nodded. “You’re wasting too much energy being angry. There are better things to do with your time.”
His head starting to throb, Daniels rubbed his temples. “This conversation you think I should have with Dad? You know he’s not going to listen.”
“Says who? And even if he doesn’t, if you stay cool and calm, it’s going to be hard for him to react in anger, and if he does, that’s not your problem. You’ll be the level-headed and mellow man I know well, and Raymond Daniels will fall like that Leaning Tower in Pisa.”
“That leaning tower is still upright.”
“All it needs is a solid but firm push, like your dad.”
Daniels felt some of his tension drain away and he slumped. “I’ll consider it.”
“Good.” Rem started to slide out of the booth. “Then let’s go see if our table’s ready. I’m hungry.”
“Hey.”
Rem stopped before standing.
“You are the most irritating partner alive, but thanks for being honest. I’m not sure if I agree or not but I appreciate your opinion.”
Rem smiled. “If I can’t tell you, then who can? And if I pushed it’s only because I care. God knows I’ve wanted to punch you a few times when you’ve had to get in my face. I’m just returning the favor. We’ve seen too much crap to put up with what could be avoided with a simple conversation.”
“It’s not that simple.”
“That’s just your fear talking. Give your dad a chance. You might be surprised.”
“And if he lets me down?”
“Then you’ll know where you stand. Nothing wrong with that.”
Daniels considered doing what Rem said but couldn’t picture it actually succeeding. The thought of it made his stomach twist.
Rem stood and picked up his beer glass. “C’mon. Let’s go see the hostess and get something to eat.”
Drained from the encounter with his dad, Daniels stood too. “Fine.”
Rem patted his arm. “And if you’re lucky, I’ll buy you a hot fudge sundae.”
“Which you’ll eat.”
Rem smiled. “Exactly.”




Chapter Seven


The next morning, Rem stood at the window of the hotel room, staring down at the busy street. He checked the time and saw it was a little after seven a.m. “If we hurry, we can grab some breakfast downstairs.” 
Daniels flipped the light off in the bathroom and walked into the bedroom. “We do that, then that’s more time before we get back.”
Rem turned. “I know, but if we don’t, that means driving through somewhere. You up for that with your clean living?”
Daniels shoved a small toiletry kit into his overnight bag and zipped it. “I’m not that bad. I’ll find something to eat.” He walked toward the window.
“I want a huge coffee. It’s a requirement if I’m driving.”
“That’s a requirement whether you drive or not.”
“Good point.” Rem reached for his bag on the ground by his feet. “I called and checked out, so we’re ready—”
Two loud, high pitched pings made Rem jump. He heard glass break and Daniels grabbed his arm and yanked him to the floor. Another ping sounded, and face down in the carpet, Rem looked to see three holes in the window with cracks in the glass splintering out from them. “What the hell? Are those bullets?”
Daniels was lying beside him. “You okay?”
“Yes. You?”
“Fine.”
“Who’s shooting at us?”
Daniels, staying low, crawled toward the window. “Call nine-one-one.”
Rem pulled out his phone. “Be careful.” He dialed the number and reported shots fired at his hotel. Seeing the location of the bullet holes, it occurred to him that their room may not have been the only one hit. “We should check with the neighbors. Make sure they’re all right.”
Daniels crawled to the window and peered down. “I don’t see a thing. He must have shot from the street.” He looked up. “He may have hit the floors above us too.” He crawled back. “I’ll call the lobby.”
Rem listened to the woman from nine-one-one call in the incident. “Police are on their way.” A loud siren blasted from the hallway and an automated voice spoke, telling patrons to calmly exit the building via the stairwells. “Somebody must have pulled the fire alarm.”
Daniels slid Rem’s bag over to him. Still on the phone, Rem took it. “Let’s get out of here,” said Daniels, grabbing his bag from the bed. He got to his feet but kept his head down.
“I can’t believe this. Who would shoot at us?” Rem moved away from the window and stood.
“I wouldn’t assume anything. This may have nothing to do with us at all.”
“You should call your dad. Make sure he’s okay.”
They made it to the door and Daniels opened it. “I will. Let’s go.”
Finding it hard to believe that this was the start of their morning, Rem made his way out into the hall. “Something tells me it’s going to be a while before I get my coffee.”
Seeing others exit their rooms, they ran out and joined them.
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After the excitement of the morning, Rem pulled up to the curb outside Rhonda Champlin’s small bungalow and parked. “This is it.”
“Great,” said Daniels. “Let’s hope she’s ready.”
“We’re almost two hours late. She better be.” Rem opened the car door. After the shooting at their hotel, they’d made it down to the lobby and walked into chaos. People were milling around, many in their robes, looking confused and some angry. The staff were calmly asking them to exit and that the fire department and police were on their way. The hotel siren was blaring and as soon as Rem and Daniels made it outside, more sirens shrieked as the cavalry arrived. Police cars pulled up and a fire truck parked outside the hotel.
Daniels had called his dad to find out that he’d been up early to walk in the park and hadn’t been in the building at the time of the shooting. He’d told Daniels he was fine and not to worry about him. Daniels had obliged and hung up. They spent the next hour talking to the officers about what had happened. By the time they left their contact information and headed for their car, the assumption was that some idiot, perhaps a disgruntled employee or some drunk teenager, had driven by and sprayed the front of the hotel with bullets. It would take time to investigate but thankfully, no one had been hurt and Rem and Daniels had been cleared to leave.
Rem took a big gulp of his coffee and set it in a cup holder next to his seat. “Let’s hope the drive home goes a lot better than our morning.” He got out and shut the car door.
Daniels stepped up onto the curb. “I’d say that’s our glitch for this excursion. Everything else should be smooth sailing.”
“That’s a hell of a glitch. Between you and your dad, the mystery woman, and being shot at it, it’s already been a hell of a trip.” He joined Daniels on the curb and eyed Rhonda Champlin’s house. “Maybe we’ll get lucky, and she’ll have laryngitis.”
“The way our luck’s going, she’ll sing showtunes all the way home.”
Imagining that torture, Rem moaned.
Approaching the small A-frame house on a decent-sized lot, Rem admired the manicured yard, large, shaded windows, and ornate wooden door. “I thought Rhonda was a masseuse and acupuncturist. How does she afford this?”
“Maybe she’s a very important masseuse and acupuncturist.” Daniels approached the door. “I don’t care what she does, I just want to get her to San Diego.” He knocked.
“The sooner, the better.”
Rem waited and when no one answered, he knocked next. “Rhonda Champlin? It’s Detectives Daniels and Remalla. Impatient, he banged on the door again. “Hello?”
“I swear,” said Daniels, “if she’s not here, I’d be willing to drop the charges against Darla Danovia.”
“Durning would love that.”
Daniels raised a hand to knock once more when the door opened, and Rhonda Champlin stuck her head out. Her dark brown hair was longer than Rem recalled from when they’d questioned her after the Danovia murder, and her round eyes widened. “Where have you two been?” she asked. Petite, she wore snug jeans and an oversized sweatshirt which hung to her hips. Her gaze darted around.
“We told you we were running late but we’re here now,” said Daniels. “You ready, Miss Champlin?”
“We should hit the road,” said Rem. “You have a bag?”
She disappeared for a second and then reappeared with a large white suitcase and big purse. Rem took the suitcase from her and almost dropped it. “How long are you planning on being away?” he asked, wondering how she’d lifted it. “The rest of the year?”
She shot an annoyed look at him. “I need what I need. I’m testifying in a major court case against that horrible woman. I have to look my best.” She tossed her purse over her shoulder, closed, and locked her door.
Daniels made eye contact with Rem, conveying exactly what was on his mind.
Rem hauled the suitcase up and, straining, carried it toward the car. “You know these things have wheels now?”
She glanced at her luggage. “The bag works fine. Why should I buy a new one?”
Rem bit back an unhelpful comment. “You don’t sing showtunes, do you?”
She tossed her keys in the pocket of her purse. “What?”
“Nothing,” said Daniels. “Let’s get going.” He started back across the walkway when she abruptly grabbed his arm and pulled him back.
“Wait,” she said.
Daniels stopped and Rem stopped behind him. Tired, he set the suitcase down. “What’s the matter?” asked Rem.
Rhonda leaned and looked to her left. “That car.”
“What car?” asked Daniels.
“On the street,” said Rhonda.
“That’s our car,” said Rem, already exasperated.
“Not that one, you idiot.” Rhonda pointed. “The blue SUV. In front of my neighbor’s house.”
“What about it?” asked Daniels.
“It’s been sitting there all morning.”
“Is that a problem?” asked Daniels. “Maybe your neighbor has a guest.”
“My neighbor? She’s a recluse. Never leaves the house and rarely sees anyone.”
She pointed behind the SUV. “And that white van, on the corner. There’s someone sitting in it. You see it?”
Rem looked to see a white delivery van with a big rose on it. “It’s probably nothing. Someone’s getting flowers.”
“Probably nothing?” she asked. “What kind of cops are you? What if that man is watching us?” She patted her chest. “You know I’m a crucial witness. I wouldn’t put it past Darla to put a hit out on me.”
Rem barely kept his snort to himself.
“I don’t think there’s anything to worry about,” said Daniels.
She looked between the two of them. “How would you know?” She put her hand on her hip. “You don’t know Darla Danovia like I do. I lived next door to that woman long enough to know what she’s capable of.”
“Miss Champlin…,” said Daniels.
“And stop calling me Miss Champlin. I’m not your math teacher.”
Daniels paused. “Okay, Rhonda. I appreciate your concerns. Rem and I are here to get you to the trial safely and that’s what we intend to do, but we’re not going to get anywhere if we suspect every strange car and person we come across. We’ll keep an eye on the SUV and van, but we need to go.”
Rem picked up the suitcase again. “Not everyone is a bad guy, Rhonda.” He began to worry their morning was just the beginning of their troubles.
She looked back at him. “You’re obviously in the dark about the dangers surrounding us at every minute.”
“After our morning,” said Daniels, “I think we’re quite aware. Let’s go.” He started down the path and Rhonda reluctantly followed, her eyes on the SUV and van all the way to their car.
Rem popped the trunk and unlocked the doors just as the neighbor’s front door opened and someone stepped out.
Rhonda shrank back against the car. “Hurry.”
The delivery van driver’s side door opened, and a man exited with a large vase of flowers.
Rhonda paled, flung the door open and got in the back seat.
Rem tossed Rhonda’s suitcase in the trunk with a grunt and closed it. Daniels came up beside him. “Those flowers look dangerous to you?” He nodded toward the florist who was knocking on a neighbor’s door.
“Almost as dangerous as that guy.” Rem gestured at a man in a navy suit and tie leaving the next-door neighbor’s house. “He’s probably selling deadly insurance.”
“Let’s hope she eases up on the drive back.”
“Why do I get the feeling it’s only going to get worse?”
Daniels shook his head. “Let’s go.”
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Almost two hours later, as Rem drove and they approached the outskirts of L.A., he was tempted to shoot Rhonda and risk prison for the rest of his life. She’d talked the entire time about how he and Daniels had no idea of the government’s reach and how they were being spied on at every moment. She even suspected there were hidden cameras and microphones in their car. When they questioned her about why that didn’t bother her, she pulled out a necklace from beneath her sweatshirt with a large round rock on the end of it, saying that it distorted cameras and microphones and prevented recordings of her within a certain distance. Then she offered to get one for each of them to protect them from the same. They’d both declined, and Rem wondered how he and Daniels had missed this side of Rhonda when they’d questioned her during the Danovia case. The only thing he could think of was she’d been on meds at the time and had obviously stopped taking them between then and now. He hoped Durning had some idea what he was getting into because if Darla’s defense attorney was aware of Rhonda’s wild theories, they would have a field day with her.
Enjoying a precious moment of quiet, Rem reached for the radio, hoping that playing some music would prevent her from talking.
“Don’t play that,” she said from the back.
Rem lowered his hand. “Why not? Something wrong with music too?”
She met his gaze in the rearview mirror. “It hurts my ears. Gives me a headache.”
Sighing, Rem rubbed his neck and bit back a retort that he understood how she felt. He glanced at Daniels who offered him a raised brow. “Just a few more hours,” he whispered.
“What was that?” asked Rhonda.
Daniels glanced back at her. “I said I hope the traffic’s not too bad going through the city.”
“Traffic’s always bad here,” she said. “Can’t catch a break. It’s why I always take the back roads. Takes longer but it’s less stressful and a lot prettier. Plus, you get away from all the government drones.”
Rem gripped the steering wheel.
“I used to date a man who lives outside of L.A. He has a big house outside a small town.” She touched her chin. “What was the name? Elmwood. That’s it. His place was on a lot of acreage, and it was pretty but not for me. We broke up about a year ago, but we still stay in touch. Nice guy, but a lot like you two. Totally clueless.”
“I would think you’d like a place in the country,” said Daniels. “Wouldn’t it be away from all the drones and recording devices?”
“You’d think, but no. That’s what they want you to think.” She leaned up toward the front seat. “If you have a cell phone, then you’re never safe. They can follow and watch you wherever you are. It’s their way in.” She nodded toward Rem’s mobile phone in the console. “That right there? That gives them everything they need. It’s why I don’t carry a cell phone. Too dangerous.”
Rem didn’t even bother to argue with her. “You need a pit stop? You hungry?”
Rhonda looked out the window. “You know if you exit here, you can bypass a lot of the traffic ahead.”
Rem wasn’t about to get off the highway. “I’m following the map on my phone. We’ll be fine.”
Rhonda laughed. “You’re so deluded.” She shook her head and sat back. “But if you insist on staying on this route, then I wouldn’t mind a pit stop before we get stuck in traffic.”
She went quiet again, and Rem hoped she’d stay that way until she started in again on some conspiracy about big corporations.
Daniels interrupted her. “How’d you end up in Bakersfield, Rhonda?”
Rem prayed Daniels’ distraction would work.
“Bakersfield?” asked Rhonda. “That’s where I lived when I first came to California. After a bad breakup, I decided I needed a change in scenery, so I rented that house in San Diego, and then the whole nightmare with the Danovias happened.” She sighed. “I couldn’t get out of there fast enough. I’m convinced if I’d stayed, they’d have found a way to threaten or scare me.”
Rem wondered who “they” were but didn’t feel the urge to ask.
“I didn’t even feel safe in Bakersfield. Why do you think I asked you guys to bring me back? I’m telling you, Darla Danovia is dangerous. She killed her husband and I’m sure she’d kill me too.” She paused. “You know she worked for a big tech company. I bet she used that technology in some way to spy on Paul and probably me too. Are you sure you don’t want to check this car for listening devices…other than your phone of course.”
Rem barely held back a groan when Daniels’ cell rang and he pulled it out of his pocket. Seeing the display, his eyes widened. “It’s Dad.”
Curious, Rem watched as Daniels answered, spoke to his father, and Daniels’ eyes rounded to saucers. “You what?” he asked. “Are you sure?”
“What is it?” asked Rem.
Rhonda sat up again. “Something wrong?”
“It’s his father,” said Rem.
“There’s bound to be a car somewhere,” said Daniels, sputtering. He paused, set his jaw, and blew out a breath. “No. It’s fine. We’re actually just coming into the city.” He paused again. “Yeah. I know. It’s okay. Yes, but it’s not a big deal. There’s plenty of room.” He nodded. “We’ll pick you up.” Daniels hung up and moaned. “You are not going to believe this.”
“Believe what?” asked Rem.
“The car rental agency screwed up. They don’t have a reservation for Dad and don’t have a car available. He’s called around and can’t find anything that doesn’t charge an arm and a leg.”
Rem dropped his jaw. “Are we driving him too?”
Daniels squeezed his temples. “He’s got to get to his meeting and then to the airport in San Diego tonight. We’re picking him up at the park across from the hotel.” He rested his head back against the headrest. “I don’t believe this.”
Rem almost laughed at the absurdity of it. “Bet you’d prefer a show tune right about now.” He hit the turn signal to change lanes since they would have to exit to get to the hotel.
“You have no idea.”
Rem glanced in the rearview mirror. “Brace yourself, Rhonda. We’re going to have company. We’re picking up my partner’s dad and driving him to San Diego. Don’t get your feathers ruffled, though. I’m satisfied he doesn’t work for the government.”
“Your dad, huh?” she asked Daniels from the back.
“Yup,” said Daniels. “And I apologize ahead of time.”
“Don’t apologize. I can go with the flow.” She paused. “Is he cute?”
Rem almost veered out of his lane. Had Rhonda seriously said she could go with the flow and suggested she might make a move on Daniels’ dad?
Daniels shot her a look. “No. He’s not cute. He’s married. For a long time.”
Rhonda chuckled. “That doesn't mean a damn thing, honey. Not a damn thing.”
Rem focused on the road, wondering how much more they could take.
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Daniels kept an eye out as they drove past the park but didn’t see his dad. “Where the hell is he?” They passed the hotel where they’d spent the night, and everything seemed back to normal. The police and fire engines were gone, and people came and went as usual.
“I’m going to park here,” said Rem, approaching an empty spot. “You look for him and we’ll run into the lobby and use the facilities.” He pulled in and stopped. “Unless public bathrooms are a problem. You want to stay in the car, Rhonda?”
“Stay here? Are you kidding? I’d be a sitting duck. Besides, you’re supposed to watch me.” She opened the door and stepped out.
Rem almost asked if she’d be brave enough to use the john alone but kept his thoughts to himself.
“There he is,” said Daniels, spotting his father standing in front of the hotel with a small suitcase. “So much for meeting in the park.”
“No big deal,” said Rem “We can all use the restroom. I can get a coffee and a snack in the lobby too.”
Rem started across the street with Rhonda beside him. Daniels followed but slowed when he saw an older woman crossing from the opposite side. Holding a bag of groceries, she stumbled, the bag fell, and items fell out of it. “Hold up,” he said. “This lady needs help.”
Daniels jogged over and Rem joined them along with Rhonda. “What are you doing?” she asked. “We’re in the middle of the street.”
Daniels stopped beside the woman and started to pick up the dropped items.
“Your powers of observation are impressive.” Rem picked up a frozen meal and handed it to the woman, who kept expressing her thanks. “The light’s red. We’re fine until it changes.”
Daniels ran and grabbed an orange that had rolled down the road just as a car turned the corner and headed toward them. He jogged back and put the orange in the woman’s bag. “Here you go, ma’am.” He took her arm. “Let’s get you to the other side of the street.” He eyed the car, knowing they were clearly visible to the driver, and assumed he’d slow and let them cross. The car kept coming though.
Rem waved his hands, trying to get the driver’s attention but it didn’t stop him. Daniels tried to hurry the woman to walk faster but at the rate the car was going, they weren’t going to make it.
“He’s not slowing down,” said Rhonda.
Rem grabbed Rhonda’s arm and shoved her toward the curb. “Move.” He came up beside Daniels, grabbed the older woman’s other arm and he and Daniels half picked her up and carried her across the street just as the car zoomed by, narrowly missing all of them.
They got the woman to the curb as Rhonda yelled and pointed at the car as it zipped away. “Did you see that? I told you I was in danger. That guy tried to kill me.”
The older woman remained way calmer than Rhonda, thanked both Daniels and Rem, cursed bad drivers, and resumed her walk toward the park, carrying her bag.
Rhonda continued her complaining. “I can’t believe that. How can you be so calm? That proves everything I’m saying.”
Daniels sat against the back bumper of a parked car. Rem stood beside him. “Rhonda,” said Rem. “Do us all a favor and stop screeching. We’re all okay. It was probably just a distracted driver.”
Rhonda held her stomach. “A distracted driver? Are you crazy? Who the hell are you two? At this rate, I’ll get to San Diego in a pine box.”
“And I may put you there,” mumbled Rem.
Daniels waved at his dad, signaling to wait where he was. Looking both ways, they started back across the street. Rhonda followed, still complaining, and watching their surroundings intently.
“It was a little weird that the driver didn’t stop,” Daniels remarked to Rem. “I know he saw us.”
“He was young, wearing his cool shades, and driving his fancy car,” said Rem, his face fatigued. “Maybe he was on something.”
Daniels shook his head as they neared his dad. “So, we’re shot at this morning, we’re almost run over in the road, and now Dad is joining us. What else can possibly go wrong?”
Rhonda stomped over and gaped at them as they reached the curb. “Shot at? Did you say you were shot at this morning? You didn’t think that was pertinent information that I should have been told?” She put her hands on her hips. “I can’t believe this.”
Rem dropped his head and cursed.




Chapter Eight


Rem ordered coffees for the group, and seeing the café had sandwiches, asked if anyone wanted one. Everyone put in their orders, and Rem paid the bill, eager to get back on the road. 
Once Raymond had joined them, they’d put his suitcase in the trunk and headed into the hotel lobby to use the restroom and get the coffee. Standing at the counter, Rem could hear Rhonda griping at Daniels about how they should take her safety more seriously. Once Rem ordered, he deliberately remained near the register to avoid becoming her next target.
Staring at the food items in the display, Raymond came up beside him. “She’s interesting.” He glanced at Rhonda.
“That’s one word for it.”
“Who is she? Another officer? A criminal?”
Rem chuckled. “Hardly. She’s testifying in a trial in San Diego. Daniels and I were asked to escort her there.”
“A witness?” He slid his hands in his pockets. “Doesn’t seem too stable if you ask me.”
“Tell me about it.”
Raymond huffed. “You and my son get into some interesting debacles, don’t you?”
The barista handed Rem his coffee. “That’s an understatement.” He carefully sipped the hot brew and sighed. “I’m surprised you’re aware of that. I know you two don’t talk much.”
“I get updates through my wife. She feels the need to keep me informed.”
Rem wondered if Raymond Daniels had more interest in his son than he let on. “He’s been doing great, by the way, since the injury.”
“I can see that. Just as angry as ever.”
The barista handed over another coffee. Rem read the label and handed it to Raymond.
“Thank you.” Raymond took the drink.
“Not that it’s any of my business,” said Rem, “but that boat travels both ways.”
Raymond slid a sleeve over his cup, grabbed extras, and handed one to Rem. “I’m sure my son makes me out to be this ogre. My wife tells me I’m too hard on him, but he’s been obstinate since the day he was born. Despite that, I believed I could rely on him. But he let me down. Said one thing and did another. In my book, if they let you down once, they’ll do it again. And he’s only proved me right.”
The barista handed over the sandwiches and the other two coffees in a holder and Rem took them. “Funny,” he said. “He’s proven the opposite to me. No matter what we’ve been through, I know I can rely on him with my life.”
“That’s different. He cares about you. You’re partners.”
“And he’s your son. That takes precedence over partners.”
“Not that I’ve seen.”
“Then maybe you need to adjust your vision.” Rem stepped away to avoid a negative conversation with Raymond. Daniels, still in Rhonda’s crosshairs, looked relieved when Rem approached. He took his coffee from Rem and handed Rhonda hers. Rem handed out the coffee sleeves and sandwiches too. “We ready to hit the road?”
Raymond walked over with a handful of napkins. “The sooner, the better.” He checked his watch.
“We’ve got plenty of time, Dad,” said Daniels.
“The hell we do,” said Rhonda, holding her coffee and sandwich. “We’re about to drive straight into traffic. That’ll add another two hours to our drive.” She looked out the café windows into the lobby. “Plus, it makes us vulnerable.”
Rem tried to remain patient. “Why’s that?”
Her face dropped, and he got the impression she wanted to call him an idiot again. “Hello? Sitting in traffic? There’s nowhere for us to go. If someone wanted to take a shot at us, it would be easy.”
“If someone actually wanted to shoot at us, they’d be stuck in traffic too,” said Daniels.
“Haven’t you heard of motorcycles?” asked Rhonda, giving Daniels the same exasperated look.
“Nobody is going to shoot at us,” said Rem.
Rhonda raised her voice. “Somebody shot at you this morning.”
“That wasn’t about us,” said Daniels. “It was random. And you weren’t even there, so if this had something to do with you, our shooter is dumb. You’re overreacting.” Daniels opened the wrapper of his sandwich and took a bite.
“And you’re underreacting.” She eyed Raymond. “What do you think? You’re the one who needs to make their flight. You want to get stuck in all that traffic?”
Raymond was munching a bite of his sandwich and swallowed. “Not that I’m concerned about this supposed shooter, but she has a point about the traffic.”
“See?” said Rhonda.
“How do you propose to get around it?” asked Raymond.
Her expression softened. “Thank you for asking.” She narrowed her gaze at Daniels and Rem. “At least someone cares about my wellbeing.”
Raymond raised his brow. “I’m sure your wellbeing is of some importance, but my sole concern is keeping my commitments, so the sooner we can get to San Diego, the better.”
Rhonda put her hands on her hips. “I’m the main witness in a murder trial, so my wellbeing is of great importance. Why do you think my life is in danger?”
Daniels grunted and ate another bite. Rem was pretty sure he was stuffing the food down to prevent himself from telling Rhonda where to go.
Raymond stared at her with a flat expression. “If you’re the main witness, I don’t think the defendant needs to hire anyone to kill you. Getting you on the stand is all that’s required.”
Rem almost choked on his drink, and Daniels stopped in mid-chew.
Rhonda scowled. “I can see where your son gets his stupidity.”
Rem straightened, and Daniels raised his hand to stop the conversation, but Raymond quickly responded. “My son’s a lot of things, but he’s not stupid.” Raymond frowned back at her, and Rhonda set her jaw.
Daniels looked as shocked as Rem felt.
Rhonda didn’t back down. “Listen, Ray. All I’m saying is we need to take the back roads. It will get us out of the traffic. It will add some time to our drive but that’s still faster and safer than sitting on a highway. I know this area well. I drove the back way all the time to see my ex. Your son may not be stupid, but he and his partner aren’t as smart as they think. Neither are you.” Her face furrowed. “You men always act so superior and think women are so emotional. All you’ve done is talk down to me.” She eyed Rem and Daniels. “You two were shot at this morning and almost run over in the road. Who’s the one ignoring the warning signs?” She patted her chest. “It’s not me. And if I wind up dead and Darla goes free, idiot will be a synonym for each of your names.”
Raymond rolled his eyes much like Daniels frequently did. Sighing, Rem pulled out his phone and checked his navigation app. Rhonda was right. Traffic going through the city was a mess. The map offered alternate routes, all of which still delayed them.
“And that phone of yours isn’t going to show you the best way to San Diego,” said Rhonda.
“Why?” asked Rem. “Because it’s been compromised by the government?”
“Of course it has,” she said. “It’s controlling where you travel so it can keep tabs on all of us. How about using your brain and trusting me to get us where we need to go?”
Rem slid his phone into his pocket. “I’m not saying my phone is always right, but I trust it way more than I trust you.”
“And that’s what’s going to get me killed.”
“Oh, boy,” said Daniels. He took a napkin from his dad.
Rem looked between Raymond and his partner. “What do you two think?”
Raymond shrugged. “She has just as much reason to get to San Diego safely and as quickly as I do. I don’t see why she’d steer us the wrong way.”
“Thank you, Ray,” said Rhonda.
“On the other hand,” said Daniels, “just because she doesn’t trust technology doesn’t mean it’s wrong. And I don’t think we’re in any danger on the highway.” He smirked at Rhonda. “Motorcycles or not.”
Rhonda huffed. “You think just because I’m riding with you two, that I’m safe?”
“No. I think you’re safe because no one is trying to kill you,” said Daniels. “The shooting and the car had nothing to do with you.”
“People know I’m traveling with you,” said Rhonda, her voice raising. “Maybe they were trying to prevent you two from helping me.” She looked around. “I’m probably being watched right now.”
Raymond looked around too. “No one in here seems the slightest bit interested in any of us.”
“They’re not going to be obvious, Ray.” Rhonda cursed. “If I’d known I was getting paired with the Three Stooges, I’d have driven myself.”
Rem came close to uttering that it would have been a good idea but knew it would only make their predicament worse. “Why don’t we head to the car? We can decide what to do when we get there.” He lowered his voice to just above a whisper. “That way, if anyone’s watching or listening, that’ll make it harder on them.”
Rhonda crossed her arms. “This isn’t a joke.”
Still holding his sandwich and his stomach rumbling, Rem reminded himself to be patient. “Stop being so serious. I’m sure—”
A tall woman wearing dark jeans and a long-sleeved blue blouse approached them. Her wavy dark hair ran past her shoulders, and she carried a big purse, a pen, and a small notebook. “Excuse me,” she said, interrupting Rem and focusing on Rhonda. “Rhonda Champlin?”
Daniels faced her and put his hand up. “Who are you?”
Rem wondered the same and if they would ever get to San Diego without more drama.
“Yes?” said Rhonda. “That’s me.”
The woman pulled out a badge secured to a cord around her neck. “My name is Lexie Logan. I work for The Independent. I’d like to ask you a few questions about your involvement in the Darla Danovia trial.”
Surprised, Rem stepped closer to Rhonda. Daniels kept his hand up. “How did you find us?” he asked Lexie.
“Rhonda’s not available for questions,” said Rem, wondering where this reporter had come from.
“I’ve been following this case,” said Lexie. “And I followed you from Miss Champlin’s house.”
“You what?” asked Daniels.
Raymond checked his watch and grumbled. “Are we going to leave?”
Rhonda, who a moment ago had been paranoid about people following her, stepped around Rem. “Yes. That’s me. I’m testifying against Darla in her trial.” She smiled smugly. “I’m the star witness.”
Daniels knitted his brow, and Rem wanted to kick Rhonda across the room. The woman who’d been terrified of people watching her now wanted them to interview her. “Rhonda,” he said. “I think it’s better you stay quiet. Let’s head back to the car.” He took Rhonda’s elbow. “Rhonda has no comment, Miss Logan.”
Rhonda resisted. “Wait a minute.” She smoothed her hair as if Lexie had a camera. “I can answer a question or two.”
Raymond muttered something under his breath, and Daniels glowered. “This is a bad—”
Lexie asked her first question. “How well did you know Darla Danovia?” She flipped open her small notebook much like Daniels did during an investigation.
“Well,” said Rhonda. “Not that well. We were neighbors. I tried to be friendly, but she never was. I always found Darla to be a little cold and aloof.”
Lexie scribbled in her pad.
“That’s enough, Rhonda,” said Rem. “Let’s go.”
“I can answer a few more.” She tried to see what Lexie was writing. “It’s Champlin. C-H-A…”
“You’re kidding me,” said Daniels.
Raymond tossed his sandwich wrapper in the trash. “You sure your prosecutor knows what he’s dealing with?”
Rem sighed, and Rhonda ignored them.
“And you say you saw her the night of her husband’s murder?” asked Lexie.
Rhonda turned serious. “Yes. Absolutely. She was home when he died. She killed him.”
“Did you see the murder?” asked Lexie.
Rhonda paused. “Well, no. But there’s no other explanation.” She glanced at Daniels and Rem. “Ask them. They’re the investigating detectives.”
Lexie nodded and scribbled. “And do they know the real Rhonda Champlin?”
Rhonda pursed her lips. “Excuse me?”
Lexie lowered her notebook. “The Rhonda Champlin that was a suspect in the disappearance and probable murder of a romantic rival back in Philadelphia ten years ago? Or the Rhonda Champlin whose ex was sent to prison for fraud and murder based on her testimony?”
Rhonda dropped her jaw. Rem perked up, Raymond suddenly became interested, and Daniels’ eyebrows raised.
“What the hell are you talking about?” asked Rhonda. “Who are you?”
Shocked by Lexie’s disclosure and impressed by her surprise tactics, Rem thought she’d a make great cop.
Lexie kept going. “Veronica Tate was a supposed friend of yours when you grew up in Philadelphia, until she started seeing one of your old boyfriends. Not long after, she disappeared. The police found blood at her apartment but not Veronica. You were the main suspect but were never charged. Then you moved to L.A., where you met Charles Ladin. He ended up accused of fraud and the murder of his partner. You testified against him.”
“I didn’t do anything wrong in either of those cases,” sputtered Rhonda. She glanced at Rem and Daniels. “Tell her.”
“And now you’re the star witness against Darla Danovia, who you supposedly say was home the night of her husband’s death.”
“She was home,” yelled Rhonda. “I saw her.”
“That’s enough,” said Daniels. “C’mon, Rhonda.” He pulled her arm.
Rem tried to get her moving too, but Rhonda didn’t budge. She glared at Lexie.
Unfazed by Rhonda’s denials, Lexie continued with her accusations. “Is it just a coincidence that Paul Danovia is the grandson of Leo Danovia, an influential member of the Danovia crime family based in New York. He was sent to prison years ago and the rumor is Paul may have had something to do with that. Is that why he’s dead? Did you kill him and frame Darla?”
Rhonda gasped. “Are you kidding me?” When Lexie started writing again, Rhonda slapped at her notepad. “Who sent you?”
Rem decided it was time to go. “This interview is over.” Gripping Rhonda’s elbows, he and Daniels pulled her out of the coffee shop. Rhonda tried to turn and argue but they wouldn’t let her. Daniels kept himself between Rhonda and Lexie. Raymond followed. He didn’t say a word, but based on his expression, Rem suspected he was amused.
“That’s enough, Miss Logan,” said Daniels. “Miss Champlin has no comment.”
“What about Denise Simmons?” asked Lexie, keeping up with them. “Does she have a comment?”
“What are you talking about?” asked Rhonda, yelling and walking at the same time.
“Ignore her,” said Rem, although he listened with interest.
“I’d actually like to know more,” said Raymond.
“Be quiet, Dad,” said Daniels.
“I found a plane ticket in your trash,” said Lexie.
Rhonda sucked in a breath. “My trash? You went through my trash?”
“The name on it was Denise Simmons. It was a ticket to New York City eight months prior to Paul Danovia’s death.” Lexie stepped around a potted plant but raced to catch up. “Was that you, Rhonda? Going to see a member of the Danovia family to arrange for Paul’s death and Darla’s incarceration?”
Rhonda tried to yank her arm from Rem’s grip, but he held on. “That is absurd,” yelled Rhonda. “How dare you make an accusation like that.”
“Are you denying it?” asked Lexie.
“Of course I am,” bellowed Rhonda. She shouted at Rem and Daniels. “Did you hear her? She followed us. She’s one of them. Darla’s behind this. She’s trying to discredit my testimony.”
“I said ignore her, Rhonda,” said Rem, picking up his pace.
“Keep up, Dad,” said Daniels, walking fast.
“Oh, I’m not missing any of this,” said Raymond.
Lexie kept going. “You don’t have any comment regarding Veronica Tate? Did you kill her too?”
Rhonda’s face contorted and she called Lexie an ugly name. “Who are you really?”
“I told you. I’m a reporter for The Independent.”
“The hell you are,” yelled Rhonda.
Lexie raced ahead and walking backwards, faced Rhonda. “Did you sleep with Darla’s husband, Miss Champlin? Weren’t you in fact, having an affair with him?”
Rhonda narrowed her eyes to slits. “You bitch. Do you work for the government? CIA?”
Rem pulled her more forcefully, and Daniels did the same. “No comment,” yelled Daniels.
Rhonda kept trying to engage with Lexie who followed them all the way to the lobby doors. “Don’t you think the prosecutor in the Danovia case should be made aware of your lies?” asked Lexie.
Rem and Daniels got Rhonda out the door and headed toward their car. Rhonda continued to yell at Lexie, calling her a brainwashed communist and a fascist who couldn’t think for herself if she tried, and accusing her of being a lobotomized tool for the feds.
Raymond chuckled as they walked.
Lexie walked through the lobby doors and shouted one last question. “If you’re not working for the Danovia family, did you kill Darla’s husband when he rejected you, Miss Champlin, and blame Darla for the murder?”
Rem had to hold Rhonda back when she attempted to lunge toward the reporter. He only managed to succeed with Daniels’ help. Lexie finally stopped following, and Rem and Daniels got Rhonda back to the car and into the backseat. Raymond joined her. Rem slid into the front with Daniels and closed and locked the doors. Thankfully, Lexie hadn’t followed them to the car.
Breathing hard, they all sat in the vehicle, trying to understand what had just happened.
Rhonda cursed again and tried to leave the car, but the locked door slowed her down and gave Daniels time to reach over the seat and grab her arm. “You can’t go out there. Confronting her will only give her exactly what she wants.”
Rhonda let go of the door handle. “Did you hear all that?” She gripped the front of the seat. “She lied. All of it is lies. I don’t believe this.”
Rem watched her through the rearview mirror, half-expecting Lexie Logan to reappear behind them. “If it’s not true, it doesn’t matter.”
Her face fell. “What do you mean if it’s not true? Of course it’s not true. You two know about my ex, Charlie. I only testified against him because I had to. And I had nothing to do with Veronica’s disappearance. There were plenty of others who were questioned when she vanished. Not just me. And I’d never heard the Danovia name until I met Darla.” She held her chest. “They’re trying to discredit my testimony.” She slid her hands into her hair. “I…I’m just shocked.”
Raymond glanced at her. “Aaron is right. If she’s lying or embellishing the truth, it won’t matter. The prosecutor will handle it.” He spoke to Daniels. “Perhaps we should go before that reporter returns.”
Daniels faced forward. He glanced at Rem, and Rem knew he was wondering the same as him. What the hell was going on? Rem tossed his sandwich in the console and put his coffee cup in the holder. Rattled by the whole encounter, he had to wonder if Rhonda was right. Was someone trying to discredit or threaten her, and prevent Darla from going to prison? He started the car.
“Please,” said Rhonda from the back. “Don’t go through the city. This whole thing scares me. Someone is after me. You have to go the back way.” She pulled on the seat and sat forward. “You’ve got to listen. I’m in trouble. What just happened should prove that.”
Rem hesitated, and Daniels shrugged at him. Making up his mind, he met Rhonda’s gaze in the mirror. “Fine. I’ll agree to go your way on one condition. No talk of conspiracies, government or otherwise. Give us a little peace. Agreed?”
“But that woman,” exclaimed Rhonda. “She must be an agent or something.” She sucked in a breath. “And if it’s true about the Danovias maybe she’s working for them and they’re trying to free Darla.” She bit her bottom lip. “There’s no other explanation. Darla’s got people coming after me. She’s behind this whole conspiracy against me.”
Rem backed out of the parking space. “I’m heading straight for the highway.”
Rhonda widened her eyes. “No, don’t.” She paused. “Okay. I’ll be quiet. I won’t say another word about conspiracies. I promise.”
“Thank you,” said Daniels with a sigh.
“I give her ten minutes before she defaults,” said Raymond.
“I won’t default,” said Rhonda.
Feeling a small sense of victory but still thinking about Lexie Logan and her wild accusations, Rem headed down the street. “Then tell me this back way of yours.”
Rhonda pointed and told him where to go. Rem drove and after a few minutes, Rhonda had calmed down and settled into her seat. Rem gave unspoken thanks that they might get a quiet return trip to San Diego.
Rhonda’s silence ended though when she spoke to Raymond. “So what’s your story, Ray? I bet you and Detective Daniels have some stories to tell.”
Daniels slumped in his seat with a muffled groan.




Chapter Nine


Daniels studied the map on his phone. He could see the way Rhonda was taking them, and although it was adding time to their trip, it had at least gotten them out of the city and had provided a more scenic route. Plus, Rhonda couldn’t discuss her bizarre theories and conspiracies, affording a sliver of respite. 
Not that it had lasted long. After failing to pull his dad into a conversation about his rocky relationship with his son, Rhonda had asked Dad about his business and Raymond had spent a good chunk of time talking about the world of hardware supplies–how he’d started, the difficulties he’d faced getting it off the ground, the challenges of competing against the larger chains and expanding with more stores. He’d even talked about the trials of raising a family as a busy entrepreneur with demands on his time.
The more he talked, the more certain Daniels became that he’d made the right choice by joining law enforcement. He’d nodded off more than once listening to the conversation. For some crazy reason, Rhonda seemed genuinely interested and had propelled the conversation as Rem drove down the highway. They slowed frequently as they traveled through several small towns and, in between, Daniels admired the lush landscape, rolling hills, acres of flat farmland, and occasional vineyards.
“When do you plan to retire, Ray?” asked Rhonda. “Or do you plan to work forever?”
Hearing the question, Daniels braced for his father’s answer. It was the perfect opportunity for his father to reiterate how much his son had disappointed him by not joining the family business. His dad went quiet though and only said he hadn’t thought much about it. Work kept him busy, which was good for him. And being home would only drive his wife nuts. Daniels had no doubt that was true.
Thinking he’d dodged a bullet, Daniels rested his head against the headrest when Rhonda leaned up and spoke to him. “What about you? Ever think of joining your dad instead of being a detective? Sounds like he could use the help.”
Daniels tensed, and Rem looked over his shoulder. “Hey, Rhonda. Why don’t we talk about something else? Like why Lexie Logan thinks you’re Denise Simmons?”
Daniels appreciated his partner’s help. Rhonda immediately went into defensive mode and forgot all about her question.
“That woman is a fake. If she’s a journalist, I’ll use your cell phone to call Darla and tell her I’m sorry I’m about to put her in jail.” She jabbed out a finger. “And that whole plane ticket thing? I see clients in my home along with members of their families. God knows who might have thrown that away.” Rhonda scoffed. “And she actually went through my trash? Or is she lying about that too and trying to freak me out?”
“You think someone would go so far as to hire someone to confront you like that?” asked Rem.
“I don’t put anything past anyone.” Rhonda stared out the window. “You all live in this fantasy world where you think everything just happens and nothing occurs on purpose. You probably sing on the way to work and talk to birds and squirrels too. But you’re missing everything. It’s so easy to get other people to believe whatever you want them to. People are sheep. Put it on the news, and suddenly it’s real. All it would take is for a jury to hear that I’ve lived some nefarious life where I might have killed an old friend or put someone innocent behind bars, or I slept with the murder victim and blamed the wife, and bam, Darla goes free because of reasonable doubt.” She gaped at them when they didn’t respond. “It’s so obvious I don’t know how you don’t see it.” She sat back. “What do you think, Ray? What would you do if you were on the jury and heard lies like that?”
“I might be inclined to think twice,” said Raymond.
“That’s my point,” exclaimed Rhonda.
Daniels turned to face her. “Then why confront you in the café? Why not just blindside you in court?”
“Because they hope it will scare me away from testifying. Whoever this Lexie person is and whoever hired her are trying to make me back off. They don’t want me to testify at all, probably so they don’t have to divulge their lies in a court of law. Makes it easier on them.”
Daniels still couldn’t imagine why anyone would go to such lengths to prevent Darla Danovia from going to prison. “You still think someone’s trying to kill you?”
Rhonda fiddled with her untouched sandwich still in its wrapper. “When they realize their little ruse in the café isn’t going to stop me, who knows what they’ll do?” She looked out the window. “I’m glad we came this way though. It makes me more comfortable. We can see someone coming, and I’ve always believed these back roads make it harder for the government to watch us. They prefer the heavily traveled roads. Not that it’s infallible of course, but I’ll take what I can get.”
“Do you honestly believe we’re being watched?” asked Raymond. “Even as we drive?”
“Of course,” she said with a huff. “There’re probably cameras at every intersection just like there are in the city. Big brother is keeping an eye on us.”
“That’s a lot of footage to watch,” said Ray.
“They have a way to weed out the stuff they don’t need to see. But if someone puts a target on your back, watch out. All these devices everyone carries? It’s like ringing the dinner bell.”
Raymond paused and Daniels could almost hear his dad’s wheels turning. “Did something happen to you as a child to warrant all this paranoia?” asked Raymond.
Pensive, Rhonda resumed her stare out the window. “Maybe.”
“And what’s that?” asked Raymond.
Daniels faced the front again, but listened along with Rem.
“I wasn’t lucky enough to have a father like you, Ray,” she said.
“What happened to your father?” asked Raymond.
“He died when I was twelve. He was in the military. Did stuff he couldn’t tell anyone about. So secret, he couldn’t even tell my mom. One day, he didn’t come home, and we got the visit everyone dreads. He died serving his country but doing what, no one could say.” She paused and rested her elbow on the armrest. “Our country hid the truth from us like they continue to do to this day.”
“I’m sorry to hear that. Where’s your mother? How did she cope?” asked Raymond.
Rhonda went quiet, and Daniels glanced over to see her picking at a seam in the leather on the inside of the door. “Not well. Her drinking picked up after Dad’s death. She made it until I turned eighteen and a week after I left for college, she killed herself.”
Nobody said a word until Raymond spoke. “That must have been very hard on you.”
Getting a clearer picture of why Rhonda didn’t trust the government or her country, Daniels made eye contact with Rem.
Rhonda sighed deeply, and Daniels could hear the tightness in her voice. “It was a hard time.” She studied her fingers. “Thankfully, I inherited some money so I could afford a shrink, who told me that’s why I have long list of lousy boyfriends.” She snorted. “Apparently, I have trust issues.”
They traveled in rare silence for a few seconds before Rhonda sat forward. “Hey. We’re coming into Elmwood.”
“We are,” said Rem.
“You mind if we stop?” she asked. “There’s a diner up ahead where me and my ex would occasionally eat. It’s not much but the food’s good and they have a clean restroom.”
“You and your ex would come all the way out here to eat?” asked Raymond.
“No,” she said. “He’s got a house outside Elmwood. About twenty minutes if you turn down this road.” Rem passed a small country road as they entered the town. “His main house is in L.A., but this is home away from home. I haven’t spoken to him in a while, otherwise I’d be tempted to visit.”
“Where’s this diner?” asked Rem, slowing down as the speed limit decreased.
“Up here on the corner,” said Rhonda.
“How we doing on time?” Rem asked Daniels.
Daniels checked his phone. “Pretty good. We can make a pitstop.”
“I could stretch my legs,” said Raymond.
Entering Elmwood, Rem passed a bakery, a laundromat, and a bank. On the next block was a grocery and drug store, and approaching an intersection, Rem turned into a small strip mall which contained a gas station, the diner, a clinic, and a barber shop. Across the street was a mechanic’s shop and a few antique and retail stores. The diner was indeed not much. It was on the bottom floor of a two-story brick building. It had one big window and a sign above the door that literally said Diner in big block letters. There was a pink neon sign in the corner of the window that blinked Hot Food and a blue one below it that flashed Homemade Ice Cream.
Rem parked in front. “The ice cream sign got my attention.”
Daniels popped his door open. “Of course it did.”
Rhonda got out too. “They’re not lying. It’s homemade and very good.”
Raymond stepped out and closed his door. “I could eat a scoop.”
Surprised, Daniels tried to recall the last time he’d seen his dad eat ice cream.
“I knew I liked your father,” said Rem with a smile as he approached the door and opened it. A little bell tingled, and Rhonda entered first. Daniels walked in behind her with his dad.
“Just the same as before,” said Rhonda. “Not much changes around here.”
Daniels saw a few booths along the wall and four-top tables taking up the rest of the floor space. An old-fashioned countertop with round red stools made him think of the soda shop he’d frequented when he was a kid growing up in his own small town.
“Reminds me of Henry’s place,” said his dad.
Daniels recalled sitting on a stool in Henry’s with his sisters and parents and ordering banana splits. His mom and dad would share one and he would insist on getting his own, which he could barely eat half of. His sisters would share one too and then devour whatever Daniels couldn’t finish. The memory made him wistful, and his chest tightened at the clear memory of his sister Melinda.
“Makes me think of those hot fudge sundaes you kids would eat every Sunday,” said Raymond.
“Banana splits,” said Daniels, wishing Melinda was still alive so he could bring her here.
“I love places like this,” said Rem. “Let’s sit at the counter.”
“I’ll be right back,” said Rhonda, heading to the bathroom. “If you’re going to get something, I want a scoop of Rocky Road.”
Rem headed to the counter and eyed the display of ice cream flavors listed above their heads. There weren’t many but they all looked good. He looked for someone to order from but didn’t see anyone. “Hello?” he asked. “Anybody here?”
Daniels looked around and saw two diners in a booth in the back eating enormous hamburgers with fries, but no one else was in the diner. “Maybe we’re out of luck.”
“You think they’d mind if I scoop the ice cream myself?” asked Rem. “Hello?”
A rear door opened and an elderly man with a full head of frizzy white hair entered the diner’s kitchen. Daniels thought he resembled Albert Einstein. Seeing them, the man smiled. “Sorry to keep you waiting. I was taking out the trash.” He wore a white coat over jeans and a brown button-down shirt. Daniels spotted a stethoscope sticking up out of a front pocket with Doc Shires sewn above it. Approaching the counter, the man snapped off the gloves he was wearing and tossed them in a nearby trashcan. “What can I get you?” He flipped on a faucet in a sink and started washing his hands.
Rem frowned at him. “I feel like I’m in the right place at the wrong time.”
The man chuckled and glanced at himself. “I know it looks strange. Donna had to run an errand, so I told her I’d watch the diner.” He finished washing his hands and dried them on a nearby towel. “I’m from the clinic next door. I’m Doc Shires but everyone calls me Doc. Me and my wife, Betsy Sue,” his voice softened, “God rest her soul, used to own this place. I ran the clinic and Betsy Sue ran the diner. We lived upstairs,” he pointed above, “for almost twenty years.” He paused. “But after she passed, it was too much for me. So I sold the diner to Donna, but I’m still next door and we help each other out when we can.” He sighed. “Sorry. I’m rattling on but I tend to do that.”
“You live upstairs?” asked Rem.
“I do. Betsy and I used to have a place outside of town, but when you’re the town doctor, people come in at all hours of the day, so it made sense to clean the place up and move in. Now, I can’t imagine living anywhere else.”
“That’s saying a lot for Elmwood,” said Rem.
“Oh, I know it’s not much, but after a while it grows on you.”
Rem smiled. “At least you have all-day access to ice cream. I’m a little jealous.”
Daniels stepped up to the counter. “If you lived closer, my friend here might be tempted to move in with you.”
The doctor smiled. “You’re welcome any time. I love visitors.” He waved his hand toward the bin of ice cream. “What can I get you?”
“I’d like a scoop of Butter Pecan,” said Raymond.
Daniels stared at his dad again in surprise.
“What?” asked Raymond. “I want some ice cream.”
“Good for you, Raymond,” said Rem. “I want two scoops of the Brownie Fudge, Doc.”
The doctor put on a fresh pair of gloves. “Scoop of Butter Pecan. Two scoops of Brownie Fudge. Coming right up.”
“Oh, and a scoop of Rocky Road,” said Rem. “Daniels, what’s your flavor? And please don’t say vanilla. Live a little.”
Daniels eyed the various flavors but was on the verge of saying vanilla when his dad interrupted. “He’ll take a scoop of Chocolate Chip and throw some sprinkles on it.”
“Great choice. I love the chocolate chip,” said Doc, starting to scoop the ice cream from a large freezer containing gallons of ice cream.
Daniels gaped at his dad.
“That used to be your favorite order, other than that banana split that you barely ate. Remember?” asked Raymond. He slid into a stool and pulled out his wallet. “This one’s on me.”
Rem walked over to Daniels, who still stood in shock. “Thanks, Raymond,” said Rem. “Appreciate it.”
“You’re welcome,” said Raymond, holding a credit card.
“Chocolate Chip with sprinkles, huh?” asked Rem. “It’s like I never knew you.”
“It was a long time ago,” said Daniels, thinking back on forgotten memories.
“Seems your dad remembered.”
“Apparently.” Coming back to the present, Daniels shook off his reflections.
Rem checked his watch. “He going to make his flight?”
Daniels nodded. “As long as we keep going the way we are, he should have time to spare.”
“Huh.” Rem pursed his lips.
Daniels picked up on the communication. “What’s on your mind?”
“Nothing.”
“Oh, it’s something. What is it?”
Rem shrugged and spoke quietly. “Well, maybe you could bring him by your house. He could see J.P. and Marjorie. Even get a bite to eat before he leaves.”
“He’s got some meeting and what about Rhonda?”
“I can drop you and your dad off and make sure Rhonda gets to her hotel safely. No big deal. And he mentioned in the car that his meeting was a few hours before his flight, so he might have some time after.”
Daniels did the timing in his head. If they stayed on schedule, and if his dad’s meeting was early enough, Daniels could pick up Marjorie and J.P. and they could meet his dad for a quick dinner. “I’ll think about it, but he didn’t show much interest in seeing them yesterday.”
“Today is a new day. Can’t hurt to ask.”
Daniels hesitated.
“I’m just saying, when are you going to have this opportunity again?” Rem tipped his head toward Raymond. “He’s been okay during this trip. Maybe give him some leeway and see what happens.”
“So he can crush me again when he turns me down?”
“How about not assuming the worst? He may surprise you.”
Daniels slumped. “And what if he doesn’t?”
“If he doesn’t, then you’ll have some time before he leaves to have a little heart-to-heart. Like we talked about. Lay it on the line. Tell him how you feel. Then let him fly off into the sunset to ponder your revelations.”
Doc held out a scoop of Butter Pecan with a plastic spoon and Raymond took it. “Two scoops of Brownie Fudge?” asked Doc.
Rem walked over and took the cup. “Thanks, Doc.” He walked back over to Daniels who was still debating what to do.
“Let’s just see how the rest of the drive goes,” said Daniels.
“Stop stalling,” said Rem, digging into his ice cream with a spoon. “If you’re going to ask him, do it now.”
Daniels glanced at his father who scooped some ice cream onto his spoon and ate it. “I don’t know. I’m afraid it’ll spark a fight, and we’ve been doing pretty good so far.”
“All you’ve got to do is casually mention it. Just say ‘Hey. If there’s time when we get back, why don’t you come to the house? See Marjorie and J.P. before you go to the airport. They’d love to see you.’ That’s not so hard.”
“Since when are you Mr. Peacemaker?”
“Since I learned you like chocolate chip with sprinkles, and that warms my heart.” Rem ate a bite of his ice cream. “Hmm. That’s good.”
“You really are ramping up the irritation levels. It’s almost annoying.”
“It’s part of my charm.” Rem ate another bite of ice cream. “Go ask him.”
“Here’s the Rocky Road,” said Doc. “And your Chocolate Chip with sprinkles.” He held out two cups of ice cream.
Rhonda reappeared and approached the counter. “That’s mine,” she said, taking the Rocky Road.
Daniels took the Chocolate Chip with sprinkles. Rem nodded at him, and he bolstered himself and walked over to his father. “Thanks for the ice cream, Dad.”
Raymond handed Doc his credit card. “No problem.”
Daniels took a deep breath and told himself not to get mad if his father declined his offer. “Listen, I was wondering—”
Rhonda slid into the stool next to Raymond. “You bought the ice cream? How nice.” She took a bite of hers. “It’s pretty good, huh?”
Daniels deflated and started to backtrack.
“Hey, Rhonda,” said Rem. “Can I talk to you for a second?”
Rhonda swiveled on her stool. “About what? I was about to try Ray’s ice cream.”
“I’m not sharing,” said Raymond.
Rem walked up to Rhonda and leaned close. “It’s that couple in the booth over there. I think they’re watching us.”
Rhonda’s eyes rounded. “Here? In the diner?” She got off the stool.
“Come sit over here,” said Rem. “Where they can’t see us, the bastards.” He led Rhonda away and gave Daniels a thumbs up.
Daniels didn’t know whether to hug or slug his partner but eyeing his dad and telling himself to give it a shot, he sat on the stool beside his dad.




Chapter Ten


Rem slid into the booth at the opposite end from where the other two diners enjoyed their burgers and Rhonda slid in across from him. 
Rhonda leaned to look. “Are you sure they’re watching us? I can’t believe this. How far is Darla willing to go?” She watched the door. “I half expect that Lexie person to walk into the diner and accuse me again.”
Rem dug out a scoop of ice cream. “Relax. I lied about the couple in the booth.”
Rhonda dropped her jaw. “You what? Why would you do that?”
“Because Daniels and his dad need to talk, and you were getting in the way.”
She glanced over at Raymond and Daniels who were sitting and talking at the counter. “Talk about what?”
Rem swallowed a big bite of ice cream. “Stuff.” He didn’t see the need to fill Rhonda in on his partner’s personal business.
“Don’t tell me they don’t get along.”
“I’m not telling you anything.”
“I like Raymond. He seems nice. A little stuffy maybe, but still nice.”
“It’s a good summation of Raymond.”
She pulled a napkin from the dispenser on the table. “It’s a shame you know, when dads and sons don’t get along.” She wiped her lips with the napkin. “Especially having lost my own at a young age.”
Rem thought of his own dad. “I hear you.”
She licked ice cream off her spoon. “Your dad’s gone too?”
“Yup.”
“Mom still alive?”
“Lives in Florida.”
“You see her much?”
“Maybe twice a year, plus phone calls.”
Rhonda nodded. “You wish she lived closer?”
Rem shook his head. “I love her, but we’ve gotten along way better since she moved. She can be a little overbearing.”
“Is it the whole cop thing? I can imagine a parent wouldn’t like that.”
“She would have preferred that I’d become a lawyer or doctor, but neither was an option. School wasn’t my strong suit.”
Rhonda shot another look at Daniels and Raymond, who appeared to be having a normal conversation, which pleased Rem. “Is that what their issue is? Something tells me Raymond wasn’t planning on running his hardware stores alone.”
“Something like that.”
Rhonda poked at her ice cream with her spoon. “You’re not much into details, are you?”
Rem shrugged. “If Daniels wants to share, that’s up to him, not me.”
Rhonda nodded. “You two protect each other.”
“We’re partners.”
“For how long?”
Rem thought back. “A long time.”
“You got any siblings?”
Rem tipped his head toward the counter. “Just Daniels, who’s like a brother, and a crap ton of aunts, uncles and cousins.”
Rhonda took a bite of her ice cream. “Must be nice to have a family.” She scraped her spoon along the sides of her cup. “People you can rely on.”
Rem suspected Rhonda didn’t have much of that. “It has its downsides, but the upsides make up for it.”
“Anyone special in your life? Your partner has a ring on his finger, but you don’t.”
“That’s because I’m not married.”
“Divorced?”
Rem grabbed his own napkin. “You ask a lot of questions.”
She dug out another scoop of ice cream. “I’m curious about people. Plus, silence makes me uncomfortable.”
“I figured that out on the drive here. I wondered how you could be so interested in the hardware business.”
“Ray couldn’t stop talking about it, and you wouldn’t let me discuss how the government not only listens to us on our phones but reads our emails too.”
Rem raised his hand. “Stop right there.”
She pointed with her spoon. “Everybody wants to stick their heads in the sand, but one day, they’ll have no choice but to pull them out and face the truth.”
“But until that day, let’s talk about something else.”
She frowned at him. “Fine. I’ll honor our deal.”
“Thank you.”
“So, what’s her name?”
Rem looked around. “What’s whose name?”
“The woman in your life. There’s bound to be one.”
“Why do you say that?”
She waved her spoon at him again. “Look at you. You’re the sensitive type. Good looking but doesn’t act like it. Obviously thoughtful of others and protective. You’re the kind of guy who when he falls, falls hard, and probably more than once.”
Rem straightened, surprised by her insight. “Her name’s Mikey, and yes, I’ve fallen hard.”
Rhonda raised the side of her lip. “Lucky lady.”
“I’m pretty lucky too.” Rhonda stared at him, and he shifted in his seat with her appraisal. “Daniels and I are both lucky,” he said.
She relaxed. “Obviously, your partner has a better relationship with his wife than he does with his dad.”
“He does, although I’m hoping this little road trip will help with the dad part.”
“I hope so.” She looked toward the counter. “They seem to be doing—”
Daniels’ raised voice traveled. “I don’t understand why you can’t just let it be.”
Rhonda’s face fell. “Never mind. I spoke too soon.”
Rem turned to see Daniels stand, holding his cup of ice cream. “Why can’t we just have a normal conversation?”
Raymond stood. “Having a normal conversation with you is impossible. Everything I say sets you off.”
“You tell me you’ll see my wife and kid and in the next sentence, you tell me only if I agree to visit you and mom, and discuss my options? How am I supposed to react to that?”
“How about like a normal son?”
“Oh, boy,” said Rem. “Backfire.” He slid out of his seat.
“What, exactly, do you consider a normal son?” asked Daniels, his voice raised.
“One who sticks to his obligations and honors his family,” argued Raymond.
Rhonda slid out of the booth too. “Oh, man. They are contentious, aren’t they?” She tossed her cup into a trash can.
Rem didn’t answer and debated what to do. Step in or let them work it out?
“Honors his family?” asked Daniels, his jaw dropping. “I honor Marjorie and J.P. every day. That’s my family. And you know what, Dad? They honor me too by respecting me enough to live my own life and make my own decisions.”
“That’s because they agree with those decisions. Believe me, if you decided to follow some other ridiculous path, like becoming a monk, I doubt Marjorie would be as forgiving.”
Daniels ran a hand through his hair. “I can’t believe I’m having this stupid conversation again.” He shut his eyes. “I’ll never learn.”
“That’s because you’re so damn obstinate.” Raymond tossed a rumpled napkin on the counter. “I don’t know why I bother. I don’t know why I ever bothered.”
Daniels opened his eyes. “I’m so sorry, Dad, that I was such a horrible son. I mean, how did you do it? I grew up trying to please you at every turn. I got good grades, didn’t act out, went to college…”
“And then left,” said Raymond. “After telling me you would be there after you graduated. And then you join the police?” He shot a finger at Rem. “And meet him?” He snickered. “And suddenly you have no time for anyone but yourself.”
Daniels’ eyes blazed. “Don’t you dare blame Rem. The only thing Rem’s guilty of is being my friend when I needed him most, which is supposed to be a father’s job, which you’ve failed at over and over again.”
Seeing Doc and the other two diners watching with wide eyes, Rem decided that it was time to redirect the conversation. He took tentative steps toward Daniels. “Listen,” he said. “Let’s take it outside and try to calm down a little.”
Raymond glared at his son. “The only thing I ever failed at was raising you. Which you’ve proven to me over and over again.”
Daniels went still and set his jaw. His gaze spoke volumes, and he gritted his teeth. Rem prayed he wouldn’t explode because he appeared to be on the verge of it. He touched Daniels’ elbow. “Let’s go outside and cool down.”
Rhonda watched from her spot near the booth but didn’t say a word.
Father and son stared at each other before Daniels took a breath. “Rem’s right. We’ve said enough.” He swiveled toward a trash can and dumped his barely eaten ice cream into it. “Let’s get out of here.” He stomped past Rhonda, banged the door open, and left.
Raymond glared. “That boy will never understand.”
“He’s not a boy, Raymond,” said Rem. “Maybe it’s about time you stopped treating him like one.” He didn’t like getting involved in the mess that was his partner’s and Raymond’s relationship, but Raymond’s attitude was pissing him off. “We’ll be in the car when you’re ready.” He tossed his cup in the trash. “Let’s go, Rhonda.” Rem walked out and saw Daniels standing beside the car, his hand on the hood and staring into space. “You okay?” asked Rem.
Daniels opened the passenger door. “The sooner we can get to San Diego and drop him off, the better.” He sat in the passenger seat just as Raymond and Rhonda exited the diner. They both walked to the car and got in. Dreading the rest of the drive, Rem slid behind the wheel.
Nobody said a word. Raymond stared out the window, and Daniels put his elbow on the window ledge and held his head.
“Anyone want to sing ninety-nine bottles of beer on the wall?” asked Rhonda.
Daniels shut his eyes, and Rem hit the ignition button to start the car. The engine caught and hummed but a ding sounded, and the check engine light brightened on the dash.
“What the hell?” asked Rem.
Daniels looked over and his brow furrowed. “We can get it checked when we get back.”
The car engine sputtered and died. His heart knocking, Rem tried to start it again, but the engine didn’t turn over. Praying, he tried once more with the same result.
Daniels clenched his eyes shut and cursed. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”




Chapter Eleven


Rem opened the door to the mechanic’s shop across the street from the diner. It was a small space with a dirty tiled floor, a corkboard hanging on the wall with grimy sheets of what looked like order forms tacked to it, and an old register sitting in the corner of a dull and scratched counter. A kid in his mid-twenties with scruffy hair sticking out of a greasy Dodgers baseball cap with equally greasy fingernails was sitting at the end of the counter. He was holding a gaming handset, staring at a computer monitor, and wearing headphones. 
Rem approached the counter with Daniels, Rhonda, and Raymond behind him. The kid didn’t notice them, and Rem tapped him on the shoulder. “Excuse me.”
The kid jumped, pulled his headphones off, and swiveled toward them. “Oh, hey. Sorry. Didn’t hear you come in.”
Rem noticed that he was playing a popular video game. “Sorry to interrupt but we’re having some car trouble.”
“And we need immediate help,” said Daniels. “Like now.”
“I have a flight to catch in San Diego,” said Raymond.
“And I’m the main witness in a big trial that starts in a couple of days,” said Rhonda.
Rem, realizing how they must look and sound, almost rolled his eyes. The situation was laughable. How could so much go so wrong in such a short period of time?
The kid’s eyes widened. “Oh, wow.”
“Yeah. Wow,” said Rem. “Our car’s across the street at the diner. The Check Engine light came on and it won’t start. Can you look at it?”
“As soon as possible,” said Daniels.
The kid fumbled with some papers attached to a clipboard, grabbed a pen, and clicked it. “What’s your name?”
“Aaron Remalla.”
“Detective Aaron Remalla,” said Rhonda. “He’s a cop.” Rhonda pointed at Daniels. “So’s he.”
The kid nodded and scribbled on the paper. “Cool. What kind of car is it?”
Raymond pushed forward. “It’s across the street. The blue one.” He pointed.
The kid looked up and squinted. “Where?”
“It’s the only car in front of the diner,” said Daniels with impatience.
“Oh, that one,” said the kid. He scribbled again. “You say it’s the Check Engine light?”
“Yes,” said Rem, praying this kid would be able to jog across the street and take a look.
“And it won’t start?”
Daniels groaned. “No. It won’t start.”
The kid wrote some more. “Okay. I can tow it over but that’ll be thirty bucks.”
“Tow it?” asked Rem. “It’s right over there.”
“I need to get it in the bay and on the lift to take a look.”
“How long will that take?” asked Daniels. “Can you do it now?”
“Sure. It shouldn’t take long.”
Daniels seemed to relax a little. “Good. Then can we hurry?”
The kid set the clipboard down. “Sure. But if it’s the Check Engine light, then I’ll probably have to wait for my dad to fix it.”
“Where’s your dad?” asked Rhonda.
“Fishing. He’ll be back tonight.”
Daniels gripped the counter, Raymond scowled, and Rhonda muttered an expletive.
Rem leaned across the counter. “What’s your name, kid?”
“Kelvin, but everybody calls me Scooter.”
“Great,” said Rem, staying cool. “How come you can’t fix it, Scooter?” He looked through an interior glass pane in the wall and saw the two bays adjacent to the shop. One of them already had a car up on a lift. “Are you working on that car?”
Scooter glanced out the window. “Oh, sure.”
Rem waited for Scooter to get the gist but that didn’t happen. “Then how come you can’t work on ours?”
“Oh,” said Scooter. “I’m only allowed to change batteries, tires, and oil. The rest is up to Dad.”
“Why’s that?” asked Daniels.
“I’m still learning the other stuff and on account of Wanda Carson Calhoun.”
“I’ll pay you twice what you normally charge if you fix our car right now,” said Raymond. He pulled out his wallet.
“What he said,” said Rhonda.
“I’m sure you know what you’re doing,” said Daniels. “We trust you.”
Considering it was his car Scooter would be fixing, Rem thought twice. “Who’s Wanda Carson Calhoun?”
“She’s the town librarian,” said Scooter.
Rem waited for more but realized Scooter was going to need more direction. “And what does she have to do with you not fixing our car?”
“Rem,” said Daniels. “Does this matter? We need to get on the road.” He gestured at Scooter. “Let Scooter here at least take a shot and look at it.”
Rem held up his hand at Daniels. “Scooter. What’s the deal with Mrs. Calhoun?”
Scooter scratched his head up under his cap and Rem wondered when the kid had last had a serious shower. “Well, she asked me to fix her car too.” He smiled at Raymond. “Offered me good money.”
“What was wrong with it?” asked Rem.
“Her brakes squeaked, and I tried to fix them.”
“Did you succeed?” asked Rem.
“I thought so, until she drove into Lake Barton. Good thing she knows how to swim.”
Rem deflated. 
“After that, Dad told me I could only do the basics unless he was around to help.”
Daniels dropped his head. “Oh, dear God.”
“I’m still willing to have you look at it,” said Raymond.
“He can look at it all he wants,” said Rem, “but if it’s more than an oil change, which is likely since I just had it checked, he’s not touching a thing until his dad gets here.” He eyed the group. “I understand we all want to get back, but I prefer it not be horizontally. Right?”
“When does your dad return?” asked Daniels. “Can you call him?”
Scooter snorted. “Heck, no. Not while he’s fishing. Once he’s home, he’ll take a look. Probably have it fixed by tomorrow morning.”
“Tomorrow morning?” asked Daniels.
“I’ll miss my flight,” said Raymond.
“I’m supposed to meet with the prosecutor in the morning,” added Rhonda.
Rem thought about his anticipated evening with Mikey and sighed. “There’s no one else who can look at the car?”
“My uncle Jim, but he’s out till tomorrow evening. He’s at the racetrack.”
“Of course he is,” said Rem. He turned and leaned against the counter.
“I don’t believe this,” said Rhonda.
Daniels pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes. “What do we do now?”
Gathering his thoughts, Rem rubbed his face and came to some conclusions. “Raymond, I suggest you reschedule your meeting and call the airline to rebook your flight. Rhonda, contact Josh Durning and tell him to move your meeting to tomorrow afternoon.” He eyed Daniels. “And you call Marjorie. Tell her we’re delayed a day and spending our wonderful evening,” he spread his arms, “in quaint Elmwood.”
“Oh, brother,” said Daniels.
Rem turned back to face Scooter. “Where do you suggest we stay? Any luxury accommodations you can recommend?”
Scooter tapped his chin with his pen as if he had a multitude of choices to offer. “How about the Elmwood Suites?”
“Where’s that?” asked Daniels.
Scooter pointed with his pen. “Just walk that way. It’s the next block over. It’s cheap and they even have cable.”
“Thank God for cable,” said Daniels.
“How clean is it?” asked Raymond.
“What do you consider clean?” asked Scooter.
Rem hung his head, wishing he was home. Adjusting to the situation, he gave Scooter his name and information and his car’s key fob. He told Scooter to call as soon as his dad was back in the shop, reiterated how important it was for them to get to San Diego, and they left.
Before heading to the hotel, they stopped by Rem’s car, grabbed their things and seeing Scooter drive the tow truck across the street, they started walking. Rem offered to carry Rhonda’s heavy bag if she agreed to carry his backpack.
Ten minutes later, the Elmwood Suites came into view. A tall neon sign blinked out front, but the ‘w’ wasn’t working so it flashed ‘Elm ood Suites’ instead.
Daniels, who’d said little once they’d left the mechanic shop, stopped, and stared up at the sign. “I’m almost scared to check in.”
Wondering if they would ever check out, Rem spotted a door to a small lobby with narrow windows. A long, separate one-story brick building with several rooms sat behind the main check-in area. Three cars and a truck were parked in various spots and in the middle of the lot was a small pool with a broken gate that creaked as it swung in the wind. “Lovely,” he said. “This looks straight out of Psycho.”
“Thankfully,” said Rhonda, “there’s no scary house on the hill. Otherwise, I’d be sleeping in the mechanic’s shop.” She adjusted her hold on Rem’s bag. “That place isn’t bad though.” She pointed at a bar across the street. It had a big sign with Charley’s in large block cursive letters above the door. “I’ve been there. Maybe we can grab some drinks tonight after this nightmare. You like to dance, Ray?”
Raymond looked like he’d rather be anywhere but walking toward the Elmwood Suites. “I’m getting a room, calling the airline and my wife, and staying in. The less time I spend in this town, the better.”
“Oh, come on, Ray,” said Rhonda. “Live a little. You and your son could use a couple of stiff drinks. Maybe loosen you two up.”
“I’m loose enough, Rhonda,” said Daniels.
Rhonda made a face at him. “What about you, Remalla? Care to get a drink and shake a leg?”
“I thought you were worried about being followed,” said Rem.
“Well, if we are,” she said, “why not give them something to watch?”
“And what about being killed?” asked Daniels. “That slip your mind too?”
“All the more reason for you to join me in the bar, to keep an eye on me,” she said.
“All the more reason for us to stick to our rooms,” said Rem. “Hopefully, if we’re hungry later, we can get a bite to eat at the diner and then hit the hay. We’re getting up early tomorrow. I don’t care if we have to escort Scooter’s dad to his shop, but we’re leaving as soon as the car is fixed.” He shot a glare at Rhonda. “No hangovers allowed.”
“Hangover?” she asked. “I’m just talking about making lemons out of lemonade.”
“It’s the other way around,” said Daniels.
“Whatever,” said Rhonda. “But the week ahead is going to be long with the trial and all. Why not relax a little?” She raised her hand. “And I promise. No conspiracy theories.” She smiled thinly. “Please?”
“No,” said Daniels and Rem in unison.
“At least we agree on something,” said Raymond.
“We check in, go to our rooms, make our phone calls, watch some cable, eat and sleep,” said Rem. “You got it?”
They reached the lobby, and Daniels opened the door. “After you.”
Rem entered a run-down lobby with peeling wallpaper and a dark carpet that Rem felt sure used to be a much lighter color. He carried Rhonda’s suitcase to the counter and dropped it with a thud on the ground. Sweaty, he rang a small bell. “Hello? Anybody here?” He rang the bell again. “Hello?”
“You think anyone’s been murdered here?” asked Rhonda, surveying the lobby. “It seems like the perfect spot.”
“You’re not helping,” said Daniels.
“Thank heavens you’re a detective,” said Raymond with a slight clip to his voice.
Daniels clenched his jaw.
Hoping to prevent another fight from breaking out, Rem smacked the bell several times. “HELLO?”
An older woman with thin brown hair and long gray roots finally popped her head out from a back office. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t have my hearing aids in.” Wearing a long floral muumuu, she rushed over, grabbed a pair of eyeglasses on the counter and slid them on. “How can I help you?”
They checked into three rooms, all next to each other. Rhonda had the room in between Daniels and Rem’s, and Raymond’s. The rooms didn’t conjoin but it would do for the night. Handing over the business credit card for his and Daniels’ room and Rhonda’s, Rem couldn’t wait to take a shower, go sit by the pool and call Mikey. Daniels remained quiet, but Rem felt sure he wanted to call Marjorie.
The woman, whose name was Janelle, handed them each a room key. “If it doesn’t open at first, jiggle the lock.”
“Any worry about break ins?” asked Rhonda. “Or murders?”
“Rhonda, please,” said Daniels. “Can we just go to our rooms in peace?”
Janelle chuckled. “Murders? Here in Elmwood? Course not.” She smoothed her graying hair. “I may have checked in a murderer or two, but they’ve always been respectful guests and don’t conduct their business in town.”
They all turned and gaped at her.
“And the sheriff’s just up the road,” she pointed. “So that helps.”
Rem almost considered sleeping in his car.
She chuckled some more. “I’m just messing with you.”
Daniels shot a look of disbelief at Rem.
“And there’s no worry about burglaries at all,” said Janelle. “Once we got rid of the TVs, the stealing dropped dramatically.”
Raymond’s face fell and Rem wanted to cry. So much for flipping on an old movie to relax. “I guess that means no cable,” said Rem.
“My lands no,” said Janelle. “We got rid of that trash a long time ago. Nothin’ but sex and Satan on TV nowadays.” She turned back toward her office. “You all have a nice night and don’t let the bed bugs bite.” Laughing, she disappeared into the back.




Chapter Twelve


Daniels sat by the small pool and the broken gate creaked in the breeze. Eyeing the stars in the sky, he relaxed back in the worn vinyl lounge chair, grateful the straps still held, and he hadn’t fallen through. He wondered how long his luck would hold out. 
After checking into their rooms, Rem had jumped into a shower and Daniels had gone to the pool to call Marjorie. He’d told her about his delay, their crazy day, and his latest fight with his dad. Good at talking him down, Marjorie had helped soothe his anger. She, like Rem, encouraged him to take the opportunity to communicate with his dad with honesty and less emotion, but he wasn’t ready to take that step. The incident at the diner remained fresh in his mind and all he wanted was to put as much distance between him and his father as possible.
After they’d hung up, he and Rem switched places. Rem had gone to the pool to talk to Mikey and Daniels had taken his own shower. Thankfully, the bathrooms seemed decent enough and the towels were thin, but clean. Rem had done a thorough check of the beds to ensure Janelle’s bed bug comment wasn’t literal, but the sheets looked okay. The comforters were another matter and Daniels slid those off and tossed them on a wooden chair that sat adjacent to a nicked table in the room. He guessed that small addition was what allowed the rooms to be called suites, which was the biggest stretch of a word Daniels had heard since Rem’s cousin, Lloyd, had gone to the hospital for eating an entire jar of mayonnaise on a dare and had called it a dietary indiscretion.
Scooter had called Rem to tell him that his car would need more than an oil change and would have to wait for his father to fix it. Not surprised, Rem had reminded Scooter of their need to get home and asked to have his dad call them as soon as he knew what was wrong with the car.
Raymond remained in his room, and Rhonda had stuck her head out and inquired about dinner. They’d decided to return to the diner, but Raymond preferred to stay in. Daniels agreed to bring him a burger and a drink.
After getting their food and dropping off Raymond’s burger, Rem, Daniels, and Rhonda sat by the pool and ate while Rhonda talked about Elmwood, the trial, Darla Danovia, Lexie Logan, risking her life to testify, and all her troubled relationships. By the time they were done eating, Daniels happily watched her return to her room, grateful for some peace and quiet.
Rem left to make another phone call, and Daniels remained by the pool as the moon rose and the stars twinkled, enjoying the pleasant weather, and trying not to think about his father.
Thinking he’d sulked enough, he sat up to leave when he heard the gate squeak and saw Rem enter the pool area. He walked over and took a tentative seat in an adjacent lounge chair. Testing its soundness, he carefully leaned back. “You’re brave to sit in these things for any length of time.”
“I like to face my fears. Builds character.” Daniels poked at one of the cracking straps that looked a little dubious. “Were you talking to Mikey?”
Rem interlaced his fingers over his waist and stared at the sky. “No. I called Lozano and my mom.”
Daniels glanced over at him. “You did?”
“Yeah. I told Lozano about our delay and gave him the heads up about our encounter with Lexie Logan.”
Daniels sat back. He’d been so preoccupied with his dad that the whole reason behind their trip had taken a backseat. “What did he say?”
“Not much. We already knew about Rhonda’s involvement with her old boyfriend’s fraud and murder trial, but he said he’d give Durning a heads up about Veronica Tate. We both agreed it shouldn’t amount to much, but Durning should be aware of it in case the defense brings it up.”
“What about this Denise Simmons thing? We knew about Paul Danovia and his connection to organized crime but didn’t find any evidence to tie his family to Paul’s death. Did we miss something in our investigation?”
Rem adjusted his chair to sit up a little higher. “I think if Lexie Logan is telling the truth, and she found some ticket in Rhonda’s trash, it’s a huge jump to assume that has anything to do with the Danovia case and absurd to think that links Rhonda to organized crime. Like Rhonda said, it could have been tossed by a client. And it certainly can’t be used at trial.” He eyed the stars. “And let’s be honest. Is Rhonda the sort to get hired by a mob boss to take out Paul Danovia and frame his wife? She’s too scared to use a cell phone.”
Daniels couldn’t imagine Rhonda watching The Godfather without hiding her eyes. “Would Darla or her defense team have the balls to try and intimidate the witness that could send her to jail? I would have said no but you and I have been surprised before.”
“It’s obvious they’d want to make Rhonda look unreliable,” said Rem. “And accusing her of sleeping with Paul and killing him is one way to gain reasonable doubt.”
“Well, if Rhonda’s lying to us, then kudos to her because she’s great at it.” Daniels thought of something else. “And if she was, then why ask us to escort her to trial? You’d think that’d be the last thing she’d want.”
Rem rubbed his brow. “I know. Which is why Lozano isn’t too concerned. I’m inclined to think Lexie Logan is just sniffing around for a juicy story and is hoping by confronting Rhonda, something stinky will leak out.”
“That’s a colorful way to put it.”
“Or, like Rhonda said, Lexie’s been hired by the defense to freak Rhonda out, which isn’t hard to do, and make her think twice about testifying.”
Daniels sat back. “This whole situation is bizarre.”
“Tell me about it.”
They were quiet for a few seconds. “Why’d you call your mom?” asked Daniels.
Rem scratched his jaw. “Well, after seeing you and your dad today and hearing about Rhonda’s parents, I was thinking I hadn’t talked to Mom in a while, so I called to say hi and catch up.”
Daniels reluctantly recalled his argument with his dad. “I hate being the reason you have to count your blessings.”
“I have lots of reasons to count my blessings. You and your dad are just a small pebble in a big river.”
Recalling all that Rem had been through, Daniels understood. “Still, I was a more like a boulder today.”
“It takes two to tango.”
Daniels went back to staring at the stars. “You think I was too hard on him this afternoon?”
“I think you were both hard on each other.”
“We can’t seem to avoid it.”
“You’ve just been communicating like this for so long, you don’t know any other way. I’d say see a therapist, but something tells me your dad isn’t a therapy type of guy.”
Daniels snorted. “He’d rather spend the week at the Elmwood Suites.”
Rem smiled. “I bet.”
Another breeze blew and ruffled Rem’s hair and a car drove by with loud music blaring. Once it passed, the quiet returned. “I don’t hate him, you know,” said Daniels, “although sometimes I feel like I do.”
“And he doesn’t hate you either. That’s what makes this so hard.” Rem looked over at him. “I genuinely think you both want the same thing.”
“And what’s that?”
“A happy and healthy family with lots of love and laughter to go around.”
“But on his terms.”
Rem shrugged. “I agree. He wants certain things he can’t have, and he uses you to maybe explain his unhappiness.”
Daniels wondered about that. “You think he’s unhappy?”
“Does Raymond strike you as a happy guy?” Rem paused. “Not only that, but he also knows you’ve got a good life in San Diego with Marge and J.P. And you like your career and God forbid, me too.”
Daniels blew out a breath. “He really has a bone to pick with you, doesn’t he?”
“It’s not personal. He just sees me as the reason you stayed away. And your dad likes someone to blame. If it wasn’t me, he’d be angry at Marjorie, or someone else.”
“I keep thinking about that woman in the hotel with Dad. Who do you think she was?”
“No idea. Maybe no one. Maybe someone. Unless he tells you, you may never know.”
“I still think he could be having an affair.”
“Maybe, but Raymond doesn’t strike me as the type. Until you actually know for sure, I wouldn’t waste your time worrying about it.”
“Yeah. I suppose I shouldn’t assume the worst. If I expect Dad to give me some leeway, I guess I should do the same for him.” Daniels rested his wrist on his forehead. “I’m just at a loss as to what to do. I’d love to have a relationship with him, I just don’t know how to do it without fighting.” He held out his hand. “I mean he’s my dad. I’m only going to get one of them.”
Rem pointed. “There. That’s it.”
“That’s what?”
“That’s what you tell him. That’s exactly what he needs to hear.”
Daniels rested his hand over his eyes. “It’s not that easy.”
“It’s easier than you realize. You’re just overthinking it.”
“Nobody can make me madder, faster.” Daniels lowered his hand. “And I’m including you in that statement.”
“That’s saying something.” Rem shifted in his seat. “Look. All I’m suggesting is that you just be straight with him. No fanfare. And don’t wait for the right time because there is no right time. In fact, catch him by surprise. Tell him you’ll take him to the airport and when you drop him off, say exactly what you just said to me. Neither of you will have time to argue because he’ll have a flight to catch.”
“That’s your strategy? Drop the truth bomb and then leave?”
“You got a better idea? Do it whenever you want. Just don’t wait too long because the man isn’t going to live forever, and if you’re going to have regrets one day that you didn’t say what you wanted to, then don’t put it off.”
“That sounds a little somber. He’s not that old.”
“He’s not that young, either, and you and I both know that nothing is guaranteed in this life.”
Daniels knew Rem was right. They’d both had brushes with death that had changed their lives dramatically.
“Have you told him you and Marge are trying again?”
Daniels frowned. “To have another kid? God, no.”
“Maybe you should. Tell him before you tell your mom. Let him be the one to spread the good news.”
“There isn’t any news yet.”
“Still. It’s a way to make him feel part of your life, and that can’t hurt.”
Daniels wondered if that would make a difference. “How is that you can make all of this sound so simple?”
“You forget. I’ve had loads of therapy. Some of it rubbed off.” He settled back in the chair. “I figure I should put it to good use.”
“Lucky me.”
“You won the jackpot.” A loud snap broke the quiet, Rem yelped, and his backside fell through the seat and hit the cement.
Daniels bit back a laugh at the sight of his partner struggling to get off the broken chair. “You need some help there?”
Rem cursed. “How come it’s mine and not yours?” He pushed up with his elbows and lifted his hips. “That’s the thanks I get, although I suppose after the day we’ve had, I should expect it.” He managed to rest his hip on a bar of the chair and pull himself up.
“The Law of Averages says it can only get better.” Daniels pushed up and stood.
“I don’t know about any law, but I’d say that’s our cue that it’s time to go to bed.” Rem stood too. “And get this day over with.”
“This time tomorrow, we’ll be home. Dad will be flying out, and Rhonda will be in the hands of the prosecutor.”
“Music to my ears.”
Rem dusted himself off, and they left the pool area and walked back to their room. Daniels hesitated at the door. “You think we should check in?” He gestured toward Raymond’s and Rhonda’s rooms. “Make sure everyone’s settled in for the night? Make a plan for the morning?”
“Can’t hurt.” Rem knocked on Raymond’s door. “Raymond? You there?”
Daniels knocked on Rhonda’s door. “Rhonda?”
Rhonda didn’t respond but Raymond opened his door, still wearing his khaki pants but he’d changed into a white T-shirt. “Everything all right?” he asked, holding his cell phone.
“Other than lousy lounge chairs and Check Engine lights, everything’s great,” said Rem. “Just want to be sure you don’t need anything before we turn in.”
Still waiting, Daniels knocked on Rhonda’s door again.
“I’m fine,” said Raymond. “I was talking to Elana.”
“That’s great,” said Rem. “Tell her I said hello.”
“I will,” said Raymond.
“We’ll have an early start tomorrow,” said Rem. “If we have to wait for the car, we can get some breakfast in the diner. Otherwise, we’ll get some food on the road.”
“That’s fine.”
“Rhonda?” yelled Daniels, banging on her door again.
“She’s not there,” said Raymond.
Daniels turned. “What do you mean?”
“Where is she?” asked Rem.
“Said she wanted to get a drink at the bar.”
“She what?” asked Daniels. “And you didn’t stop her?”
Raymond glowered. “She’s a grown woman. And as you so often remind me, has the right to do as she pleases.”
Rem gripped the back of his neck. “This day will never end. It’s a like a special hell reserved just for us.”
“What is the matter with her?” asked Daniels. “I thought she was worried for her safety.”
“Apparently, a cold beer comes first,” said Rem. “Not that I can blame her.” He checked his watch. “How long’s she been gone, Raymond?”
“I’d say at least an hour.”
Rem shook his head. “Well, I hope she got the R and R what she wanted.” He sighed. “I’ll go get her.”
“I’ll come with you,” said Daniels.
“Actually,” Raymond hesitated and lifted the phone. “Your mother would like to talk to you.”
Daniels slumped. “Dad, now is not the time—”
“You know your mother. When I told her you were outside the door, she asked to speak with you.”
Daniels could imagine Dad had filled her in on their fight and his mom was trying to mend fences. “I’m working, Dad. I can’t—”
“It’s fine,” said Rem. “Talk to your mother. I’m sure she’d like to hear from you.” He shot out a thumb. “The bar’s right up the street. I’ll just head over and inform Rhonda that her ‘me’ time is over. If I need you, I’ll text you, but I’m sure we’ll be fine. I’ll get her back and then we can get some sleep.”
Daniels debated what to do. His dad watched him with expectation and after Rem reassured him again, he reluctantly agreed and reached for his dad’s phone.




Chapter Thirteen


Rem entered the bar called  Charley’s. It was half-full of patrons mingling at tables or dancing on the dance floor. He scanned the dimly lit room, looking for Rhonda. A full bar took up the middle of the space and a live band played on a small stage. The lead singer looked to be in his late sixties and had Willie Nelson-style long, braided, frizzy and graying hair. His voice cracked on a high note and the guitarist looked like he’d enjoyed one too many tequila shots. That didn’t stop various couples from swaying to the music. Walking around the bar, he spotted Rhonda sitting on the other side of it, drinking a beer and talking to a young heavy-set man with a mullet and long sideburns running down his jawline. Rhonda said something and the man laughed, and Rem saw him put a hand on Rhonda’s knee.
Rem slid onto the bar stool beside her. “Party-pooping police.”
She turned, and her shoulders dropped. “Raymond squealed, didn’t he?”
“Only after you didn’t answer your door.”
She slid her beer closer. “I was hoping maybe I’d get another hour.”
Rem shook his head. “Nope. If this trip sucks for me, then it sucks for everybody.”
“That doesn’t seem fair.”
“Fair only counts when it’s got tents, carnival games, cotton candy, and livestock.” He patted the counter. “Pay the tab and let’s go.”
The man speaking to Rhonda leaned over the counter. “Maybe you aren’t paying attention, friend, but the lady wants to stay. So do yourself a favor and get lost.” He put a hand on Rhonda’s wrist. “Now, before I have you thrown out.”
Rhonda pulled her hand back. “It’s okay, Tex. He’s right. I should go.”
Tex took her hand again. “And I think you should stay.” He grinned at her. “We were just getting to know each other. Plus, I bought you a couple of beers.”
Rem sized Tex up. He was big but also overweight and intoxicated. He could take him in a fight but that was the last thing Rem wanted. “I don’t care if you bought her the bar and offered to name it after her, the lady is leaving.” He pulled out his badge and laid it on the counter. “Got it?”
Tex studied the badge and his expression shifted from uncertainty to bravado. “How do I know that’s real?”
Rem held his gaze. “One way to find out, but believe me, Tex, you better pray I’m lying, because if I’m not, you’ll be behind bars instead of in Charley’s, wishing you’d listened to that little voice in your head that should be saying ‘go home, sober up, and don’t piss off the cop.’”
“He’s not lying,” said Rhonda. “He is a cop. And his partner isn’t that far away.” She pulled her hand away again and patted Tex on the knee. “Thanks for the beers, though.”
Tex studied the badge and Rem again and grumbled at Rhonda. “I knew you were a waste of time.” He picked up a hat that was sitting on the bar and put it on.
“Like spending time with you was productive,” said Rhonda. She picked up her beer and took a drink.
Tex shot her and Rem an ugly look and walked away.
Rem breathed a sigh of relief. “You’re worried about your safety, and you come to a place like this and talk to a guy like that? What are you thinking?”
Rhonda picked at the damp napkin beneath her beer. “I told you. I don’t like alone time.”
“No. You told me you don’t like the quiet.”
“Same difference.”
“If you didn’t want to be alone, then why did you go to your room after we ate?”
She scoffed at him. “Because I could see it all over your face. Daniels’, too. I was driving you two nuts.”
“Didn’t mean you had to leave.”
“I prefer to be where my company is appreciated.”
Rem raised a brow. “And big Tex was the guy?” He snorted. “Did you tell him your conspiracy theories? Mention your critical testimony in an upcoming murder trial? Inform him of your litany of failed exes?”
She hesitated. “I haven’t been here that long and besides,” she shifted on her barstool, “he wasn’t a great listener.”
Rem dropped his jaw. “I’m shocked. He had listener written all over him.”
“Only when it came to you being a cop.”
“At least he had some smarts.” The bartender asked Rem if he wanted a drink. Rem waved him off and requested Rhonda’s bill. 
Rhonda pulled a credit card from her pocket and set it on the bar. “Am I really that bad?”
Rem considered what to say without hurting her feelings. “Rhonda, I’m not the best person to ask about these things.”
“You’re a guy, aren’t you?”
“Last I checked.”
“Well, then you know what I mean.”
Rem almost regretted coming to the bar to find her.
Rhonda rested her chin in her palm. “This Mikey of yours. What’s she like? What’s so special about her that isn’t special about me?”
Rem did his best not to react. He suspected she was tipsy and any expression he made could easily be misinterpreted by her. “That’s a complicated answer.”
She smacked his shoulder. “No, it’s not. You’re just too chicken to tell me.”
The bartender put down the bill. Rem saw she’d been charged for one beer, and he slid her credit card over.
She yanked on his arm. “Tell me the truth.”
Rem wished Daniels was there to get him out of this mess. “If I tell you, can we leave and go back to the hotel without any complaining?”
“Yes. I promise.”
He swiveled to face her. “Fine.” Thinking of Mikey, he wondered where to begin. “Other than Daniels, Mikey is my best friend. She and I can talk about anything and everything and have mature conversations even if we disagree. We can and have been vulnerable with each other about our darkest moments and we don’t judge each other for our numerous mistakes. I trust her with my life, and she trusts me with hers.” Rhonda studied the counter. “She wants the best for me, and I want the same for her. We’re a team and we look out for each other. Like Daniels, she’s my partner.”
Rhonda picked at her napkin again. “You don’t think I can be those things?”
Rem held back a grunt. “Outside of this case, Rhonda, I barely know you. And since Daniels and I picked you up, you’ve done nothing but spout off about crazy conspiracies and bizarre theories. You find someone who agrees with all of that and enjoys listening to you talk, you’ll be fine.” He had no idea if that was true, but he wanted to find a way out of the conversation.
She paused. “It’s not easy.”
“Nothing worth having is ever easy, especially love, but if you think big Tex is the answer, you’re barking up the wrong tree. I’m all for happy endings, but if you think Prince Charming is in Elmwood,” he waved a hand at the crowd of dancers, “you’ve had way too much to drink.”
“My ex lives near here, remember?”
“Is he from here?”
She shook her head.
“I rest my case.” The bartender returned and slid the receipt to Rem. He added a tip and told Rhonda to sign.
She glanced at it. “You’re a generous tipper.”
“Don’t tell me,” he said, sliding off the stool. “You don’t tip?”
“I tip,” she said, signing. “Just not people who work for the government. They get enough of my tax dollars.” She put the pen down, took the receipt and stood.
“This is Charley’s bar in Elmwood. About as far from the government as you can get.”
“How much you want to bet there’re cameras in here? Watching us right now?” They headed toward the exit as the band’s guitarist went into an excruciating rendition of Stairway to Heaven. Rem couldn’t get out of Charley’s fast enough. Rhonda waved her hand toward the band. “I bet whoever Charley is, he’s in cahoots with the feds and God knows who else.” She darted her gaze around. “I bet that fake reporter is around here too.”
Rem took her arm. “If you believe that, then why did you come here?”
She stopped at the door. “Because sometimes you have to stand up to it all.” She became animated. “If someone wants to watch me, let them. If they want to kill me, let them try.” She patted her chest. “I refuse to live in fear.”
Rem deduced that she was more than a little tipsy and opened the door. “All right, Wonder Woman. Good for you. Now let’s go.”
She walked out and he held her elbow. “You okay?” he asked.
Rhonda walked at an angle but then righted herself. “I guess I had more to drink than I thought.”
“Just so long as you can make it back to your suite on your own feet, and I don’t have to carry you. Your suitcase was bad enough.”
She giggled. “I can walk. I’m not that bad.”
Rem kept an eye on her as they stepped into the parking lot and headed toward the hotel.
“You know,” she said, “what you said about your girlfriend was really sweet.” She glanced at him. “Did I tell you she was lucky?”
“You did.” Rem guided her around a car.
“Good. People need to know that. Don’t you think? If they’re lucky?”
Having no idea what she was talking about, Rem agreed.
She snickered. “Darla’s not lucky though. I’m going to nail her ass to the wall.” She pointed. “And expose that sneaky reporter for her lies.”
“Good for you.”
Rem heard blaring music and turned to see a car turn into the parking lot behind them.
“And when I’m done with her, she’ll never work in this town, or any town, ever again.”
The car stayed behind them, and Rem got a closer look at it as it drove under a light in the lot. It was a blue corvette with bright orange and red flames painted on the hood. Unable to see the driver, he gently nudged Rhonda to the side so the car could pass. Recalling their earlier incident outside the park, he kept his eye on the corvette. It maintained a slow speed, though, so he wasn’t alarmed. Hearing the music, he wondered if it was the same car that had driven by the pool earlier.
Rhonda followed his direction but before she reached the curb, the engine roared, and the tires squealed. Rem turned and saw the muzzle of a gun poke through the slightly lowered passenger side window. Barely having time to react, he heard a volley of shots and tackled Rhonda to the ground. 
Rhonda screamed, the tires squealed away, and Rem looked up to see the car zoom down the lot and turn into the street. It slowed briefly, its taillights flickering, took a sudden turn, and then raced in the direction of the Elmwood Suites.




Chapter Fourteen


“I know, Mom. Thanks. I appreciate that.” Daniels sat on the edge of his dad’s bed and eyed his father who was sitting in the room’s wooden chair beside a similarly nicked table near the bed. He had a book and appeared to be reading. “Yeah. I will. Love you, too. Bye.” He hung up and lowered the phone. “Mom says to call her when we head out tomorrow morning.” 
Raymond nodded. “I will.”
Daniels stood and handed his dad his phone. He wondered if Rem was on his way back with Rhonda and pulled out his own phone to call him.
“What’d your mother have to say?”
Daniels hesitated. “I think you know. She’s upset we argued again. Said we should apologize.”
“Hmm. She said the same to me.” He flipped through another page in his book.
Seeing that his dad wouldn’t even look at him, Daniels didn’t allow himself to overreact. “I told her she was right. We should.”
Raymond finally looked up. “How many times have we done that to appease her?”
“Plenty. But it never seems to take.”
“We do it for your mother’s sake and it makes her happy.”
Daniels set his jaw. “What about doing it for me? Does that play into it at all?”
He closed the book. “Let’s not start this again.”
Daniels dropped his head, realizing his father was right. Pursuing the conversation would only lead to more fighting. “Fine.” He headed to the door. “I’ll see you in the morning.” He opened it but paused at the threshold.
Raymond set his book on the table. “What?”
Daniels thought about what Rem had said by the pool. Was now the time to tell his father that he wanted a relationship with him? He gripped the doorknob and his belly churned. He thought again of seeing his dad in the hotel restaurant. “Who, exactly, was that woman in the hotel?” It was not his plan to ask, but the question popped out of his mouth.
Raymond’s face shifted to anger, and he stood. “I told you. That’s none of your business.”
“Are you having an affair?”
Raymond clutched his stomach. “Is that what you think of me?”
“Are you?” Daniels wasn’t buying the shocked act at all. He’d seen it way too many times when he’d interrogated suspects. He pointed at his dad’s phone. “If I’d mentioned that I’d seen you with a woman in a restaurant this morning, would Mom have known about it?”
Raymond narrowed his eyes. “What I do or do not tell my wife is NONE of your concern. How dare you accuse me of something so…so…”
“True?”
Raymond gestured toward the door. “You need to leave, and I’m going to pretend we never had this conversation.”
Daniels debated how far to go. Something about his father’s outrage told him his dad was indeed hiding something. If the meeting had been an innocent one, his father would have had no issue with the question. He kept his cool and spoke calmly. “Dad, if there is something you need help with or if you’re in trouble…”
Angry, Raymond straightened and scowled. It reminded Daniels of his youth when he’d done something his father had disapproved of, and his dad would stand over and lecture him. “I am perfectly fine,” said Raymond. “I can take care of myself, and if you’d really wanted to help me—”
“I would have stayed,” finished Daniels. “Yeah. I’m familiar with that line.” A trickle of worry ran up his spine and for the first time, he wondered if his father had done something stupid. “We may not be close, but it doesn’t mean I don’t care. If you need—”
His father uncharacteristically cursed. “What I need is some air.” He pushed past Daniels, walked outside onto the sidewalk, and paced.
Seeing how agitated his father was, Daniels felt real concern. “What’s going on, Dad?”
“Nothing is going on.” His hands on his hips, he continued to pace. “I’m said I’m fine.”
“Clearly you are not.”
Raymond grumbled. “Go back to your room and wait for Aaron.”
“Dad…listen.” His phone rang and he saw it was Rem calling. “I…I just want…”
“I don’t care what you want, okay?”
Loud music blared, and Daniels turned to see a blue sports car turn into the parking lot and head their way. “Dad, please…”
“I said to leave it alone.” Raymond cursed again. “For once in your life, why can’t you do what I ask?” The phone stopped ringing.
Taken aback by his dad’s vehemence, Daniels backed off. “Fine. Sorry I bothered you.” The music blared louder as the car approached. Daniels could make out flames on the car’s hood. “I’ll just mind my own business and you can take care of your own mess.” The phone rang again. Rem was calling back. Frustrated, he answered and turned toward his room. “Yeah. I’m here. Did you get Rhonda?”
Sounding breathless, Rem yelled into the phone. “Blue corvette with flames on the hood playing loud music. Fired at us and headed your way. Take cover.”
Alarmed, Daniels swiveled back just as tires squealed and he saw the blue car speed toward them. Time seemed to slow as the car neared, the window cracked open, a muzzle of a gun appeared, and Daniels launched himself at his father just as gunfire erupted, obliterating the silence. His father’s bedroom window shattered, and glass rained down on them. His father grunted, and Daniels remained on top of him while the car sped away. “Stay down,” he yelled. Raising his head, he listened but didn’t hear the car or the music. His dad squirmed beneath him, and Daniels moved. “You okay? Are you hit?” He checked himself and then his dad. “Dad?”
His father groaned. “My shoulder and hip.”
Terrified his dad was shot, he sat up and checked him. “Where? How bad is it?”
His dad sat up. “They’re bruised. You hit me hard.”
Not seeing any blood or injuries, Daniels sighed in relief, but his heart pounded. “Thank God.”
“Are you okay?”
“I’m fine.” Daniels looked around. “Stay down. He might come back.”
Eyeing their surroundings cautiously, he saw Rem running toward them, pulling Rhonda by the arm. Daniels sat up, raced into his room, and grabbed his gun just as Rem returned, holding his own weapon.
Breathing fast, Rem looked at Raymond on the ground and the broken window. “You two okay?” He directed a pale-faced Rhonda, who was holding her side, into their room.
Daniels helped his dad up. “We’re okay. You?” Crunching over the broken glass, he guided his father to follow Rhonda. Rem followed and closed the door.
“I told you,” said Rhonda, looking a little green and sitting on the bed. “They’re trying to kill me.”
Composing himself, Daniels had to consider she might be right. He spoke to Rem. “That’s two shootings in one day. Somebody’s trying to tell us something.”
Rem pulled out his phone. “I think it’s time we got the message.” He put the phone to his ear. “I’m calling nine-one-one.”
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Annoyed, Rem paced in the lobby of the Elmwood Suites. Sheriff Hayes, the constable of the county, stood near the front counter where Janelle, her hair up in rollers and wearing a robe over her muumuu, watched the sheriff and smoked a cigarette.
The sheriff took notes while Daniels explained again what had happened outside his and Raymond’s rooms. Rem and Rhonda had already told the sheriff about their experience outside of Charley’s. The sheriff took lazy notes and looking weary, leaned a forearm on the counter. “You said it was a blue corvette with flames?”
Daniels closed his eyes for a second, muttered something, and opened them. “Yes.”
The sheriff nodded. “And someone in the vehicle shot at you and your father?”
Daniels offered a look of disbelief at Rem who shook his head. “Yes,” said Daniels. “As I said several times already.”
Trying to keep his anger at bay, Rem put his hands on his hips and continued to pace. After contacting nine-one-one, they’d routed his call t0 the local sheriff, and twenty minutes later, Sheriff Hayes had arrived.
Feeling like sitting ducks in their room, Rem and Daniels took Rhonda and Raymond and moved to the hotel’s lobby, where they could see who was coming and keep an eye out for the sheriff. Rem had rung the bell on the counter for a couple of minutes before Janelle had finally appeared in her rollers and robe, wondering what all the fuss was about. He’d told her what had happened, and she’d taken it in stride, as if a drive-by shooting was common in Elmwood.
Checking his watch, Rem noted it had been over an hour since the shooting and whoever had tried to kill them was now long gone.
“And he drove off? And you didn’t see the driver?” asked the sheriff.
“No, we didn’t see the driver or get a license plate,” said Daniels. He massaged his temples. “Sheriff, we are wasting a lot of time here. Whoever did this is dangerous, and he may try again.”
Rem stepped forward. “You need to put an APB on that car and start questioning people at Charley’s. Someone may have seen something that can identify this guy.”
The sheriff chewed the tip of his pen. “Oh, I know who he is.” He glanced at Janelle.
“Of course we do,” said Janelle, tapping her cigarette against the lip of an ashtray. Rem couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen an ashtray.
Daniels sputtered. “You know who this is? Then why don’t you arrest him?”
Rhonda, who’d been sitting on a worn sofa in the lobby, stood and approached the sheriff. “That man tried to kill me. He’s trying to stop me from testifying.” Rhonda had already explained to the sheriff about her importance in Darla Danovia’s upcoming trial, but the sheriff didn’t act impressed.
“No, he’s not.” The sheriff sighed, put his pen in his shirt pocket, and closed his notebook.
“What are you talking about?” asked Rem, incredulous. “Where are we?” He held out his hands. “The Land of the Lost?”
The sheriff straightened. “I realize you and your partner are from the big city with loads of technology, fancy equipment, and dangerous felons, but this is Elmwood fellas, so let’s take a breath.”
“Take a breath?” asked Daniels. “We just got shot at.”
“Welcome to Elmwood,” said Janelle.
“Excuse me?” asked Rem.
Janelle blew out smoke from between her lips. “You ruffled feathers, so they ruffled yours.”
Rem shot out a hand. “What is she talking about?”
Sheriff Hayes made eye contact with Janelle who shrugged back at him and took another puff of her cigarette.
“Can you please explain what is going on?” Daniels asked with a lot more patience than Rem could muster.
“That corvette with the flames?” asked the sheriff. “That belongs to Tommy Humphries. Everyone knows his car. You can hear it before you see it.”
“Tommy likes his music and tires big and loud,” said Janelle.
The sheriff hiked up his belt. “Tommy runs with a group of young men around here. They’re generally well-behaved but every now and then, like tonight, there’s a dust up.”
“A dust up?” asked Rem. “You’re calling this a dust up?”
The sheriff raised his brow. “One of Tommy’s friends is Bobby Schrader, otherwise known as Tex.” He eyed Rhonda. “Your friend at the bar.”
“He’s not my friend,” said Rhonda. Since being shot at, she’d sobered up quickly.
“Regardless,” said the sheriff, “after your little encounter at Charley’s, I suspect Tex decided to make a point. He called Tommy and decided to have a little fun at your expense.”
“Fun?” asked Daniels. “Sheriff, whoever this was shot real bullets at us. They could have killed someone.”
“I know it’s not what you’re used to, but again, this is Elmwood. You poke the bear, and you might get poked back.”
“Especially when it comes to Tommy and his buddies,” said Janelle, putting out the remains of her cigarette in the ashtray. “I’ve dealt with them a time or two. It wasn’t until I visited Tommy’s mama and told her if her kid bothered me again, I’d tell her husband about her lunchtime visits with her boss in suite two-sixteen.” She smiled. “Tommy backed off after that.”
Rem couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “None of this makes sense. If that was Tommy or Tex who fired at me or Rhonda, why go after Daniels?”
“This is a small town,” said the sheriff. “People know things. The minute you all left your car at Murray’s shop and checked in here, the grapevine was buzzing. You said you heard a car playing music drive by the pool. Tommy was probably curious.”
Rem looked at Janelle, who looked away, and he wondered if she was responsible for gossiping about their arrival. She likely didn’t have anything better to do.
“Tommy, or Tex, or both,” said the sheriff, “fired at you and headed straight for the hotel.” He spoke to Daniels. “Whether you and your dad were outside didn’t matter. They likely would have fired anyway.”
Daniels put a hand on the counter. “If this is true, what are you going to do about it?”
Janelle snorted. “Oh, they’re paying for those damages. Damn straight.”
The sheriff pulled on his belt buckle again. “I’ll go talk to them and figure this out. If they did this, and I suspect they did, I’ll bring ’em in, but they’ll make bail and will be out soon enough. If you all want to hang out in Elmwood long enough to press charges and see this through, then you’re welcome to. My advice though? Move along and let me handle it. I’ll let ’em know they went too far and make sure they pay for the window.” He nodded toward Janelle. “Miss Janelle here has been in this town thirty years and they’ll have to face her wrath too.” He scratched his neck. “She’s already pissed that this whole mess is keeping her from her beauty sleep.”
Janelle reached for another cigarette. “I’ll make sure they know not to treat visitors so poorly in the future.”
Rem scoffed and Rhonda flapped her arms. “Poorly?” she asked, her voice raised. “They could have killed me. And how do you know someone didn’t hire them to do just that? What if they’re still out there, waiting for another opportunity?” She stammered. “How do we know you two aren’t in on it, huh?”
Raymond, who’d been quiet up until then, sat up on the couch and put his head in his hands. “This is ridiculous.”
“I agree, Mr. Daniels,” said the sheriff. “I’m sorry this happened but I think you’re all safe now. Neither Tommy or Tex,” he eyed Rhonda, “nor I or Janelle, have anything to do with whatever trial you’re a part of. Hell, Tommy and Tex barely graduated high school.”
“Are they smart enough to take money to kill someone?” asked Rhonda.
“And drive the most recognizable car in Elmwood while doing it?” asked Janelle. “Seems foolish, even for a dimwit.”
“Tommy and Tex don’t strike me as the brightest bulbs in the chandelier,” said Rem.
“They’re not but they’re also not stupid enough to murder two policemen,” said the sheriff. “They just wanted to scare the daylights out of you.”
Rem could see any attempt to explain their concerns to the sheriff was pointless. The best they could hope for was to get some sleep and get out of town first thing in the morning. Whether or not Tommy and Tex actually committed the shooting would have to be handled by Sheriff Hayes because Rem had no desire to stay in Elmwood any longer than necessary. 
The sheriff picked up his wide-brimmed hat from Janelle’s counter. “Janelle told me she’s put you in new rooms. I suggest you go back to them, get some rest, pick up your car tomorrow and bid Elmwood a fond farewell.”
“Amen to that,” said Daniels.
“This is unbelievable,” said Rhonda. “You’re seriously not going to do anything?”
Rem took her arm when she approached the sheriff. “He’s right, Rhonda. Let’s just leave it be.”
She put her hands on her hips. “I told you. They work for the government. Both of them. I bet Darla is responsible for this.” She squinted at the sheriff and Janelle. “Did she put you up to it?” She jabbed out her finger. “Or was it a nosy reporter named Lexie Logan?”
“Who the hell’s Darla?” asked Janelle, puffing on her newly lit cigarette. “And this Lexie person?”
Daniels made eye contact with Rem. “Rem’s right, Rhonda. Let’s leave it be.”
The sheriff put his hat on. “I apologize for the rude welcome from the town of Elmwood.” He pulled a card out of his pocket and handed it to Rem. “Here’s my number if you have any more trouble but I doubt you will.” He ambled to the door. “You all have a nice night.”
“Night, Sheriff,” said Janelle. “See you at the bake fair Saturday.”
“Will do, Miss Janelle. I can’t wait to try your corn fritters.”
Janelle smiled at him. “They’re the best.”
The sheriff tipped his hat at them and left.
Raymond groaned and leaned back against the sofa cushions. “Can we go now?”
“Not just yet, Dad,” said Daniels, walking up to Rem. “What do you think?”
Janelle tapped her ashes again. “You all need anything else?”
Rem slid the sheriff’s card into his pocket. “We’re good. We’re just going to talk a few minutes before we head to our rooms.”
She stared at them for a second before shaking her head. “Suit yourself.” She returned to the back office and shut the door behind her.
“I don’t trust that woman at all,” said Rhonda. “If you ask me, she set this all up.”
Rem closed his eyes and tried to think. Something wasn’t adding up. Was Rhonda actually in danger or was there more going on? Or was the sheriff right and Rem had pissed off the wrong guy at Charley’s? He sat next to Raymond and put his elbows on his knees, his mind whirling.
Daniels walked across the room and grabbed two folded chairs amongst a group of them randomly leaning against the far wall of the lobby. He brought them over, unfolded both, and placed them in front of Rem and Raymond. “Have a seat, Rhonda.” He sat in one and she sat in the other.
“What are we going to do?” she asked. “Are we really going to act like this didn’t happen? It’s absolutely outrageous.”
“Let us think, Rhonda,” said Daniels.
Rem took a deep breath. “This whole thing reeks of something. I just don’t know what.”
Daniels nodded. “If we hadn’t already been shot at this morning, I might take the sheriff’s word for it and blame Tommy and Tex, but after all that’s happened, there’s got to be more going on.”
“Of course there is,” said Rhonda. “I’ve been trying to tell you. I’m in danger. Somebody wants me dead. Why won’t you believe me?”
Raymond sighed. “If somebody wanted you dead, Rhonda, it wouldn’t be that hard. They could have done it before you ever met up with my son and Aaron. Why wait for two policemen to show before they try to kill you? It seems counterproductive.”
“And why the shooting at the hotel this morning?” asked Rem. “You weren’t even with us yet.”
“None of it makes any sense,” said Daniels.
“What about almost getting run over in the street? I was there then,” added Rhonda. “And I was here tonight.” She gasped and clutched her chest. “That Tex guy could have been targeting me at the bar.”
“There’s another explanation,” said Raymond. “You’re not the target, Rhonda.” He tipped his head at Rem and Daniels. “They are.”
Rem had come to the same conclusion but hadn’t voiced it. 
“They are?” asked Rhonda. “Why them?”
Raymond pursed his lips. “It seems to come with the territory.”
“Whoa,” said Daniels. “Let’s not jump to conclusions. We can’t say that we’re the targets of anything.”
Rem thought about it. “If we are, whoever’s after us sucks at it. The hotel shooting this morning hit several other rooms besides ours. That car outside the park missed us, and our shooter this evening also missed, and assuming Tommy and Tex aren’t hitmen, the shooter stole a recognizable car to come after us.” He shook his head. “I don’t get it.”
“I know,” said Daniels. “Like Dad said, if we or Rhonda are the targets, it wouldn’t have been that hard to kill us. There are better ways to do it.”
“Maybe we are just having a lousy day,” said Rem.
“Or whoever is doing this has an agenda,” said Rhonda. She stared off. “What if there’s a bigger purpose behind all of it?”
“What could that possibly be?” asked Daniels.
Rhonda flapped her hands again. “I don’t know. Think. Maybe they are just trying to scare us. Maybe the earlier attacks were warnings. Maybe someone’s trying to get our attention to prevent me from testifying.” She paused. “It could be a sort of ‘stop what you’re doing or else’ kind of thing.”
Tired, Rem massaged his neck. “You think we should call Lozano again?”
“And tell him what? That we were shot at by two supposed locals? The only thing he can do is request reinforcements, but I don’t think our situation warrants that level of response.” Daniels shifted and his chair squeaked. “I think our best bet is to get on the road tomorrow and get out of here. We can call him on the way back.”
“Yeah,” said Rem. “My concern is tonight though.”
“You think they’d try again?” asked Daniels.
“Probably not, but we can’t assume anything. If it were just you and me, we could handle it, but if we have Rhonda and Raymond to consider.”
“Nobody’s after me,” said Raymond.
“No, but you’re with us,” said Daniels, “which puts you at risk.”
“Such a lovely profession you’re in,” said Raymond.
Daniels narrowed his eyes. “Don’t start, Dad.”
“I don’t want to sleep alone. We should stay in the same room,” said Rhonda.
“Probably smart, but that means someone’s sleeping on that disgusting carpet.” Daniels shuddered.
“Is there another hotel?” asked Raymond. “Maybe we could sneak out and go there?” He snorted. “Listen to me. I sound like a damn spy.”
“The problem is we don’t have a car,” said Daniels. “And even if we did, anywhere we go in this town, people are going to talk.”
“Maybe not.” An idea popped into Rem’s head. At first, it seemed silly but the more he thought of it, the better it sounded. “What if we had a place to stay no one would know about?”
“Where is this magical place and how exactly are we supposed to get there?” asked Daniels.
Rem spoke to Rhonda. “Your ex.”
“Which one?” asked Rhonda.
Rem rolled his eyes. “The Elmwood guy.”
Daniels’ eyes widened. “That’s a good idea. I’m definitely rubbing off on you.”
“Can you call him?” asked Rem. “Tell him you’re in the area and you need a place to crash tonight?”
Her jaw fell open. “Are you serious? I haven’t talked to him in…in months.”
“No time like the present,” said Daniels. “You remember his number?”
“I…uh…well, yes,” said Rhonda. “But I doubt he’s even at the house.”
“That may work better,” said Rem, “provided we can get inside. Hopefully, he’s got a key we can use.”
“He doesn’t use a key. He has a keypad.”
“Perfect,” said Daniels.
“But I don’t understand.” Rhonda waited for an explanation.
Raymond leaned toward her. “We either stay at his place, or we can huddle up in one hotel room and you get the floor, because I am taking a bed. And risk being shot at again. You get it now?”
Her eyes rounded. “You’d make me sleep on the floor?”
“I’m an old man with a bruised hip and shoulder. I get dibs.”
Rhonda huffed. “Fine. I got the message. Okay. I’ll call Phil, but I need a phone.”
Daniels pulled out his cell and held it.
“Are you crazy?” she asked. “You want everyone to know where we’re going? I need a landline. It’s not much better but it will do.” She stood.
“There’s one near the register up front,” said Rem. He stood along with Daniels. “Now we just need transportation.”
“Any ideas?” asked Daniels. “Because I don’t think there’s many rental opportunities in Elmwood.”
Rem headed toward the counter. “Maybe the town’s leading member can help us out.”
“Aah, yes.” Daniels tapped the side of his head. “Good point, Watson.” He joined Rem and rang the bell.
“I occasionally have them, Sherlock.”
Rhonda found the landline phone and pulled it toward her. “Here goes nothing.” She picked it up and dialed.
Daniels rang the bell consistently until Janelle swung the office door open and stuck her head out. Seeing them, her face fell. “Have I offended you in some way? Or is God punishing me for smoking an extra cigarette?”
Rem waved. “Hi, Janelle. One more thing before we turn in.”
She scowled and walked over. Rem got a strong whiff of cigarettes and almost winced. “What is it now?” she asked.
“We need a car,” said Daniels.
Her brow furrowed. “Do I look like a saleswoman?”
Raymond approached and stood behind Rem and Daniels.
“No,” said Rem. “But as one of the town’s high-ranking citizens, I bet you have a few connections.”
“At this time of night?” she asked. “Where do you plan on going?”
Rem eyed Daniels who shrugged. “I figure we’re in Elmwood,” said Daniels. “We could see the sights.”
She put her hand on her hip. “What sights?”
“I hear the gas station is nice this time of year,” said Rem.
“Absolutely,” said Daniels. “And don’t forget the laundromat.” He pointed at Rem. “Maybe if we’re lucky, we might see a washing machine.”
“This time of day? They’re probably sleeping.” He widened his eyes. “What about the bakery? If we get there early enough, we might see the elusive baker emerge and enter the shop.”
Daniels sucked in his breath. “That’s right. You think we’d be lucky enough to get a picture of his dough?”
“I hope so,” said Rem. He eyed Janelle. “But only if Miss Janelle here can get us some transportation.”
Janelle narrowed one eye. “If you see Nadine enter that bakery before nine a.m., then your luck’s changing.”
“Good to know,” said Rem. “We’ll cross our fingers.”
“And say some prayers,” added Daniels.
Janelle crossed her arms. “Are you two on something?”
“It’s called denial,” said Raymond, “with a touch of insanity.”
Daniels smirked at his dad.
“The point, Janelle,” said Rem, “is we need a car and where we’re going is none of your beeswax.”
“How am I supposed to get you a car?” she asked. “Besides, you already have one in the shop. Why do you need another?”
“We just need it for tonight,” said Daniels. “We’ll bring it back first thing in the morning, good as new.”
“We’ll even top it off with gas,” said Rem. He held up two fingers. “Scout’s honor.”
“I keep telling you. It’s three fingers,” said Daniels.
“Right.” Rem added a finger and waited. “Any ideas, Janelle?”
Raymond pulled out his wallet. “I’ll give you a hundred dollars for twelve hours’ use of any car that can take four people plus our luggage.” He pulled out a crisp bill. “No questions asked.”
“What he said,” said Rem.
Janelle eyed the money. “Make it two hundred.”
“Seriously?” asked Daniels.
“You want a car at a moment’s notice?” she asked. “You pay for the privilege.”
“Fine,” said Raymond. He pulled out another crisp bill and put it on the counter.
“You’ll get reimbursed, Dad,” said Daniels.
“I don’t care. I just want to get out of here.” Raymond put his wallet away.
Janelle took the money, folded it, and tucked it inside her muumuu. She eyed Rhonda. “Who’s she talking to?”
Rem looked down the counter to see Rhonda smiling into the phone, her fingers playing with the phone cord, and talking softly. He hoped that meant she was making progress with her ex. “Santa Claus.”
Janelle snorted at him, opened a drawer, and pulled out a set of keys. “You can take Roy’s car. It’s out front. Brown with a dented fender.” She tossed the keys down and Daniels picked them up. “It ain’t fancy but it runs. Just have it back here in the morning or Roy’s gonna pitch a fit if he comes home and sees it’s gone.”
“Thank you,” said Daniels.
“You’re a good woman, Janelle,” said Rem. “You can tell Tommy’s mama I said so.”
She flicked some ashes off her muumuu. “Just get the hell out of my hair.”
“You got it, Janelle. You’re the best,” said Daniels. “Along with your corn fritters.”
Without even looking back, she returned to her office and closed the door.
“One goal achieved, one to go,” said Rem, turning toward Rhonda.
“Thanks, Dad,” said Daniels.
“Just get me on that plane tomorrow,” said Raymond. “That’s all I ask.”
“Will do,” said Daniels.
They walked toward Rhonda, who was still on the phone. She smiled again and giggled. Seeing them approach, she turned and spoke softly again. “Okay,” she said. “Thank you so much, Phil. You’re the best.” She paused. “Yeah. I will. Take care. Bye.” She hung up, still smiling.
“That obviously went well,” said Rem. “Are we in?”
Rhonda pushed the phone back with a sigh and grinned at them. “We’re in.”




Chapter Fifteen


Rem drove down the dark country road illuminated only by the car’s headlights. “How much farther?” 
Rhonda was looking out the window. “I’m not sure. Keep going.”
“I don’t see any mailboxes,” said Daniels.
“It’s there. I promise. That’s where you turn.”
“Are you sure we haven’t missed it?” asked Rem. They’d been on the quiet road for over twenty minutes. After locating Roy’s car, they’d driven to their rooms and picked up their luggage. Keeping an eye out for the corvette, they’d left the hotel, returned to the highway, driven out of Elmwood and found the road leading to Phil’s. They’d been on it ever since.
“It’s been a while since I’ve been here, plus it’s dark,” said Rhonda.
“I’ve got the brights on.” Rem watched the road. Other than a few cars on the main highway, once they’d turned off of it, they’d seen nothing other than deer and rabbits scamper away once the lights hit them. “We’ve got to be close.”
“There’s a mailbox coming up,” said Raymond.
Rhonda leaned closer to look out Raymond’s window. “That’s it. Turn here.”
Rem slowed and turned onto a pebbled road. He passed big trees and lots of brush before it opened up into a wide circular drive and a large two-story, wood-paneled ranch style house with a big front porch came into view.
Rem whistled. “Nice house.” He pulled up to the front and parked.
“Way better than the Elmwood Suites,” said Daniels.
“What exactly does Phil do?” asked Raymond.
“He owns his own company. Something to do with electronics.” Rhonda popped her door open and stepped out.
“Obviously, he’s successful.” Raymond got out of the car.
Standing and stretching, Rem looked around. The dark house sat on a large lot with plenty of trees and from what he could see in the moonlight, lots of property behind it. The driveway led farther back to another structure separate from the house. “What’s that?” he pointed.
“That’s what Phil calls his shop,” said Rhonda. “Basically it’s a large garage with Phil’s boat, assorted equipment, a workspace and a four-wheeler.”
“How big is the property?” asked Daniels. Rem had popped the trunk, and Daniels pulled his dad’s suitcase out of it.
“Maybe ten acres, I think.” Rhonda grabbed Rem’s backpack, and Rem hauled out her heavy suitcase.
“Nice little home away from home,” said Raymond. He started rolling his bag toward the front door.
Carrying Rhonda’s luggage, Rem listened to the croak of frogs as they stepped onto the porch. The moonlight cast shadows across the yard and a light wind rustled the tree branches. He imagined taking Mikey here for a romantic weekend and how much fun it would be. He made a mental note to plan a getaway once he got home.
Rhonda approached the entry, opened a squeaky screen door, and punched the buttons on a keypad below the knob. Rem heard a click and the sound of the locks disengaging, and Rhonda opened the door.
They walked inside the dark house and Rhonda flipped on a light, illuminating a large interior front room with big cozy furniture and a kitchen with wide countertops and shiny stainless-steel appliances. Opposite the kitchen was a small den with a TV and Rem could see a screened-in back porch beyond that.
Rem set Rhonda’s suitcase down. “Way better than Elmwood Suites.”
Rhonda tossed Rem’s backpack onto the couch. “Phil said there’s not much to eat but to help ourselves with whatever’s here. There’s a main bedroom downstairs and three upstairs.”
Daniels closed the door and locked it. “All we need is to sleep in peace.”
“I claim the downstairs bedroom,” said Rhonda.
“Of course you do,” said Raymond.
Rhonda frowned. “Hey. If it wasn’t for me, we wouldn’t be here right now.”
“It’s fine,” said Raymond. “Probably for the best anyway.” He headed toward a stairway off the front room. “The boys will stay upstairs. You can have the down.”
Rhonda hesitated. “You mean I’ll be down here all by myself?”
“You worried?” asked Rem. “No one knows we’re here, other than Phil.”
Rhonda crossed her arms and held her elbows. “Still. It’s kind of creepy being down here alone.”
Daniels set his overnight bag on the floor and sighed at Rem. “You think we need to keep watch?”
Rem walked back to the front windows. He found the light switch and turned off the interior lights. Without the glare and with the moonlight, he could see Roy’s car, the driveway running through the trees, and a snippet of the road they’d turned off of. As much as he wanted to just turn in and sleep, he couldn’t forget the sound of blaring music, squealing tires, and booming gunfire. “It’s not a bad idea. I know we’re probably safe, but I thought the same when we checked into the hotel.”
Daniels nodded. “I’ll take the first four hours. You take the second. You and Dad head up and I’ll wake you when it’s your turn.”
“Okay.” Rem flipped the light switch again. The lights didn’t come on but a fire in the fireplace ignited and soft music began to play. “Wow. That’s a nice feature.”
“That’s Phil,” said Rhonda. “He likes his gadgets.”
Rem flipped the switch and the music and fire turned off. Daniels turned on a lamp beside the sofa and soft light filled the room.
“No wonder you like him,” said Rem. “Guy’s got some moves.”
She smiled. “He does.”
“Something tells me the romance might still have some life,” said Daniels.
Rhonda smiled bigger. “Maybe. Who knows? He was awfully sweet on the phone though.”
“Well, once we’re out of here, we’ll send him a big thank you note,” said Rem. “You can deliver it personally.”
“Maybe I will,” she said, still grinning.
“And you won’t be alone tonight,” said Daniels. “One of us will stay down here. We’ll keep an eye out.”
Rhonda sighed. “Thank you. That makes me feel better.”
“Can we go to bed now?” asked Raymond.
“Sure, Dad,” said Daniels. “See you in the morning.”
Raymond ascended the stairs, and Rhonda lugged her suitcase into her room. “Good night.”
“Night,” said Rem. He turned toward Daniels. “You good?”
“I’m good. Just keep your phone by the bed.”
“You plan on texting love notes?”
“Only if an intruder gets frisky.”
Rem eyed the windows again. “You think we’re safe?”
Daniels stared outside. “Only time will tell. I’ll make sure we’re all locked up though.” He rubbed his face. “Go get some sleep.”
Watching but seeing nothing suspicious, Rem nodded, grabbed his backpack, and headed toward the stairs. “See you in four hours.”
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Trying to stay awake, Daniels blinked his heavy lids. Sitting on the couch, he pulled a blanket he’d found in a closet over himself. The room was chilly but with the blanket he was comfortable. Watching the windows, he perked up when headlights flickered from the road through the trees but continued past the house. After sitting there for two hours, it was the fourth car he’d seen. One had actually slowed enough for Daniels to reach for his gun, but then it had sped up and kept on going. After several quiet minutes passed with no activity, Daniels guessed it had been another driver looking for the correct mailbox. Maneuvering around here at night without knowing where you were was stressful at best, scary at worst. They’d been in enough survival situations out in the middle of nowhere and Daniels was wary. At least here they had cell service and weren’t too far from town, but he remained on alert.
His eyes closing and starting to doze, he smacked his cheeks, looking forward to his turn to hit the bed. Realizing he had to get up and move or he was going to fall asleep, he tossed the blanket off and stood. He stretched and did some jumping jacks, trying to get the blood flowing. Feeling a little better, he headed into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. Phil was right. There wasn’t much other than some condiments, hot sauce and bottled water. He grabbed one of the bottles and closed the fridge. Looking around, he opened drawers and cupboards, just for something to do. Then he found the pantry and spotted an unopened bag of potato chips on one of the near-empty shelves. Thinking Rem would be happy when it was his turn to watch, he grabbed the bag and opened it and the water bottle. Munching a chip, he looked for some napkins and spied a fancy cappuccino machine on the counter. Thinking how good a cappuccino would taste, he studied the machine, wondering if he could figure out how to use it.
It had an array of levers, buttons and dials and Daniels wondered why it was so convoluted to make a cup of coffee. Realizing he needed beans, he opened drawers until he found one with three bags of the same type of coffee bean from a small town in Columbia. He pulled one out. “Phil likes his coffee.” Thinking Phil and Rem would get along fine, he set the bag on the counter and realized he’d have to grind the beans, which would be noisy. Rhonda was in the next room, his dad was a light sleeper, and the sound of grinding coffee beans would be like an alarm clock to Rem.
Deciding against it, he returned the bag and saw a canister beside it. He pulled it out, opened it and smiled when he saw and smelled the coffee grounds. “Bingo. You’re a good man, Phil.”
He closed the drawer and figured out how and where to add the grounds and the water. He also found a mug and set it under the nozzle. Wanting steamed milk, but figuring that would also be loud, he picked the setting for an Americano and hit the button. The machine began to whir, a light flashed, and espresso began to drip into his mug. Sighing with satisfaction, he ate a chip and waited. It didn’t take long and when it was done, he took his mug, chips, and water over to the couch and set them on the coffee table. A little more awake, he sat and sipped the rich coffee. The intense flavor rolled over his tongue, and he sighed, knowing Rem would be thrilled to hear about this little feature. Daniels settled back onto the couch, grabbed the blanket, and reached for another chip when movement beyond the porch caught his eye. 
He froze, watching a shadow creep across the corner of the far window. His heart rate picked up and he told himself not to assume anything. It could easily be a deer, raccoon, or bobcat. The shadow grew though, and Daniels cursed, grabbed his gun, and slid off the couch onto the floor. He crawled carefully toward the front and stopped to the side of one of the windows and waited. His heart officially pounding, he heard a footstep on the outside stairs and saw the shadow grow larger and darker and from his viewpoint, guessed someone was peering inside.
He eyed his cellphone which was sitting on the side table beside the couch. Unable to text Rem, he debated his options. Yell and wake everyone up but likely scare away the visitor or wait and see if he could find out who it was and possibly subdue the person himself. If it was just Tommy and Tex trying to scare them again, Daniels could handle them, but logically, he didn’t think it was either of them. Whoever this was must have followed them, or Phil had invited someone else to stay. Daniels hoped it wasn’t another girlfriend.
Breathing slowly and not moving, he heard another footstep and then the creak of the screen door opening. That got his attention. If the lock disengaged, he’d have to make a split decision as to what to do. He knew he’d have no choice but to go on the offensive. If someone was trying to kill Rhonda, or him and Rem, he’d use force to protect everyone.
A couple of seconds passed, and the screened door creaked again, and he heard it close. More footsteps walked down the porch. Daniels peered out and saw the shadow moving away. Staying low, he crawled out and made it to the front door. It was solid wood and wouldn’t reveal his presence. He stood behind it, still debating what to do. The shadow drifted farther away, and Daniels quietly unlocked the door. If he could open it, get outside, and surprise their guest, he might be able to apprehend the intruder without anyone getting hurt. 
It occurred to him though, that whoever was out there might not be alone. Concluding that attempting this by himself wasn’t smart, he took a step to retrieve his phone when the shadow returned and moved across the window toward Daniels.
Daniels pressed himself against the door, hoping he couldn’t be seen. Gripping his gun, he heard the slow footsteps return to the entry. His mind racing and trying to slow his thumping heart, he held his breath when he heard the screen creak again. Whoever was out there was right outside the door.
Hearing a button on the keypad being depressed, Daniels realized it was now or never. Bolstering himself, he raised his weapon, whirled around, grabbed the doorknob, flung the door open and yelled at the top of his lungs. “Freeze. Police. Don’t move.”
Wearing a dark coat with the hood pulled up, the person shrieked and held up their hands. “Don’t shoot. Don’t shoot.” It was too dark to see the person’s face.
“Move away from the door.” He kicked the screen before it could close, and it shot back and banged against the outside wall. Holding his weapon on the intruder, he stepped outside. “Turn around. Hands raised.”
“Okay. Okay,” screamed a woman. “Don’t shoot me.”
Lights came on in the house, and Rem flew down the stairs and into the living room. He was barefoot and shirtless but wearing his jeans and holding his weapon. “Daniels. You okay?”
Rhonda screeched from somewhere. “What’s going on?”
“Get back, Rhonda,” yelled Rem. “Stay in your room.” He joined Daniels on the porch. “What the hell is going on?” he asked breathlessly. Seeing the person on the porch, he aimed his weapon. “Who the hell are you?”
“Someone who decided to take a little stroll on our porch.” Daniels took a step forward. “You alone?”
The woman nodded. “Yes. I’m alone.” Her voice shook.
“I’ll take a look around,” said Rem. He turned and headed in the other direction.
“You armed?” asked Daniels.
“No,” she said, her voice shaky.
Daniels noticed she had a bag slung over shoulder. “Set the bag down. Nice and easy.”
Raymond shouted from inside. “What’s happening?”
“Stay inside, Dad,” said Daniels. “Don’t come out here.”
Raymond grumbled. “Why the hell can’t we just get some sleep?”
Her hands trembling, the woman slowly lowered her bag to the floor.
“Get on your knees,” said Daniels. “Keep your hands where I can see them.”
She slowly got to her knees.
Rem returned. “I don’t see anyone else.”
“I’m alone,” she said. “I swear.”
“Who are you?” asked Rem.
“Ray,” asked Rhonda from inside. Her voice grew louder. “Are you out there?”
“I’m on the stairs,” answered Raymond.
“Both of you stay inside,” said Daniels.
Rem grabbed the woman’s bag and brought it over.
“Listen,” said the woman. “I didn’t mean any harm.”
“What are you doing sneaking around here at night and trying to open the door?” yelled Daniels.
Rem dug through the bag. “I got a wallet.” He pulled out a small handgun. “And a gun.”
“I thought you said you weren’t armed,” yelled Daniels.
“I meant I wasn’t holding the gun or using it,” she yelled back. “But I have a permit. I swear.”
Rhonda and Raymond came to the door. “What is happening?” asked Rhonda. “Is that the person trying to kill me?”
Daniels kept his gun on the woman. “What part of ‘stay inside’ did you two miss?”
Rem dropped the gun back in the bag and opened the wallet.
“I’m not here to hurt anyone,” said the woman. “I just have some questions for Rhonda, or should I say Denise?”
Rhonda gasped.
His eyes wide, Rem lowered the wallet. “You’re not going to believe this.”
“No,” said Rhonda. “It can’t be.”
“What is it?” asked Raymond.
Rem walked over, grabbed the woman’s arm, pulled her up and turned her toward the group. He yanked down her hood. “Guess who’s joined the party?”
Daniels stared in shock when he recognized Lexie Logan.




Chapter Sixteen


“The reporter from the hotel?” asked Raymond. 
“I don’t believe it,” said Rhonda.
“You and me both,” said Daniels, still holding his gun on Lexie.
Rem set Lexie’s bag on the porch and patted her down to ensure she didn’t have another weapon. Satisfied she didn’t, he escorted her into the house. Daniels put his gun away and followed.
“You’re bringing her inside?” asked Rhonda, stepping away from the door. “What for?”
“What do you want us to do?” asked Rem. “Cuff her to a tree and hope a bear eats her?” He sat Lexie on the couch.
“Yes,” said Rhonda. She glared at Lexie. “That’s a great idea.”
Daniels closed and locked the door. “Based on how this trip is going, it’s not out of the question.”
Smelling coffee, Rem picked up Daniels’ mug from the coffee table. He eyed it and Daniels. “Is this coffee? Are you holding out on me?”
Daniels smirked. “Yes. In the thirty seconds you’ve been downstairs, I intentionally hid my secret cup of coffee from you.”
Rem handed the mug to Daniels. “Might as well finish it. I suspect we’re not getting much more rest tonight.”
“Speak for yourself,” said Raymond.
Daniels took a big swig of his coffee. “Dad, you and Rhonda can go back to bed if you want.”
“You expect me to sleep with her in the house?” asked Rhonda, waving at Lexie.
“I want to know what she’s doing here,” said Raymond. “What story is worth all this?”
Lexie glared at all of them but didn’t say a word.
Rem headed into the kitchen, set his gun on the counter, flipped on the light, and spotted the cappuccino machine. His heart raced with anticipation. “Look at you, you big, beautiful thing.” He almost hugged it.
“You want to maybe interrogate our intruder before you marry the cappuccino-maker?” asked Daniels.
Rem started digging through the cupboards. “You want me at my best? Let me get some coffee.” He smiled when he found a mug. Studying the machine, he slid the mug in, hit a few buttons, and it started to whir.
“That didn’t take you long,” said Daniels.
“Remallas and coffee machines are like great partnerships. You can’t have one without the other and I can read each like a book.”
Daniels rolled his eyes. “That goes both ways.”
“Didn’t say it didn’t.” Waiting for the espresso to finish dripping, Rem dug around for some sugar. “I know we won’t have cream, but any idea where the sugar is, Rhonda?”
“Sugar?” asked Rhonda. “You want sugar? This woman is dangerous. Who cares about the sugar?”
“You want him at his best? Then tell him where it is,” said Daniels.
“I don’t know,” said Rhonda. “Maybe the pantry.”
Rem opened the pantry doors and smiled when he spotted a glass jar containing what appeared to be sugar. He shook, studied, opened, and sniffed it. “Got it.”
“Are we just going to stand here while Aaron gets his coffee?” asked Raymond.
Rem found a spoon and dumped a generous amount of sugar in his mug. “You want some Raymond?”
“Are you kidding? At this hour?” asked Raymond. “I’ll be up all night.”
Rem set the sugar down, pulled out his mug and stirred it. “Suit yourself.” He set the spoon in the sink and took a sip. The rich flavor tingled on his tongue and his whole body perked up. “I think I’m in love with Phil.”
Daniels grunted with impatience. “You can fight Rhonda for him. Can we get back to our intrepid reporter now?”
Rem took another sip and returned to the front room. “You got it.” He retrieved his gun and stood beside the couch. “Although something tells me she doesn’t feel like talking.”
Daniels took another sip of his own coffee. “How did you find us?” he asked Lexie.
“Who hired you?” asked Rhonda. “Was it Darla? Or someone she knows?” She took a step toward the couch. “Why are you trying to kill me?”
Lexie snorted. “Kill you? Wow. You’re good.”
“You have a gun in your purse,” said Rhonda. “You tried to break in. You followed us. And I’m the one you’re accusing?” She pointed. “I’m not the one lying and breaking the law.” She eyed Daniels. “You need to arrest her.”
“That’s all you do is lie,” said Lexie.
Rhonda’s eyes rounded. “Who are you really?”
Lexie didn’t back down. “A reporter who’s on a story. Your story. And once I prove who you really are, then we’ll see who belongs in jail.”
Rhonda sneered. “This whole thing is crazy. You’re crazy.” She stomped over to Rem. “Are you going to just let her get away with this?”
Rem took another decent gulp of his coffee. Feeling sufficiently alert after his abrupt wake up call, he raised a brow at Daniels, who shook his head. Rem set his coffee cup on the side table. “First of all, nobody’s getting away with anything.” He went to slide his gun into his waistband and realized he was only wearing jeans. “Why don’t you start?” he said to Daniels. “I’m going to throw on a shirt.” He headed toward the stairs.
“Don’t do anything on my account,” said Lexie.
Rem glanced back in surprise and Rhonda scoffed loudly. “Are you for real?” she asked. “You should be in handcuffs and you’re hitting on him? He’s got a girlfriend.”
“A girl can look,” said Lexie. “And don’t tell me you haven’t because if you do then that’s proof you’re a liar.”
Rem grinned. “I had no idea I was such a distraction.”
“Oh, brother,” said Daniels with a sigh. “Would you just go put something on?”
Rem chuckled at Daniels’ annoyance. “Be right back.” He ran upstairs, threw on a T-shirt and his shoes, attached the holster for his gun and cuffs, and returned downstairs where he heard Daniels ask Lexie how she’d found them.
Lexie crossed her arms. “I followed you to Elmwood.”
Rem returned to his coffee and picked it up. “You were behind us all the way from Los Angeles?”
“Not exactly.” Lexie hesitated. “I, uh, put a tracker on your car.”
Rem lowered his coffee. “You did what?”
“Unbelievable,” said Rhonda.
“It’s actually pretty smart,” said Raymond.
“Be quiet, Dad,” said Daniels.
Lexie crossed her arms. “By the time I arrived in Elmwood, I saw you at the mechanic shop. I watched you get your bags and walk to the Elmwood Suites. After you checked in, I did too. I got a room not far from yours, but I watched you from the parking lot. I figured once you went to bed, I would catch a few hours and then be up before you, and I’d follow you to San Diego.”
“You’ve been spying on us the whole time?” asked Rem, incredulous. “Why?”
Lexie nodded toward Rhonda. “I’ve been watching her, wondering who she’s in communication with and what she’s up to.”
Rhonda narrowed her eyes. “You know exactly what I’ve been up to. I’ve been fighting for my life after your attempts to kill me.”
“Nobody is trying to kill you and you know it,” said Lexie.
“Did you happen to miss the shots that were fired at us tonight?” yelled Rhonda. “If you’re a real reporter, why don’t you report on that instead of fake news?” She paused. “Unless that was you who fired at us.”
Rem waited for Lexie to answer. “It’s a good question,” he said.
“Did you shoot at us tonight, Lexie?” asked Daniels.
Lexie straightened. “No. I did not.”
“Then you must have seen who did,” said Daniels. “If you were in the lot, you saw the car and whoever shot at me and my dad.”
“I saw it, but I didn’t see who was driving,” said Lexie.
“Why didn’t you come forward as a witness?” asked Rem.
“And what good would that have done?” asked Lexie. “The whole point of staying behind the scenes is to find out what Denise is up to.”
“It’s Rhonda,” said Rhonda. “I am not Denise.”
Lexie laughed sarcastically. “I wouldn’t be surprised if she arranged the shooting herself.”
Rhonda dropped her jaw and threw out her hands. “Why would I arrange for someone to shoot at ME?” She put her hand on her head. “The whole reason I asked for these two to escort me was for protection because I feared this very thing. And now it’s happening and you’re trying to lay all the blame at my feet when you get caught red-handed? It’s pretty clever but it’s not going to work.”
Rem eyed the two women, trying to size them up, and by the look on Daniels’ face, he was doing the same.
Raymond groaned. “I give up. I’m going to get some of that coffee.” He headed into the kitchen.
“Is there any booze in that kitchen, Ray?” asked Rhonda, “because I think I could use some.”
Rem considered adding something stronger to his coffee but thought better of it. He watched Lexie, trying to determine her truthfulness. “How did you find this house? I was careful on the way here. I didn’t see you following.”
Lexie poked her fingernail at the couch’s armrest. “I saw you leave the hotel after talking to that sheriff and you were in a different car. I followed but stayed back so you wouldn’t see me. I saw you turn off the highway, but I kept going. I knew if I turned to follow, you’d be suspicious. After I passed the turn, I did a U-turn, went back, and headed down the same road as you. I kept an eye out for your car, hoping you’d be in a nearby house. I thought I’d lost you when I got lucky and spotted your vehicle parked in the driveway. I kept going, parked farther down, and then walked up through the woods. When I saw everything was dark and quiet, curiosity got the better of me and I decided to get a better look.”
“So you decided to break in?” asked Daniels.
“I wasn’t going to break in.”
“I heard you punch a button on the keypad.”
“I was curious.” Lexie fell back against the cushions. “In hindsight, that was stupid.”
“You think?” asked Daniels.
“That’s all nonsense,” said Rhonda. “She was trying to get in, hoping to find us all asleep so she could kill me, and maybe all of you, too.”
“That’s not what I was doing,” said Lexie.
“Isn’t it?” asked Rhonda.
“You’ve got to admit, Miss Logan,” said Rem. “It doesn’t look good.” He raised her bag from the floor. “You’re armed. You’ve been following us. You snuck up at night and tried to enter the house. You say you’re a reporter, but we have no way to verify that…”
“…and ever since you’ve been following us, strange things have been happening. We’ve been shot at and almost run over,” said Daniels.
The coffee machine whirred. “I think I figured it out,” said Raymond from the kitchen. “I’m either getting coffee or a margarita. Let’s find out which.”
“If there’s a margarita setting on that thing,” said Rem, “then I want that machine for Christmas.” He shot a look at Daniels. “You paying attention?”
“Absolutely,” said Daniels, his face flat. “Because your Christmas list always takes precedence over our survival.”
“I didn’t shoot at you or try and run you over,” said Lexie. “And if you think I did, you’re as stupid as Denise.”
“I am NOT Denise,” yelled Rhonda.
“Do you have any proof other than a ticket stub that she masquerades as Denise Simmons?” asked Rem. “And that she’s in cahoots with the Danovia crime family?”
“No,” said Lexie. “Not yet at least. But I’m working on it.”
Daniels finished his coffee and set the cup on the coffee table.
“You can try all you want but you’ll fail,” said Rhonda. “If anyone’s working for any crime family, it’s you. Someone hired you to scare me away.” She leaned toward Lexie. “You say I was hired to kill Paul Danovia when the truth is, his family hired you to keep his wife out of prison. You’re probably not even a reporter.” She took a step closer. “You’re just lying your ass off to protect yourself and throw these two,” she gestured at Rem and Daniels, “off your scent.”
Raymond came around the counter, sipping his drink. “It’s not a margarita.”
“Too bad,” said Rem. “We could all use one right now.” Exasperated, he spoke to Daniels. “What do you think?”
Daniels rubbed his neck and stretched. “I think I’m tired.” He blew out a heavy breath. “The problem is, Lexie, is even if Rhonda is Denise, there’s no law against her using another name to fly to New York.”
“There’s a law against perjury,” said Lexie. “If you think you’re going to get to the truth with her on the stand, I want some of what you’re smoking. She killed Paul Danovia, either at the request of someone in his family or because he rejected her.”
Rhonda sputtered. “I can’t believe we are still talking about this.” She pointed at Lexie’s purse. “Check her bag and find her phone. I bet she’s got listening devices and is recording this whole thing.” She glared at Lexie. “If it’s not the Danovias or Darla, then you must work for the government. Who is putting you up to this? Because it sounds like this is way bigger than Darla. Who hired you?”
“I work for myself,” said Lexie. “No one hired me.”
“I thought you worked for The Independent?” asked Raymond. “That’s what you told us.”
Lexie’s face fell. “I may have claimed that, but I’m freelance.”
“Another lie?” asked Rhonda, with a scoff. “If you three can’t see through her, then you’re all idiots. And you two,” she waved her finger between Rem and Daniels, “have no business in law enforcement.”
Rem raised his hand. “Just cool your jets, Rhonda.” The whole perjury insinuation had him on edge. He directed another question at Lexie. “How did you conclude that Rhonda killed Paul? There’s no evidence to support it.”
Lexie bounced her knee. “I’m a reporter. I have a nose for these things. When I heard that Paul Danovia had been murdered and his wife accused, I went to see Darla in jail. I thought it would be a great story if I could get her to talk. But she surprised me. I found her to be straight-forward and honest, and I believed her.”
“Her alibi doesn’t check out,” said Daniels. “We investigated.”
“And we have a nose for these things too,” said Rem.
“Not this time you don’t,” said Lexie. “After talking to Darla, I kept digging. I even went to New York and asked around about the Danovias. I heard a few things, and no one would go on record, but there was a suggestion that Leo Danovia blamed Paul for his incarceration. He didn’t retaliate at first because he didn’t have proof, but something happened that convinced him Paul was to blame.” She jutted her chin toward Rhonda. “That’s when she was hired.”
Rhonda snorted and stretched out her arms. “Unbelievable.”
“She took the time to scope out the Danovias,” said Lexie. “Even went so far as to rent a house across the street. She watched them and kept track of their habits. Maybe she slept with Paul to get close or maybe she liked him, I don’t know, but she planned the whole thing.”
“How did she plan for Darla not to have an alibi?” asked Rem.
“My guess? Darla liked to sneak off to the dollar movies on occasion. She never even told her husband because he’d want to go with her. It was her escape from an unhappy marriage. Rhonda scoped out the theater and knew the cameras didn’t work or disabled them herself.”
Rhonda laughed. “Do you hear yourself? I don’t even like technology, much less know how to disable it.”
“That’s a lie too,” said Lexie. “You knew Darla would be out of the house. You probably watched her leave. Then you snuck in, killed Paul, and left. When the cops arrived, you became the convenient witness to say Darla was home, when she wasn’t.”
Rhonda groaned and put her hands to her face. “Do you realize how unlikely that scenario is? Anybody could have seen her at the theater, but no one did.”
Lexie sneered. “That’s because you or somebody else scared them off or paid them well.”
Rhonda lowered her hands. “So now I work with someone else? You have quite the imagination. Maybe you should work for Disney.” Her shoulders fell and her voice softened. “All I did was tell the truth about what I saw. And now you come out of nowhere with all your crazy theories to discredit me. But I stand by the truth. Darla was home when her husband was murdered.”
Daniels studied Lexie. “Your version is quite the story, but you need proof.”
Lexie slumped against the cushions. “Like I said. I’m working on it.”
“See?” said Rhonda. “She’s making things up as she goes along. What she really wants is the headline. This sort of thing would make front-page news, wouldn’t it?” She chuckled at Lexie. “Something like this would get you noticed. Is that your aim? To get hired by the Times or the Post?”
Lexie glared back at Rhonda. 
Rhonda put her hands on her hips. “Or are you one of those reporters who’s fallen from grace? You used to work somewhere but screwed up and got fired. And now you’re trying to break the story that will get you back in the game. Is that what this is all about?”
Lexie set her jaw.
“Or worse, you’re the hired hitwoman who’s been trying to kill me, or us, from the start.”
Lexie didn’t respond, but her gaze spoke volumes.
“Seems I hit a nerve,” said Rhonda. “Maybe now we’re getting closer to the truth.”
“Is any of that true?” asked Rem. “About your work?”
“I’m perfectly happy as a freelancer,” said Lexie.
“Like hell you are,” said Rhonda.
Trying to think, Rem took a gulp of coffee and considered getting more. He set the mug down, not knowing what to believe.
“It seems we have a conundrum,” said Raymond. “Who’s telling the truth?”
“Thanks for the help, Dad,” said Daniels. He walked over to Rem. “We need to talk.”
Rem agreed. “Lexie, you stay put. Rhonda, hang with Raymond. Nobody needs to say another word until we decide what to do.”
“Decide what to do?” asked Rhonda. “Are you actually taking this woman seriously?”
“Let’s just take a second, Rhonda,” said Daniels. He stepped into the kitchen and Rem followed.
Raymond took Rhonda by the elbow. “Let them talk. We can go out on the porch. Get some air.”
“But they can’t just leave her there. What if she tries to escape?” Rhonda resisted when Raymond guided her to the door. “Do not underestimate her. If she tried to kill us once, she’ll do it again.”
“She’s not going anywhere,” said Rem. “Keep your shorts on. Raymond’s right. Go get some fresh air.”
“Just stay by the windows where we can see you,” said Daniels.
Raymond opened the door.
“But…but she’s…” Rhonda pointed at Lexie. “How come she gets to just sit there and I have to go outside?”
“C’mon, Rhonda,” said Raymond. “Just for a few minutes.”
“I don’t believe this.” She went outside and Raymond shut the door behind them.
“She’s a real piece of work,” said Lexie. “Unbelievable.” She stared at Rem and Daniels. “You guys better figure out what you’re dealing with before she gets you both killed.”
Dismayed, Rem leaned a hip on the counter. Daniels put a hand on the wall, and they spoke quietly.
“Any ideas who to believe?” asked Rem.
Daniels rubbed and blinked his eyes. “This whole thing is a giant cluster.”
“Let’s think about what we can and can’t do.” Rem paused, thinking. “First, we can’t determine anything until we get back to the station. Lozano might have more info about Lexie Logan in the morning but right now, all we know is she has a lot of theories but lacks proof.”
“We know she followed us, and that we were shot at. Was it her?”
“That little Saturday Night Special in her bag is not the gun that shot at us from Tommy’s car.”
“Doesn’t mean she doesn’t have another one.”
“Yeah, I suppose.” Rem glanced at Lexie, who was holding a couch pillow across her lap and staring off. “She strike you as a killer though?”
“No,” said Daniels. “But that doesn’t mean she wasn’t attempting to scare us, like Rhonda said. Maybe she is trying to prevent Rhonda from testifying.”
“Or she’s telling the truth, and Rhonda’s been lying to us this whole time.”
“Don’t you think we might have figured that out by now?”
Rem laid a hand on the counter. “Maybe. Maybe not. It’s not like we did a deep dive on Rhonda’s troubled childhood or travel history.”
Daniels lowered his head with a muffled curse.
“Again, though,” said Rem, “there’s nothing we can do until we get back to San Diego. Right now, we need to determine what to do tonight.”
“We could take Lexie to Sheriff Hayes. Let him deal with her.”
“Deal with what though?” Rem straightened. “She didn’t officially break in. Hayes might be able to arrest her for trespassing, but do we really want to deal with that? All she did was walk on the porch and punch some keys on a keypad. And we can’t arrest her for following us.”
“What about stalking?”
Rem chuckled. “It’s tempting. Rhonda would certainly go for it.”
“Personally, I think we should just escort Lexie back to her car. If she doesn’t have another weapon, we tell her to go back to the Elmwood Suites. If she wants to follow us back home, that’s up to her.”
Rem nodded. “Probably our best option, but something is bugging me. If she’s not the one targeting us, then who is? And why does she think hanging around Rhonda is so dangerous?”
“I don’t know. And even if Rhonda is lying about the Danovia case, then whoever she’s working with would protect her, not kill her. Unless it is Darla who’s behind this.”
“That’s the part I don’t like.” He turned toward Lexie. “Hey, Logan,” he said. “If you’re not the one trying to scare or kill us, then who is? And let’s assume it’s not Rhonda because that doesn’t make any sense either.”
Lexie looked toward them. “If it’s not Rhonda, then I don’t know. I just guessed she was trying to add more drama to her testimony. It’s the whole ‘she risked her life to take the stand’ crap. She loves the attention.”
Daniels tipped his head. “And if it’s not about that?”
Lexie shifted on the couch. “Then I’d say you two have some trouble following you. Other than me, of course.”
“Of course,” said Rem.
Daniels paused. “Then we stick to our original plan. Let’s get through tonight. If there’s no trouble, we get back on the road and deal with this mess tomorrow.”
Rem figured that was their only option. He thought of another question. “Hey, Logan.”
Lexie glanced his way again.
“Anybody follow you here?”
“No.”
“You sure?”
“It would have been plenty obvious.” She paused. “And who would follow me anyway? And if anyone else followed you here, I would have seen them.”
Rem hoped she was right. “All right, then,” he said to Daniels. “Let’s try and get some rest and deal with this nightmare tomorrow.”
“What about her?” Daniels nodded toward Lexie.
Rem considered their options. “We’ll keep her gun and phone. If she wants, she can sleep in one of the beds upstairs. We don’t have enough to hold her, so we can take her to her car in the morning. As long as she doesn’t have another weapon, then where she goes from there is up to her.”
“Rhonda will love that.”
“The other option is taking Lexie to her car now.” Rem brushed a strand of hair off his face. “One of us is still going to have to keep watch though, and I’m aiming for as much shut eye as possible.”
Daniels hesitated. “Okay, then we’ll wait until morning.” He turned just as Raymond and Rhonda came in the front door.
“We’ve got a problem,” said Raymond.
“Outside. There’s a man,” added Rhonda, her eyes wide.
“We saw him enter the woods from the street, down near the driveway,” said Raymond. “He’s headed in this direction.”




Chapter Seventeen


Daniels left the kitchen and headed toward the windows. Rem flipped off the kitchen light and joined Daniels. “Anything?” he asked, looking outside. 
Daniels surveyed the driveway and the front yard. “Nothing, but there’s plenty of places to conceal yourself out there.”
Rem glanced back at the others. “Raymond. Rhonda. You’ve got thirty seconds to change clothes.” He pulled his gun from his holster.
Wearing pajama pants and his white T-shirt, Raymond looked at himself and then at Rhonda, who wore an over-sized cotton top and long cotton shorts. “We may have to leave fast,” said Daniels, grabbing his own gun, “so dress appropriately. Hurry.”
Raymond headed upstairs, and Rhonda disappeared into her room. Lexie stood. “What about me?”
Daniels watched for movement outside. “You sure you weren’t followed here?”
“Not that I saw,” she said.
Rem stared intently at her. “And you swear you don’t know who this is?”
“I swear it. I don’t know who’s out there.”
Daniels studied her for any signs of deception but didn’t pick up on any. “If this is an actual threat, something tells me this time around might be more than a scare tactic.”
“I’m getting that same feeling,” said Rem. He walked over and grabbed Lexie’s bag, pulled out her gun and found her phone. “Take this.” He handed her the cell phone and removed the sheriff’s card from his pocket. “Contact Sheriff Hayes at this number. Tell him what’s going on.” He kept her gun and slid it into his back pocket.
“I might need that,” she said. “I’m trained and I know how to use it.”
“That’s what worries me,” said Rem.
“I’m not going to shoot you.”
“Listen,” said Rem. “Until Daniels and I know what’s going on here, no one’s getting a gun but us.”
“But you might need my help. If this guy really wants to kill you, the more firepower, the better.”
Daniels walked over. “Right now, gunfire is a last resort. We don’t want you shooting anyone. Let me and Rem handle it.”
“You want to help us?” asked Rem. “Make the call. If we think you need your gun, I’ll be the first to give it to you.”
Lexie hesitated. “Fine.” She pressed some buttons on her phone and frowned. “I don’t have service. Do you?”
“What?” asked Rem. “I had it earlier when I was upstairs.” He pulled out his phone, and Daniels grabbed his from the side table. Daniels cursed when he saw he lacked service as well.
“Damn it,” said Rem, moving his cell around. He lowered it and put it away. “You think we’re being jammed?”
His concern growing, Daniels’ heart raced. “That would suggest an orchestrated attack.”
“I don’t like the sound of that,” said Rem.
“Neither do I,” added Daniels, wondering the best way to protect his father, Rhonda, and Lexie. 
Raymond ran down the stairs, dressed in the clothes he’d worn earlier. “I’m ready.”
Rhonda left her bedroom wearing jeans and another large sweatshirt. “What about my bag?”
“Leave it,” said Rem. “We can’t move fast lugging that thing around.”
“But what about my things?” she asked.
Daniels checked his gun. “Would you rather keep your wardrobe or get out of here alive?” He walked to the stairwell and shut off the light Rem had flipped on when he’d raced down the stairs. The house was plunged into shadows.
“If I have anything to say about it,” said Lexie, “you’re not going to need a wardrobe where you’re going.”
Rhonda glowered at her. “And if I have anything to say about it, we’ll leave you behind to deal with whoever you’ve hired to kill me. I think it’s obvious you led this intruder here.”
“I don’t know who’s out there,” said Lexie. “But if I were to guess, you’re the one who brought him here.”
“Only because I’m the target, you idiot,” yelled Rhonda.
“Ladies,” said Daniels. “Now is not the time. If you want to live to continue this fight, then do exactly as Rem and I say. Save your energy. Your survival may depend on it.”
Rhonda pointed at Lexie. “She’s staying?”
“Damn right, I’m staying,” said Lexie. “But I have no intention of getting caught in the crossfire.”
“You better hope I don’t push you into it,” said Rhonda.
Rem opened a door near the front entry and paused. “Daniels. What do you think?”
Daniels walked over and peered inside a narrow but long coat closet with ample floor space. “I think it’s our best bet.”
“I think it’s our only bet.” Rem swung the door farther out. “Rhonda, Raymond, Lexie, get in the closet.”
Lexie moved closer. “You want the three of us to hunker down in there?”
“That’s exactly what we want,” said Daniels. “Rem and I need to be able to maneuver without having to worry about where the three of you are. You all need to sit and be quiet until we come get you.”
“I am not going to sit in that closet with her,” said Rhonda. “She can hide somewhere else.”
Raymond took Rhonda’s arm. “Shut up, Rhonda. If you want to survive this, then you’ll listen to Gordon and Aaron. You can put up with Lexie if it means getting out of this safely.” He guided her toward the closet.
“She’s the one responsible for this,” said Rhonda. “Why don’t you send her out there to deal with her henchman.”
Lexie entered the closet. “Take Ray’s advice and shut up, Rhonda.” She held up her phone. “I’ll keep trying the sheriff in case we get service.”
“Thanks,” said Daniels.
“We don’t have cell service?” asked Rhonda. “Why not?”
“I’d think you’d be happy, Rhonda,” said Rem. “No government interference.” He waved toward the closet. “Now get in.”
“But I…” Raymond pushed Rhonda inside. “What are we supposed to do?” she asked.
Raymond joined her. “Sit and be quiet. And hope we get out of here on two feet.” He sat and Rhonda sat beside him.
Daniels squatted and Rem went to the windows. “Stay quiet, okay?” said Daniels. “Don’t come out unless Rem or I tell you. No matter what you might hear.” Their worried faces stared back at him, and he knew they were scared. “Keep an eye out for each other.”
Rhonda snorted.
“We will,” said his dad. “And you be careful.”
They held a gaze and for a second, Daniels wanted to tell his dad all the things that had remained unspoken between them for years. The moment passed though, and Daniels stood. “I will. Now be quiet.” He closed the closet doors and joined Rem at the window. “How do you want to handle this?”
Rem’s gaze swept across the front of the property. “If it’s just one guy, he’ll look for the easiest point of entry. If he thinks we’re on to him, he may wait us out. But if it’s two guys…”
“They’ll split up. One will come in the front and the other the back.” He paused, thinking of the various access points in the house. “And they might not care if we know they’re coming.”
Rem nodded. “Then we should split up. We don’t need anyone surprising us.”
“I’ll take the back then.”
“I’ll stay up front and keep watch. If we stay quiet long enough, they may make a move.”
Daniels studied the yard again. “All right. Be careful.”
Rem glanced at him. “You, too.”
Gripping his weapon, Daniels turned. He walked through the kitchen and into the den with a big-screen TV, bookshelves, and leather couches. The room backed up to the wide screened-in porch. He walked up to the windows and observed the rear of the property. Beyond the porch, a grassy area contained a swing set and sand pit, and beyond that was a grove of tall trees that led up to a small pond with a dock. Not seeing movement, he stood to the side of the window. If someone were to approach, he didn’t want to be in view, but also needed a vantage point that would allow him a visual of who was coming.
A small game table with four chairs around it sat in the corner. He grabbed one of the chairs, dragged it over, sat, and waited.
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Debating where to situate himself, Rem moved to the side of the window that gave him the best view of the front yard. Standing in the corner of the room, he slid down the wall and squatted, his gun raised. His heart hammered and he wondered how long they’d have to wait. The longer he watched without seeing anything made him wonder if anyone was actually out there. Could the person in the woods have been a neighbor cutting across Phil’s yard to get home? Or maybe a hitchhiker or pedestrian walking into the trees to relieve himself?
Both of those scenarios, while possible, were unlikely. The neighbors weren’t that close in proximity and hitchhikers and pedestrians were a rare occurrence nowadays, especially at this time of night. He wondered if it had been an animal in the woods that Raymond and Rhonda had mistaken for a human. It was doubtful but not impossible. Hoping for the best, he settled against the wall and almost rested his head back when movement in his peripheral vision made him tense.
Remaining where he was, he waited and strained to hear the slightest sound. When it remained quiet, he started to relax when a shadow darkened the porch just beyond the window. Rem flattened himself against the wall. A quiet creak led to another creak, and he realized he was hearing footsteps coming down the porch. Not seeing anyone, he realized they were coming from the opposite direction. Staying still, Rem held his breath as a shadow loomed and grew larger. Someone was definitely on the porch. He couldn’t see who it was, but the footsteps slowly grew louder until the moonlight coming through the window dimmed and Rem pressed back harder, praying whoever was looking inside couldn’t see him.
The shadow remained and after a few seconds, the creaks continued, the shadow faded, and then disappeared. He waited a couple of minutes and when the figure didn’t return, Rem crawled away from the window and entered the kitchen. Their intruder appeared to be doing the rounds and Rem suspected he’d head toward the back of the house next, probably to search for the best way in.
Debating whether to wait where he was, join Daniels, or leave the house to search for their visitor, he jumped when Daniels crawled into the kitchen from the opposite direction. Seeing Rem, he sat beside him. “I saw one guy. Out back. Seems to be doing a perimeter search. Probably looking for an entry point.”
“I saw him too,” said Rem. “He passed the window and kept going.”
“Doors are locked. Windows too. So if he gains access, he’ll make some noise.”
Rem glanced back toward the front. “Question is, did we see the same guy?”
“I couldn’t give you a description. It’s too dark.”
Rem inhaled and exhaled slowly. “I’m not sure staying here and waiting is smart. I feel like a sitting duck.”
“You want to take the offensive? One of us takes the front and the other takes the back? We can meet somewhere in the middle and flush him, or them, out.”
“It’s risky.”
“I know. But the alternative is we sit here until they gain access. That gives them the element of surprise. But then they’d also be exposed, which would give us a slight advantage.”
“I’m finding it hard to see how any of this is advantageous for us. We shoot and miss, and we’re in trouble. Plus, we don’t know who we’re dealing with. A novice, or a hired professional.” He thought of their people in the closet. “Plus, we have others’ safety to consider.”
“As long as they all stay put, they should be okay.”
Rem couldn’t be sure if that was true. “I appreciate your positivity, but if this is the same guy or guys who’ve been messing with us, then they know we’re not alone. We may all be on the hit list.” He adjusted his position on the floor. “And how long do you think we have before someone in the closet gets antsy?” He paused. “Maybe that’s what whoever’s outside is waiting for. A distraction.”
“Then we need to go on the offensive.”
Thinking that might be their best bet, Rem sat up. “I’m all ears.”
“Let’s try and flush them out. If it’s one guy, he’ll either run into you or me and we subdue him.”
“Subdue him? What makes you think he’ll be subdued?”
“Because dying is not on most people’s list of favorite things to do.”
“I’ll give you that, but something tells me he’s not going down without a fight. And what if it’s two guys?”
“You have a better idea?”
Rem pondered another option. “I say we go together. We’ll both head to the front door, get outside and then you go one way and I’ll go the other. Flush them out that way.”
“They might head into the woods, and we’d have to follow.”
Rem bit back a groan. “That’s not my area of expertise. The woods have not been kind to either one of us.”
“Don’t let the past affect your judgment. At least it will get whoever it is away from the house, and it will keep the others safe.”
Rem recalled his various excursions through the woods and swallowed. “Have you considered that’s what they want? Us, out in the open, in unfamiliar territory?”
“It’s not going to be any more familiar to them.”
“Says who?”
Daniels shot Rem a look. “Then we wait, but I thought you wanted to do something.”
Rem debated their less than stellar options. “Okay. Let’s both head to the front door. We’ll go out together.”
Daniels nodded. “Okay.” He got on his knees and started crawling. Rem joined him. They crawled out of the kitchen and back onto the rug-covered hardwood floor of the living area. The closet door remained closed, and Rem said a small prayer of thanks that everyone inside it had behaved. The window remained dark except for the light of the moon and no shadows crossed it. Daniels made it to the side of the door and Rem crouched beside him.
They took a second to prepare and Daniels put his hand on the knob. “Ready?”
Rem closed and opened his eyes. “On three?”
“On three.” Daniels faced the door. “One,” he whispered. “Two…”
A loud crash from the back of the house made Rem jump and whirl, aiming his gun toward the threat. Daniels did the same.
Footsteps sounded and shots rang out. The front window they sat below shattered and Rem and Daniels dove onto the floor to avoid the bullets.
Rem cursed, shot up, and started firing toward the direction of the shots. Daniels did the same just as the closet door swung open. Rem saw Rhonda emerge and without thinking, he grabbed her wrist and yelled. “Get out of the house. NOW.” 
He fired to provide coverage, and Daniels opened the front door and kicked it wide. “MOVE,” he yelled.
Hearing a shriek, Rem yelled again for them to hurry.
Daniels fired more rounds as the others ran from the closet and out the door. “Head for the trees,” yelled Daniels.
They ran off the porch as another shot pierced the wood in the wall near Daniels’ head. He ducked down, and Rem fired again. Daniels crawled out the door. “C’mon, partner. Move.”
Rem shrank back as another shot whizzed past his face, and Daniels swung around the doorframe and fired into the room.
Rem got to his knees and flung himself out the door as more shots blasted the interior and even hit the porch railing. Chunks of wood blew off and into the air. Daniels grabbed Rem’s shoulder, helped him up, and they ran down the porch, following the others.




Chapter Eighteen


Daniels caught up to his dad, who was behind Rhonda and Lexie. They sprinted down the porch stairs, past the driveway and before entering the trees, reached a small shed hidden behind a bulky hedge. Lexie took cover behind it. Rhonda and Raymond joined her and Daniels, glancing over his shoulder to see Rem running and firing behind him, darted behind it, just as Rem slid in like a baseball player racing into home base. He took cover with the rest of them. 
Trying to catch his breath, Daniels ensured everyone was okay when bullets hit the front of the shed. Rhonda screamed, and his father ducked. Rem waited for them to stop before returning fire. “We can’t stay here,” he yelled.
Realizing whoever was after them was definitely a hired professional, Daniels took stock of their situation. They were pinned down and their only option was to reach the grove of trees which would provide minimal protection. Plus, they’d have to separate, which would put the others at risk. The car was too far away and provided no cover. If they tried to get to it, one or more of them might not make it. The only positive was that it appeared to be only one gunman firing at them and not two.
More gunshots pinged against the front of the shed, and Rem cursed.
“What the hell is going on?” yelled Rhonda.
“He’s shooting at us,” yelled Lexie. “Why are you surprised? Isn’t this what you expected?”
“But it’s just a stupid trial,” yelled Rhonda.
Lexie gaped at her. “Can’t you see that this is about way more than you?”
“Both of you be quiet,” said Raymond. He looked pale in the moonlight, but Daniels was impressed by how well his dad was holding it together. “Gordon. What about over there?” He pointed.
Daniels scooted back and leaned to see the rear of the large shop where Phil kept his boat. Seeing a closed door, he debated their options and chose the garage. If they could make it there, it would provide the cover they needed until they could figure out what to do. “Rem. Phil’s shop.”
Rem fired another round. “Lead the way. I’ll cover you.”
Daniels grabbed Lexie and Rhonda’s arms. “When I say so, run your asses off. Get inside the shop and take cover. Dad and I will follow you.”
“What if it’s locked?” asked Rhonda.
Daniels could see the rear door to the shed. If it was locked, they’d be out in the open and vulnerable.
Rem fired again and paused. “What’s the hold up? Now’s not the time for a discussion.”
Daniels held out his hand to Rem in between shots. “Give me Lexie’s gun.”
Rem hesitated but then reached into his pocket, pulled it out and handed it to Daniels. More shots pinged against the front of the shed and Rem grimaced. “Whatever you’re going to do, do it fast.” He whirled back around and fired again toward the house.
Daniels handed Lexie her gun. “Get to the door, and if it’s locked, shoot it open. And don’t be slow. Get Rhonda and Dad inside. Rem and I will be right behind you.”
Lexie took her gun. “Got it.”
“Everybody ready?” asked Daniels.
“Yes,” said Raymond.
“He’s going to shoot us,” said Rhonda.
“Not if I have anything to say about it,” said Rem. “When I say go, run like hell.”
Another shot blasted the shed, and Rem yelled. “GO.” He whirled and started firing. Lexie took off toward the shed and Raymond and Rhonda were right behind her. Daniels followed, shooting toward the house at the same time. He made it to a tree and took cover behind it. Lexie reached the door to the shop, tried it, then aimed her gun and fired at the lock.
Rhonda shrieked when shots from the house hit the side of the shop, narrowly missing them. Daniels fired again toward the house. Lexie flung the door open and she, Rhonda and Raymond ran inside.
Seeing they were out of the line of fire, Daniels yelled at Rem. “They’re in. I’ll cover you.” He whirled out from the tree and fired several shots as Rem darted out from the shed, ran across the property, and reached the tree where Daniels stood. Daniels ducked back and more shots from the house sprayed the tree with bullets, shooting bits of wood in various directions. Rem stayed low beside Daniels.
The shooting paused and Daniels, firing his weapon, ran toward the shop door with Rem running beside him. They dove inside just as another volley of shots hit the outside wall of the shop near where they’d taken cover.
Rem hit the ground with a grunt and Daniels slammed the door shut. Unable to relock it after Lexie fired on it, he looked for something to secure it. Seeing a bench pushed up against a wall with various supplies on it, he grabbed it, dragged it over, and shoved it against the door. More shots hit the side of the building, and Daniels raced over to Phil’s large boat sitting on a trailer where Lexie, Rhonda and Raymond had taken cover. Rem crawled around from the other side and joined them. Breathing fast, he kept his eyes on the door, pulled an extra clip from his pocket, and switched it out with the one in his gun.
“Everybody okay?” asked Daniels. His heart pounding against his ribs, he studied the shop. A dim light near the center of the building provided the only illumination and Daniels gave thanks Phil used nightlights. Without it, they would be in total darkness.
Rhonda held her chest. “I think I’m hyperventilating. I can’t stop shaking.”
“Try and slow your breathing,” said Raymond. “Breathe into your hands.”
“Someone is trying to kill us,” said Rhonda. “And you want me to breathe into my hands?” She groaned. “Oh, God. We’re gonna die.”
“Shut up, Denise,” said Lexie. “If you can commit murder and send innocent people to jail, you can certainly handle this.”
Rhonda glared at Lexie. “I hate you so much.”
“I’m devastated,” said Lexie. She peered out from behind the boat. “You think there’s another door out of here? Towards the front?”
Daniels stepped around his dad and looked past the boat. Beside it was a decent-sized four-wheeler and beyond that, he spotted a variety of shelves, a large work bench and table, gardening equipment and other general supplies situated on the shelves and floor. “Maybe.”
“If there is,” said Rem, “it would open up closer to the driveway.” He eyed Daniels. “We need to get to the car.”
“Please tell me you have the keys,” said Daniels.
Rem surveyed the shop. “Do I like chocolate milk in my Cheerios?”
“Is that a yes or a no?” asked Lexie.
“It’s definitely a yes,” said Daniels. “C’mon.”
“Do you seriously put chocolate milk in Cheerios?” asked Raymond.
“Don’t knock it till you’ve tried it.” Rem stepped out from the boat and directed the others to follow Daniels. “Stay close. Keep it together, Rhonda. We’ll be okay.”
Daniels ran up behind the four-wheeler and hunkered down. Rhonda and Lexie joined him. “Stay here,” he said. “I’m going to take a closer look.”
Raymond came up with Rem behind him and they stuck close to the four-wheeler. “I’ll watch our backs,” said Rem.
Daniels moved fast because he knew the shooter wouldn’t stay quiet for long. Running past the shelves and work bench, he spotted another door on the other side of the shop which was thankfully protected behind another set of solid shelves. This would definitely be their best bet to escape and reach the car. Recalling driving up to the house, he believed the driveway curved past this section of the shop. If they could get to the car without being shot, they could get the hell out of there. Not sure how they would do that if the shooter chose to wait them out, he moved to the door and turned the knob. It was locked. Not wanting to give the shooter easy access, he left it locked and headed back toward the others to discuss their options.
When he passed the work bench, more shots blared and the back door they’d just entered blew open; the bench blocking it skittered across the floor. Daniels got a view of a man in dark clothing wearing a ski mask standing in the doorway just as the man spotted him. The man raised his gun and fired as Daniels ducked down behind a shelf. Bullets splintered the wooden shelving as the shots blasted around him.
“Raymond. Don’t,” yelled Rem, and Daniels turned in time to see his dad run out from behind the four-wheeler. 
“Gordon,” yelled his father.
“Dad. Get back,” yelled Daniels. He started toward his dad who saw Daniels, hesitated, and then turned when another round of bullets blasted the room. Raymond jerked and fell to the ground.
“Dad, no,” screamed Daniels. He reached his father as Rem fired at the shooter who ducked back behind the boat.
“Raymond,” screamed Rhonda. She and Lexie ran out from behind the four-wheeler. Raymond was lying on his side on the floor, a bloody stain growing on his shirt.
Daniels’ stomach curdled when he saw the amount of blood and leaned close to his father. “Dad. Can you hear me?” He touched his father’s shoulder, and Raymond moaned. “Where are you hit?” He prayed the injury wasn’t near his heart. “Dad. Oh, God. Please don’t die.”
Lexie moved his father to his back and pulled on his shirt. Although there was plenty of blood, his abdomen looked uninjured. “It’s his shoulder,” she said. She probed around until she touched a spot near Raymond’s collarbone and Raymond gasped. “Up here. Not fatal. Not yet at least.”
Rhonda took Raymond’s hand with her shaking fingers. “Raymond, say something. Please.”
More shots were fired from the back of the building and Rem returned fire. Rem, who’d moved up to the front of the four-wheeler, was keeping them alive but that would only last for so long. Daniels focused on the words ‘not fatal’ and pulled himself together. He had to get his father and the rest of them out of this shop and find a doctor for his dad. Drawing on his cop instincts and trying not to think like a son, he pulled on his dad’s arm. “Dad. Can you stand? You have to get up.”
Raymond blinked and focused on Daniels. “Gordon? Are you okay?”
Daniels’ chest tightened when he realized his father had run out from safety to protect him. “I’m okay, but you’re not. You’ve been shot in the shoulder. We have to get you out of here.”
“He was firing at you. I thought…”
Daniels clenched his jaw in dismay. More shots blared, and Daniels worried about Rem. “C’mon. Let’s get you up. Hurry.” He pulled on his dad’s arm. “Lexie. Rhonda. Help me.”
Raymond groaned as he got up into a sitting position. Daniels got his dad’s arm over his shoulders and with Lexie’s help, hauled his dad to his feet. Supporting him, he walked his dad to the locked door at the front of the shop and leaned him against a wall. “Stay here.”
Raymond gripped his shoulder. Blood covered his shirt and dripped through his fingers. “I’m okay. I can make it.”
Judging by the look on his dad’s face. Daniels guessed his father could lose consciousness at any minute. They didn’t have a moment to spare. He unlocked the door and swung it open.
“There’s the car,” said Lexie, trying to help Raymond stay on his feet.
The driveway ran from the side of the shop and up to the front of the house. There was no cover between their car and them and Daniels prayed they could get to it safely. More gunfire blasted and the shelves took a hit. Knowing he had to get Rem out of there and his father to safety, he debated which one to do first, when Rem suddenly appeared and took cover behind a set of shelves. Sweaty, he turned and fired shots toward the opposite side of the building. He glanced back and his face fell when he saw Raymond. “How is he?”
“Took a hit in the shoulder,” said Daniels, relieved Rem had made it to the front of the shop. “Where’s our shooter?”
“Advancing. Fast.” He checked his clip. “And I’m low on ammo.”
Daniels eyed the car through the open door. “We’ve got to get him to the car, but he can’t walk on his own.”
Another volley of shots destroyed the work bench and supplies broke apart or fell to the floor with a crash. Rem ducked back, and Daniels pressed his father against the wall. Lexie and Rhonda dropped low, and Rhonda screamed again.
“We’re out of time.” Rem stood, fired more shots toward the other side of the shop and ran over to Daniels. “Give me your gun.”
Knowing he had more bullets, Daniels switched guns with Rem and gave him his extra clip. “What’s your plan?” asked Daniels. Rattled by his father’s injuries, he hoped Rem had one.
Rem checked the clip on Daniels’ gun and tucked the extra one in his back pocket. “It’s simple. Take your dad and get to the car. Now. You’ve got a few bullets left in my gun if you need them.
“What about you?” asked Daniels.
Rem pulled the car keys out of his front pocket and handed them to Lexie. “You know how to drive?”
Lexie took the keys. “Better than I can shoot.”
“Good,” said Rem. He eyed Daniels. “You get your dad to the car. I’ll hold off our shooter.”
“That’s a stupid plan.” Daniels glared at him. “I can’t back you up if I’m carrying Dad.”
“You don’t need to. Just get your dad in the backseat. Lexie, you drive. Once you’re in the car, come and pick me up.”
“Pick you up?” asked Rhonda. “Are you crazy?” More bullets knocked over more supplies and she screeched and held her ears.
“This isn’t a bus stop, partner,” said Daniels.
“Believe me, I know,” said Rem. “Which is why I’ll be coming in hot.” He spoke to Lexie. “So you better drive fast.”
Lexie stared at him for a second and then nodded. “I hear you. Just be ready because we’ll only get one shot at this. No pun intended.”
“Don’t worry. I’ll be ready. Now go.” Before Daniels could argue, Rem raced back and slid down into his previous position behind the shelf. He whirled around it and fired with Daniels’ weapon.
Torn with indecision, Daniels debated staying with his partner when Lexie yanked his elbow. “If you want to save both of them, then move.”
Shaking himself out of his frozen state, he realized Lexie was right. The only hope for any of them was to get to the car, and fast. He grabbed his dad, who was losing strength rapidly, and supported him. Rhonda, to her credit, tried to help support him from the other side.
“C’mon, Ray,” said Rhonda. “You can do it.’
Raymond gasped and more blood trickled down his shirt. “Where are we going?” he whispered.
“To the car,” said Daniels. “You’re going to have to walk fast though.” He half-carried his dad to the door.
“I…I can do it,” said Raymond, trying to move under his own power but failing.
Holding the car keys, Lexie ran out of the shop.
“I got you, Dad,” said Daniels. He glanced back at Rem who fired more shots into the building. “Don’t dawdle, partner.”
Rem looked back just as Daniels, holding up his father with Rhonda’s help, left the building.
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Rem watched them disappear out the door. More shots blasted the shelving and the wall behind him. He cursed and stayed out of the line of fire. He waited to give Daniels as much time as possible to get Raymond to their vehicle then swung back around and fired toward the four-wheeler, certain their shooter had moved up and was behind it. He couldn’t see where, but a shadow moved, and Rem got an idea of the shooter’s location. He fired and stood, preparing to retreat, when he heard a male voice echo against the walls of the shop.
“You know, Detective” said the shooter, “this isn’t personal.”
Rem froze. Sweat trickled down his back and he didn’t respond.
“I’ve got a job to do. Just like you.”
Rem swallowed and answered. “Maybe you should reconsider your occupation.”
He heard a chuckle. “Maybe I should, but this pays better.” Rem heard the shooter change out the clip in his gun. “I did my homework on all of you.”
“You did?” asked Rem, hoping this stand-off would give Daniels plenty of time to get everyone safely to the car. “Then you know I don’t handle being shot at very well.”
“There’s a lot you don’t handle well. I’ve heard about you and your partner’s past troubles. I admire your tenacity and will to survive. I’ve been there myself.”
Rem gritted his teeth. “And this is how you handle it?”
“I have a debt to pay. You know what it’s like to owe a brother.”
“No brother would ask you to do this.”
There was a pause. “You don’t know what he’s done for me.”
“Going to prison for killing cops is one hell of a price to pay.”
“Who says I’m going to prison?” Rem heard shoes scuff against the polished concrete of the shop. “Nobody knows you’re here. By the time they start a decent search. I’ll be long gone.” He paused again. “Now, where were we?”
More shots blasted the air. Rem fell back when the shelves he was hiding behind caught the bullets. Staying low, he ran up to the door and pressed himself against the wall for as much cover as possible.
He leaned out enough to see the car. Lexie was behind the wheel and Daniels was sliding into the back seat. Assuming Rhonda and Raymond were already in the car, he heard the engine roar to life. Another volley of shots made Rem whirl around, squat, and fire back toward the shelves, which he guessed his assailant was now behind. His last bullet gone, Rem quickly popped out the clip and replaced it with the one Daniels had given him. Knowing his time was short, he held his gun and, hearing tires squealing, he peered out the door again.
The car was racing up the driveway in reverse at a high rate of speed. Lexie braked and barely stopped before the car shot forward, heading toward the shop, and Rem. Seeing where she was headed, Rem prepared himself to run as more shots were fired in his direction. He fired back and turned to see the car skid to an abrupt stop at the end of the drive near the door of the shop. The front and back passenger windows were open, and Daniels was leaning out the back one, holding Rem’s gun and aiming it toward the building.
Seeing his opportunity, Rem fired once more toward his assailant. Daniels yelled at him to move, and Rem sprinted out of the building just as more shots rang out. Daniels provided cover and fired back. Feeling exposed and praying a bullet wouldn’t take him down, he reached the vehicle, dove through the front window and into the front seat.
“Go, go, go,” yelled Daniels. 
Lexie slammed the car into reverse. “Hold on,” she screamed. She hit the accelerator and the car jolted backwards, knocking Rem into the footwell of the front seat. He banged his head on the console and tried to right himself. Lexie kept her foot on the gas and drove backward all the way to the road.
Rem managed to get onto the seat as the car shot up the end of the drive and onto the street. It bounced hard and Rem almost fell back into the footwell. Lexie hit the brakes again, the car came to another abrupt stop, she slammed it into drive, and gunned it.
Rem, trying to take aim in case the gunman ran out of the shop and fired, was knocked back into his seat as the car shot forward and, tires squealing, sped away from the house.




Chapter Nineteen


Relieved they’d escaped, Daniels righted himself in the backseat after being bounced around from Lexie’s evasive driving. They zoomed past trees and side roads as Lexie kept the accelerator to the floor. Rem, sweaty and pale, managed to sit up and face them. “Everybody all right?” 
Daniels checked the clip in Rem’s gun and saw it was empty. “Still alive. How are you?”
“Same.”
Daniels handed the gun to Rem. “You’re out of bullets.” He faced his dad who was in the middle seat. Rhonda sat beside him, her face ashen.
“Great,” said Rem, putting his gun away. “How’s Raymond?”
Daniels didn’t like the amount of blood his dad was losing. “Dad? You hear me?” He softly patted his dad’s face.
Raymond’s eyes fluttered. “What…what happened?”
“You’re in the car,” said Daniels. “We’re going to get you help.” He faced Rem. “He’s lost a lot of blood.”
Rhonda, shaking from their near-death encounter, seemed to rouse herself. “He needs a doctor.” She shifted to check his injury. “We need to slow this bleeding.”
Lexie, still racing down the road, gripped the steering wheel. “Where do you want me to go? Back to L.A.? Head toward San Diego?”
Rem shared a look with Daniels and Daniels knew where they had to go. “No. We’re going back to Elmwood.”
“Elmwood?” asked Lexie. “Are you serious?”
Daniels slipped off his jacket, balled it up and used it to put pressure against his dad’s injury. “Head to the diner across from the mechanic shop.”
“The diner?” asked Lexie. “What the hell for? We need to get out of here.”
“I’m hungry, aren’t you? It’s been a long night.” Rem turned in his seat.
“Raymond doesn’t have time to go to the diner,” said Rhonda.
“Are you joking?” asked Lexie.
“Yes,” said Rem. “Well, not really. I could eat, but the diner isn’t where we’re headed.”
“I don’t understand,” said Lexie.
Raymond groaned and Daniels leaned closer. “Take it easy, Dad. We’re almost there.” Scared about his father’s condition, he prayed they had enough time. “We’re going to the clinic, next door to the diner.”
“Doc Shires is about to get an unexpected visit,” said Rem. He checked the remaining bullets in Daniels’ gun and slid it into his holster.
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Lexie drove into the dark parking lot. It was empty and the diner’s neon signs were off. The clinic next door had a light on in the front entrance but nowhere else. Rem surveyed the area, grateful it was quiet. “Drive around to the back.” He didn’t like the idea of parking in front. He had to assume their shooter would be looking for them.
Lexie slowly drove to the back of the building. Rem saw dumpsters and a few parking spots, one of which was taken. He spotted a back door to the diner as well as the clinic.
“Pull up to the rear door,” said Daniels.
“Here?” she asked driving past the diner.
“Yes.” Rem opened the door. “I’ll go wake the Doc.” Lexie stopped the car and Rem stepped out, alert to his surroundings. He heard crickets and saw nothing suspicious. Holding his weapon, he approached the door and banged on it. “Doc Shires?” He banged again. “We need some help. Hello?” Worried the doctor wasn’t home, he continued to bang until he heard a lock disengage. The door creaked open, and the doctor poked his head out. His disheveled white hair looked the same, and he wore sweatpants and a T-shirt.
“What on earth?” he asked.
“We’ve got an emergency, Doc,” said Rem. “A man’s been shot.” He pointed toward the car, where Daniels was sliding out.
The doctor stared and widened his eyes. “Chocolate chip with sprinkles.”
“That’s us.” Rem went around the side of the car to help with Raymond. Rhonda got out and stood by the car door. “He needs a doctor. He’s bleeding.”
Doc propped the door open and walked closer.
Daniels got low enough to pull his dad up, and Rem got around the side and took Raymond’s other arm and pulled it over his shoulder. “I got him,” said Rem, helping take some of Raymond’s weight.
Seeing Raymond, Doc Shires dropped his jaw and waved at them. “Bring him in.”
Daniels and Rem got Raymond to the door. “Lexie,” said Rem, “park beside the other car in the lot.”
Lexie nodded and pulled away. Rhonda followed Rem and Daniels into the clinic. They walked through a long, carpeted hall with plastic chairs and a wooden bench up against a wall. They passed a couple of dark rooms and Rem saw a small waiting area and desk at the front of the clinic. A stairway with an iron railing led to the second floor. The doctor guided them to a set of double doors, one of which was open. “In here. Get him on the table.” He flipped on the lights.
The room illuminated and Rem saw a sterile space with an examination table, a cabinet full of supplies and trays with various medical equipment. He helped carry Raymond to the table where he and Daniels lowered him to a sitting position and then carefully helped him lie back on the table. The paper beneath Raymond crinkled and he moaned as he was lowered.
“Take it easy, Dad.” Daniels held his jacket against his dad’s injury. “You’re with the doctor. He’ll take a look at you.”
Doc went to the sink, flipped it on and started washing his hands. “What happened?”
“Elmwood has a rough welcoming committee,” said Rem. “One that uses bullets.”
“It’s his shoulder,” said Daniels. “He’s losing a lot of blood.”
The doctor dried his hands and put on some gloves. “Who are you two? Most coming through Elmwood leave unimpressed and unharmed.”
“They’re detectives,” said Rhonda, who entered the room and stood beside Raymond. “They’re escorting me to San Diego to testify at an important trial.” She put a hand on Raymond’s arm. “He may have taken a bullet meant for me.”
Lexie ran in. “I parked and shut and locked the door behind me.”
“Good. You see anyone?” asked Rem.
She shook her head. “No.” She eyed Raymond. “How is he?”
“He’s not good,” said Rhonda. “He’s awfully pale.” She patted his good shoulder. “Hang in there, Ray.”
Doc approached the table. “Someone flip on the overhead lamp.”
“I’ll get it.” Lexie came over and turned it on.
“Direct it here, toward his injury.”
Lexie adjusted the light.
“Good.” Doc grabbed some scissors and cut away Raymond’s shirt. Daniels cursed and Rem could see why. Raymond’s chest and stomach were covered in blood.
“You can take the jacket away,” said Doc.
Daniels pulled back his bloody jacket and Rem saw the damage. Daniels paled and Rem stepped back and took Daniels’ arm. “Let’s go sit outside. Let Doc handle it.”
“I’m okay,” said Daniels. He tossed his jacket in a nearby trashcan. “I want to be sure he is too.” The doctor probed Raymond’s injury, and Raymond moaned. Daniels tensed. “You’re hurting him.”
The doctor looked up. “Your friend is right. Go outside and sit. Grab a towel from the shelf on the way out to clean yourself up.” He eyed Lexie. “You okay with blood?”
“Me?” asked Lexie. “I guess. Why?”
“Personally, I’ve seen enough of it,” said Rhonda.
Doc nodded. “Both of you wash your hands and put on some gloves. I need some help.”
“Are you serious?” asked Rhonda. “I’m not a nurse.”
“You are today,” said Doc. “Hurry.”
“Before you do that,” said Rem. “Give me the sheriff’s card. I need to call him.”
Lexie dug the card out of her pocket and handed it to Rem, then went to the sink and flipped it on. Rhonda reluctantly joined her.
“I can help,” said Daniels, stepping closer.
“No, you can’t.” The doctor probed some more, and Raymond grunted and sucked in a breath. The doctor put his hands beneath Ray’s arm and looked beneath it. “Your father still has the bullet in him. I need to do surgery to get it out.”
“Surgery?” Daniels put a hand on the table. “Can you do that here? Does he need a hospital?”
“Yes, he does, but the nearest decent one is almost an hour away. I’d prefer not to wait that long. We need to stop this bleeding. Is your father on any blood thinners? Or any other medication? Any allergies?”
Daniels stammered. “I…uh…I don’t know. I…I can call Mom.”
“Do that. I need to know.” Doc spoke to Rem. “Get your friend out of here. This is going to get worse before it gets better.”
Rem pulled on Daniels’ arm again. “C’mon, partner. Let the doctor work.”
Daniels hesitated. “But…but I should be here.”
“No, you shouldn’t. It’ll just scare the hell out of you. Besides, we need to call Elana.” He pulled again and Daniels resisted. Seeing the fear on Daniels’ face, he spoke softly. “Hey, do you trust me?”
Daniels stared at his father and blinked. “Yeah. Of course.”
“Then let’s go wait outside. We need to call the sheriff too. Let him know that this goes way beyond Tommy and Tex.” He tugged again, understanding his partner’s anxiety, and recalling his own when Daniels had been in the hospital not that long ago. “Okay?”
Lexie dried her hands and put on some gloves. “Listen to your partner, Daniels.” She eyed Rhonda. “Denise and I got this.”
Rhonda flipped off the sink. “If you want me to do this, then I’m Rhonda. You got that?”
Lexie smirked. “Fine.”
“You two play nice,” said Rem. “You’ve got Raymond’s life in your hands.”
Rhonda dried her fingers. “Tell her that.” Her gaze darted around the room. “I just hope we aren’t being recorded right now.”
“Give it a rest,” said Lexie.
“Both of you give it a rest,” said the doctor. “You.” He nodded at Lexie. “Over here. And you,” he nodded at Rhonda. “Over there. Let’s get started.”
Rem tugged again on Daniels. Daniels took a second and leaned over his dad. “I’ll be right outside, Dad. You’re gonna be okay. I’ll call Mom.” He stopped and took his dad’s hand. “I…I love you.”
Raymond’s eyes had closed, and Rem guessed he’d lost consciousness. Saying a prayer for his friend and Raymond, he gave Daniels a second and, grabbing a towel from the shelf on the way, guided his partner out of the room.




Chapter Twenty


While Daniels spoke to his mom, Rem made his own phone call to the sheriff. He waited several seconds before the sheriff finally answered. Rem gave him a quick rundown of what had happened and told him where they were. The sheriff seemed dubious at first, as if Rem might be overreacting and that Tex and Tommy could still be the culprits. Rem emphasized that Tommy and Tex didn’t have the skillset to come after two detectives and shoot someone in the process, and if they did, they certainly wouldn’t be living in Elmwood. Rem gave him the location of the property where they’d been attacked, and before hanging up, the sheriff agreed to wake his deputy and start investigating. He would check in at the clinic soon and told them to stay put and not leave. 
Satisfied that they at least had the sheriff on their side, Rem checked the back door to ensure it was locked and then went to the front of the clinic. The glass entry door had two windows beside it. Partially opened blinds ran down the door and windows and Rem peered out and looked up and down the street. He didn’t see any cars and hoped their shooter had given up and gone home to shoot another day. Hitmen didn’t typically give up though and if their assailant had been hired to hurt one or all of them, then he would return. The question was would he anticipate them coming to the clinic? Did he know one of them was injured?
Sighing and hoping for the best because that’s all he could do, he turned the rod and closed the blinds completely. After peeking outside one more time, he returned to the bench where Daniels sat and spoke to his mom. The towel he’d used to wipe the blood from his hands was lying beside him on the bench.
“Yeah, I know, Mom. Okay. I need to tell the doctor. Speak to Rem for a second.” Daniels handed the phone to Rem. “Talk to her. She’s freaking out.”
Rem took the phone and spoke to Elana while Daniels updated Doc Shires. Rem and Elana had gotten to know each other a little during Daniels’ stay in the hospital. She’d talked Rem through some difficult moments, and hearing the worry in her voice, he tried to do the same for her. Feeling helpless when a loved one was seriously injured was a unique type of torture he didn’t wish on anyone.
Daniels returned and took the phone from Rem. He talked to his mom for a few more minutes, promised to keep her updated, told her he loved her and hung up. He put the phone beside him and stared at the closed doors to the exam room, looking lost.
Rem watched the door too. “He’ll be okay.”
Daniels rested his elbows on his knees, interlaced his fingers and dropped his head. “This is my fault.”
“No, it’s not.”
“He ran out to protect me. He thought I was hit.”
“And the shooter shot your dad. You didn’t.”
“You know what I mean.”
Rem recalled Raymond running out into the open of Phil’s shop, away from cover. “I know we’d all like to be psychic. It would help a lot in these situations. But you’re only a regular human, Daniels. You were trying to save all our lives. What Raymond did was a basic human instinct. You can’t blame him or yourself.”
Daniels ran his hands into his hair and rested his forehead in his palms. “What if he dies?” He blew out a shaky breath. “What the hell am I going to do? How do I tell Mom? It will kill her.”
“You’re getting way ahead of the game. Your dad is strong, and he’s hit in the shoulder. Doc will get the bullet out and Raymond will be okay. He’ll be weak from the blood loss, but he’ll make it.”
“You don’t know that. What if there’s a complication? He’s older. What if he has a stroke, or a heart attack? What if the bullet traveled?” He groaned. “I should have taken him to a hospital.”
“No. We did the right thing by bringing him here. He needed help and waiting could have been disastrous.”
“Maybe bringing him here was disastrous.” Daniels straightened. “We don’t know anything about this Doc Shires. Maybe he’s in Elmwood because he couldn’t cut it anywhere else. Maybe he’s been sued for malpractice. Maybe…”
“Maybe he’s great at what he does and he’s here because he likes to help people who wouldn’t have medical care otherwise. Maybe he’s a former surgeon from a topnotch medical school who’s still being wooed by some fancy hospital because he’s that good.”
Daniels fell back in his seat. “Damn it.” He rubbed his face. “I hate this.”
“Nobody likes the unknown. You and I have been through hell and back worrying about the other, but we both survived.”
Daniels went quiet for a second. “Yeah, I know, but we signed up for this stupid life. Dad didn’t.” He shook his head. “I should have just done what Dad wanted and gone into hardware. Then he wouldn’t be lying in that awful room, fighting for his life, while Doctor Shires from Elmwood and two women with no medical experience operate on him.” He leaned forward again and studied the floor. “God, what have I done?”
Rem thought about what to say to his guilt-ridden partner. Moments like these were never easy, but based on past experience, having someone to get you through the ordeal was crucial to keep you sane.
“Well, let’s think about that. Daniels Sr. and his son working side-by-side in the exciting world of hardware. You’d likely still be living in the same small town where you grew up, going to work at eight and leaving at five. Running a couple of stores, with your dad’s guidance of course since he’s not ready to retire. You’d probably be married, although not to the lovely Marjorie, with two point five kids, none of which would be J.P. I’m assuming you’d be making more money than you are now because it’s hard to make less. You might have a dog and a white picket fence, and your life would be routine. Your relationship with Raymond would be better than it is now, or at least I hope it would. Wouldn’t that suck if you’d stayed, and your relationship was still strained.” He shifted to face Daniels. “And you and I would have never met.”
Daniels looked over at him.
Rem shrugged. “But at least Raymond wouldn’t be in that room with Doc Shires pulling a bullet out of his shoulder.”
Daniels eyed the ground. “That whole scenario you just laid out makes me want to puke.”
“But it puts things into perspective, doesn’t it?”
“Are you asking me if the life I have now is worth Dad dying?”
Rem considered that. “I guess I am.”
“How am I supposed to answer that?”
“With honesty.” He paused. “And it’s okay if you say ‘no.’ I won’t take it personally.”
Daniels stared at the wall.
“We all make choices for a reason, partner. There’s no way to know where it will lead. We just do our best in each moment we’re given. God knows I’ve screwed up. You’ve put up with plenty of tough times because of some decisions I made. But it made our partnership stronger and led me to Mikey.” He leaned closer. “So before you chastise yourself and wish you’d done things differently, maybe trust that there’s a silver lining in all of this.”
Daniels cursed. “That’s really hard right now.”
Rem patted his shoulder. “I know it is, but you’ll be all right. So will your dad. And you’ll both come to realize how much greater your lives are with me in them.”
Daniels chuckled softly and sighed again. “Believe me. I am aware of that.”
“Good. At least that much is clear.”
“I’m not quite ready to say everything I have is worth Dad going through this, but I can appreciate your point of view. And I still blame myself.”
“That’s normal. He’s your dad. Nobody wants to see the people they love get hurt. Plus, you’re a cop. You expect to protect the important people in your life. Even if it means risking your own.”
Daniels rested his head in the palm of his hand. “This whole trip, I’ve been nothing but an asshole. I never should have agreed to take him to San Diego.”
“Believe me. I’m guessing right about now he’s wishing he never called you.”
“I’m sure he is.”
“But he did.”
“If he makes it through this, I’m never going to hear the end of it.”
The bench creaked as Rem sat back. “He can’t blame you when he’s the one who got in touch, and he didn’t have to. He could have rescheduled a few things and left a day or two later. Especially after you two argued in the restaurant.”
Daniels glanced back at him. “What are you saying?”
“I’m saying maybe he wanted to spend some time with you.”
Daniels scoffed. “No, he didn’t. Dad’s a stickler for commitment. He didn’t want to miss his meeting in San Diego or his flight.”
“That may be, but he could have figured out a way to get home without including you.”
“If that’s true, then why the aversion to staying in San Diego and seeing my family?”
“You and your dad have this thing about control. If he says yes to seeing Marjorie and J.P. without a concession from you, he feels weak. And you don’t go visit unless your mom insists and then when it doesn’t go well, you leave early. You’re both trying to get what you want without conceding anything. You’re more alike than you’re willing to admit.”
Daniels eyed the dried blood on his hands. “If he gets through this, he and I are going to talk. I mean a real discussion too. Without all the posturing.”
“See? What’d I say about a silver lining?”
“He’s got to survive first.”
“He will.”
Daniels picked at his blood-encrusted fingernails. “I need to wash my hands.”
“Bathroom’s at the end of the hall.” Rem shot out a thumb. “I saw it when we came in.”
Daniels stood. “I’ll be right back.”
“Take your time. We’re not going anywhere.”
Daniels nodded and walked away.
Rem returned to the front door to look outside again. It remained quiet. One car drove down the highway into town but didn’t slow or act strangely. Rem wondered if the sheriff was on his way to Phil’s house and where his deputy was. Judging by the speed people moved in Elmwood, he could still be several minutes away. For the umpteenth time, Rem considered calling Lozano, but something held him back.
Checking the time, he saw they were only a few hours from dawn. If they could survive the night, they could retrieve their car in the morning and get out of Elmwood. He’d feel a lot safer where there was a big police force, familiar territory, and plenty of people around.
He peered outside one more time before returning to the bench. Daniels exited the bathroom and rejoined Rem.
“Anything?” he asked, staring at the door to the exam room.
“From the doc? No.”
Daniels nodded. “You talk to the sheriff?”
Rem caught Daniels up on his conversation with Sheriff Hayes.
“He seriously thought Tex and Tommy could have done this?”
“At first, but I think he sees the light now.”
Daniels rubbed his eyes. “I’ve been so distracted I haven’t even thought about if we’re safe here.” He lowered his hand. “You think our shooter will come looking for us?”
“I’ve been checking the front but haven’t seen anything. Lexie parked behind another car in the back, so unless our guy drives into the rear lot, he won’t know we’re here.”
“If he knows Dad’s injured, this would be a logical place to look.”
“But not so easy to attack again. He’ll have to reveal himself first.”
“We’re almost out of ammo.”
“And the sheriff and his deputy know where we are. It’s a risk for our shooter to try again.”
“It might also be smart. We have a man down, we’re vulnerable, and the sheriff is taking his time.” He shifted on the bench. “Have you called Lozano? He could summon help. If state troopers get involved, there’s no way this guy is getting through them.”
Rem traced a seam in his jeans. “No. I haven’t called Lozano.”
Daniels frowned. “Why not?”
Rem stared off, trying to collect his thoughts. “Well, first of all, it won’t be long before the sun comes up. By the time Lozano makes his calls and help arrives, there won’t be much they can do other than search the area and escort us back to San Diego.”
“That’s looking pretty appealing right now.”
“I know, but the drive back isn’t what concerns me.” He paused. “Something tells me that our shooter prefers the shadows. Him coming after us tomorrow is unlikely.”
Daniels leaned back. “For all you know, he could run us off the road or fire at us while we’re driving. And just because we’re in San Diego doesn’t mean we’re safe. Whether this guy wants you and me, Rhonda, or all of us dead, he’s not giving up just because we survive the night.”
Thinking back, Rem crossed his arms.
“I know that look. What’s on your mind?”
Rem bounced his knee, recalling all that had happened since they’d started their trip. “I keep wondering about L.A. Is this the same guy who shot up the hotel and almost ran us over outside the park? Is he the one who shot at us from Tommy’s car? If he is, then how did he miss? He’s had plenty of opportunities to kill us.”
“Somebody paid a cheap hitman, and you get what you pay for.”
“And why even attempt the hotel shooting?”
“I admit. That still doesn’t make sense. But if the shots fired at the hotel played a part in this, then are we the targets? Or was someone trying to prevent us from protecting Rhonda?”
“I don’t think it was about killing us.” Rem shifted to face Daniels. “Maybe he’s intentionally missed each time.”
“Why go to all that trouble?”
A possible explanation occurred to Rem. “Instead of trying to kill us, maybe he was directing us.”
Daniels narrowed his eyes. “Should I have Doc look at you too, when he’s done with Dad?”
“Think about it. What happened after the hotel shooting?”
“We picked up Rhonda.”
“No, we got stuck at the hotel dealing with the police. Then we picked up Rhonda. We were late.”
Daniels squeezed his temples. “Help me out here, partner.”
“And because we were late, we hit traffic.”
“We also had to pick up Dad.”
“I know, but I think that only helped.”
“What are you talking about?”
“To avoid traffic, we headed down the back roads, taking us right through Elmwood.”
Daniels stared flatly. “Are you saying the shooter knew we would do that?”
“I think it’s a good assumption.”
“I think you’re tired. You’re always weird when you’re tired.”
Rem pointed. “That may be true but just hear me out. It’s not like you have anything else to do.”
“I can’t argue with that.”
Trying to sort things out in his head, Rem rubbed his knee. “Before I escaped Phil’s workshop, the shooter struck up a conversation. Said he’d done his homework on us.”
“I didn’t realize you two got a chance to chat.”
“He said it wasn’t personal, and that he had a debt to pay.”
“That’s some debt.”
“I know.” Rem scratched his head.
“What do you think he meant by homework?”
“He said he knew about you and me, but I’m sure he meant Rhonda too.”
“Did he say who his target was?”
“Not specifically, no.”
Daniels studied the exam door. “That would have been helpful. So we still don’t know who he’s after.”
“At this point, I’d say all of us, but my point is, if he researched Rhonda, it wouldn’t have been hard to figure out that she hates traffic and highways, is suspicious of technology, is paranoid about everything, and has an ex in Elmwood.”
Daniels stilled. “You honestly think this guy concocted all of this to direct us through this town and get us to Phil’s house?”
“That car nearly running us over freaked Rhonda out and gave her plenty of reasons to avoid traffic. We ended up taking the route she was familiar with, which was the way to Phil’s and through this town.”
Daniels paused. “That would suggest your car was tampered with while we ate ice cream.”
“Forcing us to stay the night in Elmwood. And whoever shot at us from Tommy’s car gave us ample reason to head to Phil’s.”
Daniels poked at a divot on the armrest of the bench. “That’s a hell of a plan. We could have easily ignored Rhonda and stuck with the traffic. Or driven right past Elmwood.”
“Considering she’s familiar with this town, it’s not a long shot to think we might stop here.”
“Still…” Daniels appeared doubtful. “The odds are unlikely.”
“No doubt a million things could have gone wrong and I’m guessing they were prepared in case we didn’t stop here, but it worked.” He waved a hand. “Because here we are.”
“Who the hell would want us to end up in Elmwood?”
“That’s the million-dollar question, but if you wanted to kill two cops or a paranoid witness who requested those cops to escort her to trial, Elmwood has one sheriff and supposedly a deputy and that’s it. If you get us to a secluded house away from town, jam our phones so we can’t call for help, it’s like shooting fish in a barrel. And once it’s done, the shooter walks away, likely never to be seen again. That’s a lot harder to do in San Diego or L.A.”
“But he missed us. Again. If this theory of yours is true, our shooter had us exactly where he wanted us.”
Rem tapped his lips. “Which makes it even more interesting, Watson.”
“Oh, boy.” Daniels paused, went quiet, and raised a brow. “What if Lexie showing up threw a wrench into that barrel of fish?”
“It’s damn possible. If she hadn’t, our guy could have taken either you or me out and then killed the rest of us.” Rem crossed his arms. “Or, is Lexie in cahoots with him? Maybe her arrival was a distraction to give this guy an opening.”
“That’s a stretch. She saved our butts back there with that driving. Plus, she has a gun and could have shot us herself.” He glanced back at the exam room door. “And now she’s in there assisting Doc while he operates on Dad.”
“I didn’t say it was a good theory.”
Daniels shook his head with a huff.
“But it’s odd she showed up when she did, and how she keeps accusing Rhonda.”
“Everything is odd about this trip.”
Rem considered other options. “What if Rhonda’s right and this is some master plan to keep her away from the stand? Maybe this is some giant scare tactic, to not only keep Rhonda from testifying but make us think twice about prosecuting Darla.”
Daniels leaned back against the bench and stared at the ceiling. “If you really want to talk conspiracy theories, I’m about to blow your mind.” He eyed Rem. “What if Rhonda and Lexie are working together?”
Rem knitted his brow. “Seriously?”
“What if they’re playing us?”
“For what purpose?”
“To lead two unsuspecting cops to their deaths.”
“Then why aren’t we dead?”
“I didn’t say they were good at it. And maybe they aren’t assassins, but they’re just leading us to the assassins. We just got lucky at Phil’s.”
Rem tried to sort out the implications but couldn’t wrap his brain around a scenario where Rhonda and Lexie were conspiring together.
“You have to consider it. Rhonda could have deliberately steered us straight into Elmwood and Lexie showed to help the hitman finish his job.”
“That’s definitely thinking way outside the box.”
“Until we get back to San Diego, we can’t be sure of anything. This is all pure conjecture.” Daniels raised his head. “So where does that leave us?”
“I think I’m more confused now than before.”
Daniels resumed his stare at the ceiling. “What does your gut tell you?”
Rem crossed one leg over the other. “That we’ve been lured to Elmwood to be killed. But if Rhonda and Lexie are in on this, I think we’d be dead right now.”
“I don’t get the killer vibe from either of them.” Daniels sat up. “And all things considered, according to Occam’s Razor, the simplest conclusion is usually the right one.”
Rem ran his knuckles over his chin. “Speaking of a razor, I could use a shave.”
Daniels rolled his eyes. “If Occam’s right, then either we’re the targets, or Rhonda is, and somebody is trying damn hard to make sure we don’t make it to San Diego.” He paused. “Maybe we shouldn’t be discarding Rhonda’s fears that Darla Danovia is coming after her. Maybe Darla’s got more connections to the Danovia family back east than we realize.”
“What about Lexie? What does Occam say about where she fits into all of this?”
“That she’s a reporter investigating a potential plot to send an innocent woman to jail.”
“So she’s got the wrong criminal mastermind? Should she be investigating Darla and not Rhonda?”
“Either way, it doesn’t matter. We can’t do anything until we get home so let’s stay focused on where we are and what we know right now. Which brings us full circle.” He sat up and interlaced his fingers. “Why don’t you want to call Lozano?”
Rem recalled his brief conversation with the shooter. “He, our friendly neighborhood hitman, said he admired our tenacity and will to survive. Then he mentioned he understood what it meant to owe a brother.”
“Why does that bother you? You think he has a partner?”
Rem’s concern ramped up and he ran his hand up and down his thigh. “Worse.” He sighed. “I think our shooter might be a cop, or at least a former one.”
Daniels straightened.
“What do you think Occam would say about that?”




Chapter Twenty-One


Daniels tried to imagine a cop coming after them and didn’t like the implications. “You got that from your brief interaction with this guy?” 
Rem shrugged. “It’s just a feeling I have. He said he’d been in our situation and understood it. It was the way he said it that made me think he knows us so well because he’s one of us.”
“It could have meant anything. What if he actually has a brother?”
“That’s a hell of a lot to ask of your brother.”
“It’s hell of a lot to ask of a partner.”
“Not if they’re dirty cops. This may not be their first rodeo.”
Daniels attempted to make sense of it. “He said he had to pay a debt? So you think his partner…”
“Or a fellow cop.”
Daniels nodded. “…got him out of a sticky situation and our shooter has to do this job to even things up?”
“Maybe.” Rem paused. “That’s why I’m hesitant to call Lozano. He puts out the word and this guy will know. He’ll be able to follow our movements and we won’t know who to trust.” He sighed. “I don’t know if we’re safer on our own or not. Right now, our shooter may be searching for us but at least he has to remain concealed. We call in the cavalry, this guy could walk right up to us, and we wouldn’t know it.” Rem shifted his ankle on his knee. “Did you get a look at him?”
“Barely, but it was dark, and it looked like he was wearing a ski mask.” Daniels studied the door to the exam room, hoping his dad was okay. “You might be wrong. This guy could be your run-of-the-mill hitman.”
“There’s nothing run-of-the-mill about any of this. This is an orchestrated attack against us that required serious planning. Who better to know how to kill two cops than another cop?”
“That suggests we’re the targets, and Rhonda, Lexie, and Dad are just along for the ride.”
“Probably. But it makes me think we’ll be okay if we can get out of Elmwood. The whole point of being in this town is to keep us in unfamiliar territory with no back-up and nowhere to go for help. Whoever’s doing this has lost that advantage. We’ve survived and now we’re aware of him. Once we’re out of here, he won’t try again. It’s too risky when we’re on our own turf. He’d have the whole police force after him.”
Dread creeping up his spine, Daniels clutched his stomach. “We’re not out of Elmwood yet.”
Rem glanced toward the front door. “Good point.”
“Plus, we’ve got Dad to consider now.”
Rem stood. “If he’s strong enough to travel, we’re getting him out of here.” He gestured toward the door. “I’m going to take another look.”
“And if he’s not strong enough?” asked Daniels.
“Then we call Lozano, send in the troopers, and take our chances.” Rem went to the blinds and peered out.
Daniels fell back against the bench, not liking their options. If Rem was right and their shooter was a cop, or used to be one, then they had a big problem. “You see anything?”
Rem checked an adjacent window. “No. It’s quiet.” He closed the blind. “I don’t know if I should worry or not.”
Daniels scraped at a drop of his dad’s blood on his shirt. “If we are the targets, then who wants to kill us so bad?”
Rem walked back over but remained standing. “We’ve pissed off more than a few people during our tenure as peace officers.”
“But another cop?”
“Stranger things have happened. Maybe we put a loved one of whoever this guy owes behind bars. Or we slighted him in some way.” He blew out his cheeks. “There’s no telling.”
Anxious, Daniels traced the lines in his palm. “You think it could be Margaret Redstone?”
Rem tensed and lost some of the color in his face. “Don’t even say that.”
“You know she’s capable.”
“She’s also in a psychiatric ward, medicated up to her eyeballs and supposedly in a catatonic state. How could she possibly pull something like this off?”
Daniels hated to think about it. The mere thought of Margaret Redstone made his skin prickle. “We have to consider all the possibilities. You know she hates both of us.”
Rem sat heavily on the bench. “I think I’m gonna woof my cookies.”
“I’m not saying it’s her. And you’re probably right. It’s unlikely, but it can’t hurt to ask Lozano to check her out. Let’s make sure there haven’t been any changes in her condition and she hasn’t been in touch with anyone.”
Rem leaned over and put his face in his hands. “Okay.”
Daniels empathized with Rem’s fears. Margaret Redstone’s malice had terrorized all of them, but her mental torture had wreaked havoc on Rem’s emotional state. “Let’s not think the worst. Let’s just focus on surviving the rest of the night.”
Rem took a moment, then raised his head. “You’re right. I’m sure it’s probably someone else with a grudge, which when you think about it, isn’t much better.”
“Not really.” Daniels fidgeted with worry. “Listen. I know you’re concerned about calling in reinforcements, but don’t you think we should at least give Lozano the heads up? Tell him what’s happening? He can keep it to himself for now, but at least he’ll have the details in case something else occurs.”
“You think he can keep it quiet? Isn’t it putting him in an awkward situation?”
“He won’t like it, but if we tell him why, he’ll hold off. Maybe we can’t trust anybody else, but we can trust him.”
After a pause, Rem sighed and pulled out his cell. “Hope he’s ready for an early morning phone call.” He put the phone to his ear and stood.
Daniels bounced his leg and continued to wait while Rem wandered toward the front and started talking. He peered through the blinds, closed them, and then paced. A few minutes later, he hung up and walked back over. “He’s up to date.” Rem slid his phone into his pocket. “He didn’t like waiting on calling in more help, but he understands it. Told us to keep him updated on the situation and on your dad.”
Daniels nodded and debated poking his head into the exam room. “I hope it’s going okay in there.”
Rem sat beside Daniels and stretched his neck. “No news is good news, I suppose.”
Lost in their thoughts, they sat for a few quiet moments until the exam door opened and Rhonda stepped out. Her face was pale, and she had a smear of blood on her shirt.
Daniels stood. “How is he?”
Rhonda closed the door. “He’s hanging in there, but that doctor kicked me out.” She put her hands on her hips. “Apparently I talk too much, and he doesn’t appreciate my theories about government spies and conspiracies.”
“Imagine that,” said Rem.
“I mean, he’s a doctor,” said Rhonda. “He should know patient confidentiality isn’t confidential.” She looked around. “I’m sure there are cameras on us right now.”
“Let’s hope not.” Tense, Daniels massaged his shoulders. “How’s Lexie doing?”
Rhonda rolled her eyes. “She’s obviously way better at assisting than I am. Personally, I wouldn’t trust her as far as I can throw her, but no one wants to listen to me.”
Daniels bit back an unhelpful retort. “Did the doc get the bullet out?”
Rhonda studied her fingers with a grimace. “Oh, yeah. It’s out and the doctor’s finishing up. Said you can go in.” She frowned. “I need to wash my hands.”
Rem stood. “You don’t think leading with that would have been smart?”
“What?” asked Rhonda. “I said Raymond was fine.”
Annoyed, Daniels pulled the exam room door open. “The bathroom’s down the hall.” He stepped inside and Rem followed.
The doctor, holding a needle with thread, stood beside Raymond, who was unconscious with an oxygen mask over his mouth and an IV in his arm. Doc pulled the needle up and tugged it. Lexie stood beside him, wearing blood-speckled gloves, and holding a pair of scissors.
“How is he?” asked Daniels.
“He’s doing great. Vitals are strong,” said the doctor. “The bullet’s out and I’m stitching him up. Once I’m done, I’ll load him up with antibiotics. I don’t want him moving so he should spend the night here. I’ve got a bed in the next room.” He glanced up at Daniels. “So whatever trouble is following you, you better keep it away from the clinic.”
“We’ve called the sheriff,” said Rem. “Hopefully he can help with that.”
The doctor made another stitch and pulled the needle through. “Sheriff Hayes?” He scoffed. “That’s like asking a dog trainer to teach a lion to sit. He’s going to suck at it. His deputy isn’t much better.”
Rem watched the doctor work. “I’m quickly coming to that conclusion. I’ve been keeping an eye out, though, and so far, haven’t seen any red flags.”
“You think the gunman would come here?” asked Lexie. “And try again?” Doc took the scissors from her and snipped the thread.
“We don’t think so, but we can’t rule it out,” said Daniels. He moved closer to the table, seeing his dad’s stitched wound. The doctor wiped gauze over it and began to bandage it.
“He’s through the worst of it,” said Doc. “He’ll be okay.”
Daniels let go of a long-held breath. “Thanks, Doc. I appreciate it.”
“He’s lost a lot of blood, so he’ll be weak, but if gets rest and fluids, he might be strong enough to travel tomorrow. You can take him to his own doctor and get him checked out.”
“I will.” Relieved, Daniels rested his hand on his dad’s uninjured shoulder.
“Sorry to put a damper on things, Doc,” said Rem, “but do you happen to have a gun we can use?”
Doc Shires looked up with a scowl. “I don’t like guns in my clinic.” He nodded at Raymond. “For obvious reasons.”
Rem nodded back. “Yeah. I get that, but a gun would come in handy right now, in case we need it.”
Lexie stepped back and took off her gloves. “But I thought you said we were safe here.” She tossed her gloves in the trash.
“Thanks for your help, Lexie,” said Doc. “I needed it.” He glanced at the door. “That Rhonda, though. Land sakes, she talks a lot but doesn’t say much.”
“Tell us about it,” said Rem. “We should have warned you.” He spoke to Lexie. “And we think we’re safe, but I like to be prepared.”
“He’s been checking the front,” said Daniels, “and the back door is sturdy and locked.”
Doc tossed bloody gauze in the trash. “What about the side door? You check that?”
Daniels stilled. “What side door?”
Rem cursed. “There’s another entry?”
Doc nodded. “A lot of the old buildings in Elmwood have them. This one didn’t, but when my Betsy Sue ran the diner, we put a door in between my office and the diner’s kitchen for easier access.”
Rem pulled out his gun and walked into the hall.
“Where’s your office?” asked Daniels, joining Rem.
“Down the hall,” said the doctor. “Second door on the left. The side door should be locked though.”
“Should be or is?” asked Rem.
The doctor paused. “I don’t recall if I locked it.
Staring down the hall, Rem gripped his gun.
“Where’s the other gun?” Daniels asked Rem.
Rem pulled it out of his waistband and held it. “It’s empty.”
Daniels took it. “I know but at least it looks threatening.”
Lexie walked over and pulled out her small handgun. “Here. Take this.”
Thinking Lexie was looking less and less like part of a plot to kill them, Daniels took her weapon from her. “Thanks,” said Daniels. He put Rem’s empty gun in his holster and aimed Lexie’s down the hall. “Let’s go, partner.”
Rem walked slowly down the hall with Daniels right behind him. They passed a small dark room with a made bed and a cushioned chair. “I’ll check in here,” said Daniels. He entered the room and flipped on the light. Rem remained in the hall as Daniels looked under the bed and into a small closet. “It’s clear.”
He left the bedroom and flipped the light off. Rem continued down the hall toward Doc’s office. The bathroom door at the end of the hall was closed and Daniels heard the faucet running. He hoped Rhonda wouldn’t walk out until they could finish their sweep.
Reaching the office entry, Rem aimed his weapon and flipped around the doorframe to face the interior. Daniels went in behind him. The office was also dark, and Rem stepped inside and turned on the light. Daniels saw a messy desk with two file cabinets behind it and another closet. Across from them was a closed door.
“That’s gotta be it,” whispered Rem.
Daniels opened the closet, but it was filled with boxes. “Closet’s clear.”
Rem advanced on the door and stood beside it. Daniels stood on the other side and Rem reached out and turned the knob. “It’s locked.”
“Question is,” said Daniels, “Has it been locked the whole time?”
Rem clenched his jaw. “It’s doubtful someone got past us, but do you think we should check upstairs?”
“Better to be safe than sorry.” Daniels headed toward the office door. “You ready?”
Rem came up behind him. “I’m ready. Let’s get Rhonda out of the bathroom.”
Daniels stepped back into the hall. The bathroom door opened. “Rhonda,” he said before she could react to seeing him and Rem with their guns drawn, “go into the—”
A man wearing dark clothes, gloves, and a dark ski mask over his head exited the bathroom, pulling Rhonda out with him. He had an arm around her throat and aimed a gun at her head. Gripping the man’s elbow, Rhonda whimpered.
Alarmed, Daniels straightened his aim and Rem stepped out of the office, saw Rhonda, and also aimed his weapon.
“You value her life or your father’s,” said the man, “then don’t move.”




Chapter Twenty-Two


The man pulled Rhonda farther out of the bathroom. “Please,” said Rhonda, her face clenched with fear. “Don’t hurt me.” 
Daniels didn’t move but his mind raced. “Listen,” he said, still aiming Lexie’s gun, “if you think this is going to work, you’re wrong.”
“The sheriff’s on his way,” said Rem. “Let her go. Hurting her isn’t going to get you anywhere.”
The man tightened his grip, and Rhonda winced. “I don’t think you’re in any position to tell me what to do.” He jutted out his chin. “Drop your guns.”
Daniels glanced back toward the exam room, praying he could keep the gunman away from it. “If you let her go, you can walk away. We won’t stop you.”
The gunman pulled Rhonda closer. “I know how this works.” He pressed the tip of the gun harder into her head. “And I know what I’m here for.” He sneered at them. “So drop your guns right now or I will shoot her in the head.”
“Please,” said Rhonda again. “I promise I won’t testify. Just let me go. You can tell Darla I’m out. I won’t say a word. She wins. Please.”
“Shut up,” he yelled, and she screeched. “You want to live?” he asked. “Then you better hope they do as I say.”
Daniels sized up the gunman. Would he do what he threatened? Had Rhonda been his target all along? Or was he using Rhonda to get to him and Rem? If they complied and lowered their guns, the gunman could kill all of them and make an easy escape. He struggled with what to do.
“We can’t lower our guns,” said Rem. “You know that.”
The gunman backed up against the rear door. “I think you’re going to do exactly what I want.”
Rhonda whimpered again and her eyes welled with tears. “Please,” she said. “I don’t want to die.”
That same feeling of dread bubbled up in Daniels’ belly. “How about we all take it easy? Nobody wants to end up dead in Elmwood’s clinic. What exactly is it that you want?”
“He wants you to put your weapons down,” said another voice from behind them.
Rem whirled and Daniels turned to see another gunman, his face also covered with a ski mask and wearing similar clothing with gloves, standing outside the exam room. He held the doctor by the elbow and pointed a weapon at him. Lexie stood beside the doctor, her face strained. “He walked in after you two went down the hall,” said Lexie.
Rem faced the first gunman again.
“Looks like we have a standoff,” said the second gunman. “You should have checked the side door sooner.”  He poked his gun into the doctor’s side. “I think my partner told you to put down your guns.”
The doctor remained still, and Lexie bit her bottom lip.
Daniels hesitated, knowing if they gave up their weapons, they wouldn’t live to see the sunrise.
“Why?” said Rem. “So you can shoot us where we stand?”
“We won’t shoot you,” said the first gunman. He yanked on Rhonda. “We want her.”
“Shut up,” said the second man. “Stop talking.” He leveled his gaze at Daniels. “Either you drop your weapons,” he moved the gun off Doc Shires and aimed it toward the exam room, “or I will shoot your father from here.” He lifted the side of his lip. “It’s an easy shot. You may kill me, but your father would still be dead,” he paused, “and you’ll have to live with knowing you’re responsible.”
Daniels’ heart skipped and he looked at Rem. If his father died at the hands of a hitman, Daniels would never forgive himself. He gripped Lexie’s weapon, debating whether to save himself or his dad. He already knew his answer.
“Okay,” said Rem, relaxing his posture.
Daniels loosened his hold on the gun. “You win. Just leave my father out of this.”
Rem held out his gun and let it swing from his finger.
“You,” said the second gunman to Lexie. Lexie jumped. “Get their guns and bring them here. Hurry.”
She walked over to Rem and Daniels, took their weapons, and brought them back to the gunman.
“Throw them in the trashcan up front.” He tipped his head toward the front desk. “Move it.”
Her hands shaking, Lexie nodded at him. “Okay.” She walked over to the desk and dumped the guns into the trash.
“Get back here,” said the gunman. “Get their handcuffs and cell phones next.”
“What’s your plan?” asked Rem.
“Did I say you could talk?” asked the second gunman. “Give her the handcuff keys too.” He trained the gun again toward the exam room. “And make it fast.”
Daniels pulled out his handcuffs, cell phone, and keys and handed them to Lexie. Rem did the same.
The second gunman watched Lexie. “You got a phone, Doc?” He patted Doc’s pockets.”
“It’s in my office,” said Doc.
The gunman jabbed his gun back into the doctor’s side and spoke to Lexie.
“Dump it all into the trash with the guns except the handcuffs. Then get back over here.”
Lindsey complied and holding the handcuffs, returned to stand beside Doc.
Eyeing Rem and Daniels, the gunman tipped his head toward the stairwell. “Both of you move to the stairs.”
Hoping their compliance would keep the gunmen calm, Daniels, along with Rem, did as the gunman asked.
The gunman spoke to Lexie. “Handcuff them to the banister.”
Lexie dropped her jaw. “Why me?”
The gunman grinned at her. “Because I said so.”
“It’s okay, Lexie,” said Daniels. He walked to the iron banister with vertical rails running up the length of the stairs. Rem followed. “Just do as he says.” He held his arm out near the railing and Rem did the same.
Lexie, her forehead furrowed, approached them. She secured a handcuff around Daniels’ wrist, tightened it, threaded the cuffs through an iron rail, and secured the other end around Rem’s wrist. The cuffs clicked into place, and she stepped back. “Okay.”
Daniels hoped that the handcuffs meant they might survive a little longer since shooting them would have been much easier. “What now?” he asked.
The second gunman spoke to his partner. “Take Rhonda to the car.”
Rhonda’s eyes widened. “What? No. You can’t.”
“Shut up,” said the man who held the gun to her head. Keeping his weapon on her, he released his hold on her throat, reached behind him, and opened the rear door. “Somebody wants to talk to you.”
He yanked on her arm, and she shrieked. “No, please. I won’t testify. I swear it. You have my word.”
“Leave her alone,” said Lexie.
The second gunman chuckled. “You’re cute when you’re angry, honey.” He shoved on the doctor. “Get back in your room and shut the door.”
The doctor looked between him and the others. “What about them?”
“That’s not your concern,” said the gunman. “Move it.”
“Do as he says,” said Rem.
“Keep an eye on Dad,” said Daniels, praying the gunmen wouldn’t hurt his father.
Doc hesitated but then entered the exam room.
“Shut the door,” said the gunman. “And don’t come out.”
The doctor closed the door.
Relieved his dad was out of the line of fire, Daniels waited to see what would happen next.
“Give me those other cuffs, honey,” said the gunman to Lexie.
Lexie, still holding the second pair of cuffs, didn’t move.
“You know the sheriff’s coming,” said Rem. “Plus his deputy.”
The gunman laughed. “That idiot? He barely made it out to his car before I knocked him out cold. The deputy didn’t even make it out of his house. They aren’t going anywhere for a while.” He eyed Lexie. “Just like we planned.”
Lexie stilled. “Excuse me?”
He chuckled again. “You can stop playing now.” He jabbed his gun toward Daniels and Rem. “We got them locked up. There’s nothing they can do.”
Daniels straightened and pulled on the cuffs. He noticed Rem tense his shoulders.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Lexie.
“C’mon, sugar,” said the second man, “you can admit the truth. It’s safe. Tell them we’re here because of you.”
Lexie shook her head.
Rhonda, still at the back door, sputtered. “I knew it. I told you. It was her. This whole time.”
“I told you to get her out of here,” yelled the second man. “Now.”
“C’mon,” said the first man. He pulled Rhonda out the door, and she shrieked again. “No. Don’t. Let me go.” She pleaded with Rem and Daniels. “Don’t let them take me.”
“Just do as he says,” said Rem. “We’ll find you.”
Threatening to shoot her, the gunman yanked Rhonda away and the door closed as Rhonda wailed again for help.
Daniels gritted his teeth, knowing that if he could get free, he’d happily shoot both men in the face. Rem stared at the closed door with a menacing look and turned toward the second gunman. “If you hurt her, I guarantee you’ll wish you’d never taken this job.”
“Who says I don’t already?” said the man with a sigh. “But you do what you gotta do.” He lowered his gun and held out his hand to Lexie. “Give me the other set of cuffs.”
Lexie walked over and dropped the cuffs in his hand. “I don’t know you.”
“Fine,” said the man. “Keep up the ruse. No skin off my nose.” He glanced at Rem and Daniels. “But you should know, she’s been in on it from the start.” He jangled the cuffs. “She’s been telling us everything. The boss said she insisted on getting involved. I didn’t think it would work but, as usual,” he winked at Lexie, “you were right. I bet he’s paying you well.”
“Stop it,” said Lexie. “I’m not part of this. I didn’t tell you anything and nobody is paying me.”
The gunman walked toward her, and Lexie backed up until she hit the wall. “Then why haven’t I handcuffed you or taken your cell?” he asked. “Or tossed you into the room with the old man?” He shook his head. “You don’t even want to tell them that we’re lovers?” He grinned. “We could give them some stories that would make them blush, couldn’t we?”
Lexie stared back, her expression clouded. “None of that is true.” She looked over toward Daniels. “I swear it.”
The gunman traced a finger down her cheek. “Say whatever you want, honey. No judgement from me.”
Lexie turned her face away. “Don’t touch me.”
The man raised the side of his lip. “That’s not what you said the other night.”
Lexie kept her head turned. “Leave me alone.”
He stepped back. “Suit yourself. Play whatever games you want, honey, but I’ve got to go talk to Miss Rhonda.” He lifted the cuffs. “And since you want to keep playing innocent, give me your phone and get in the room with the doc.” He opened the door to the exam room and waited.
Lexie held his gaze. “I’m not your honey.”
The man paused. “Then get in, Lexie.”
Lexie hesitated, pulled her phone out and handed it to him. She entered the exam room and the gunman shut the door behind her. “Women,” he said. “Such a pain in the ass.” Gripping his gun, he dumped Lexie’s phone in the trash and approached Rem and Daniels. “It’s been real, you two. Be glad the boss man decided to spare your lives. Personally, I was hoping to kill you and then interrogate Rhonda. It would make talking to her a lot easier if she knew you two were dead, but c’est la vie.” He raised the cuffs in his hand. “Oops. Almost forgot.” He returned to the exam room doors and attached one cuff to one of the knobs, clicked it tight and secured the other cuff to the other knob. “This ought to work.” The cuffs attached to both doorknobs, he pulled on the link between the cuffs. There was little slack and they held tight to the knobs. He leaned close to the doors. “You all behave yourselves in there. Especially you, Doc. Don’t let my honey kill the cop’s old man.”
Daniels took a step toward the gunman, desperate to get free.
The gunman turned. “I know you two will get loose eventually, but we’ll be long gone by then.”
“Where are you taking Rhonda?” asked Rem.
“Not far, but far enough.” He slid his gun into his waistband. “And like I said, it’s nothing personal.”
“What’s this all about? Why do you want her?” asked Daniels.
The man kicked the trashcan against the wall away from Rem and Daniels. “If you were supposed to know that I’d tell you.”
“This is a stupid way to do this,” said Rem. “You could have taken her at any time. Why now?”
The man leered at him. “You have no idea what’s going on here, Detective, and if my boss has his way, neither one of you is going to live much longer anyway, so I wouldn’t concern yourself with something you can do nothing about.”
“You’re making a big mistake,” said Daniels. “After tonight, you and your buddy better go into hiding because every officer in this state is going to be looking for you.”
“Looking for who exactly?” asked the gunman.
“We’ll find out who you are,” said Rem.
The man stared back at them. “You can try.” He paused. “I’m actually curious to see what happens next. I’ve heard things about you two.” He stepped away. “I like worthy adversaries. They make life interesting.”
“I can guarantee that ‘interesting’ only touches the surface of what’s next.” Daniels gripped one of the iron rails.
“And tell your boss man we’re coming for him too,” added Rem.
The gunman smiled. “Oh, believe me, he knows.” He turned, headed down the hall, opened the rear door and yelled back. “Enjoy your morning.”
The door closed and he was gone.




Chapter Twenty-Three


Rem yelled a few choice curse words and yanked on the cuffs. He grabbed the rail they were attached to and pulled on it along with Daniels. “Figures. It doesn’t budge.” 
Daniels studied the banister. “This is solid. The only way to get free is to get to the keys unless you want to gnaw off your hand.”
“Let’s stick with option one.” Rem reached to see how close he could get to the trashcan. “Can you loop your arm through?”
Daniels moved his cuffed arm as far through the rails as he could so Rem could stretch farther. Rem did his best but was nowhere near the trashcan.
“Try lying flat and grabbing it with your feet.” Daniels got low and Rem dropped to the ground. His foot brushed it, but he couldn't pull it closer. “Damn it. Why couldn’t I be taller?”
The cuffs around the knobs of the exam room jangled. “Hello?” asked the doctor. The doors moved, but the cuffs held them closed.
“Doc?” yelled Daniels. “How’s Dad?”
“He’s okay,” said the doctor from the exam room. “Who’s out there? Are they gone?” The cuffs jangled again.
“They’re gone,” said Rem, getting back to his feet. “Any way you can get out of there?”
The doors pulled on the cuffs but remained closed. “What’s holding the doors?” asked the doctor.
“Handcuffs,” said Daniels.
“Where’s Lexie?” asked Rem.
“Here,” she said from the other side of the door.
Recalling the gunman’s accusations, Rem worried about Lexie’s loyalty. Had she been in on it from the beginning? Could they trust her? Judging by Daniels worried face, he was thinking the same thing. “Any tools in there? Can you get the doorknobs off?”
It went quiet for a second. “No,” said the doctor.
“Any other way out of that room?” asked Daniels.
“Or is there a phone?” asked Rem.
“Not in here,” said Doc. “Wait a minute.” His voice trailed off.
“What is it?” asked Daniels. “Everything okay?”
“Lexie?” asked Rem. He hated being in this vulnerable position. If Lexie was in on this, they were all in trouble.
“I’m here. Hold on.” She paused. “We may have a way out.”
“What is it?” asked Daniels.
No one answered for several seconds.
“Doc?” asked Rem. “What’s going on?”
Daniels yanked on the cuffs. “Where the hell are they?”
“They obviously couldn’t have gone far.” Rem eyed the trashcan, wondering if there was another way to get to it. “I don’t suppose if we yell loud enough, anyone will hear us?”
“Not at this time of night.” Daniels kicked at the banister. “We’ve got to get out of here if we expect to help Rhonda.”
“I know.” Rem tried to pull his wrist through the cuff, but they were secured tightly. Had Lexie done that intentionally?
“Doc? Lexie?” yelled Daniels. “Where are you?”
They didn’t respond.
“What are they doing?” asked Daniels.
“I don’t know. Thinking?”
Daniels yanked on the iron rail again but it didn’t budge. “They could still answer us.” He pulled on the cuffs and yanked Rem’s hand against the banister.
“Easy,” said Rem with a wince. “I’m not ready to consider the one-less-hand option.”
Daniels relaxed his arm. “Sorry, but I’m getting scared. Dad’s in there.”
Rem eyed the door and yelled. “Hey, you two. We need you to talk to us. What’s happening?”
It stayed quiet for several more seconds and Daniels kicked the stairs in frustration. “Answer us.”
“I’m through,” yelled Lexie.
“Through where?” asked Rem.
Lexie, her clothes and skin smudged with dirt, walked out of the bedroom next to the exam room. “There’s a vent in the wall that connects the two rooms. The screws weren’t that tight, and Doc used a scalpel to open it.” She walked to the trashcan, dug through it, and found the keys. She handed one to Rem and walked to the door.
Thrilled, Rem slipped the key into the lock and clicked the cuffs open. Lexie went to the double doors and undid the cuffs. Rem freed his hand, and Daniels pulled the cuffs through the railing.
Lexie opened the door. Doc Shires stood on the other side. “It worked,” said Lexie.
Rem went to the trashcan to get their guns and phones while Daniels removed the cuffs from his wrist. “How’s Dad?” He entered the exam room.
Holstering his weapon, Rem joined him. “He okay?”
“He’s fine,” said Doc. “Slept through the whole thing.”
Seeing Raymond resting comfortably, Rem debated their next steps.
“What about Rhonda?” asked the doctor. “Where is she?”
“They took her.” Rem handed Daniels his gun and slid Lexie’s small handgun into his pocket. “We have to find her.” He took the extra set of cuffs from Lexie.
“Why would they take her?” asked Lexie.
Daniels swiveled to face her. “You sure you can’t answer that?”
Lexie’s expression hardened. “I had nothing to do with this. Everything that man said was all lies.”
Keeping an eye on her, Rem walked closer. “Which is eerily similar to what you’ve been saying about Rhonda.”
“I swear to you,” said Lexie. “I have no idea what is going on here.”
“Join the club,” said Daniels.
The doctor looked between all of them. “You think she had something to do with this?”
Rem observed Lexie, trying to read her body language. Had she been lying to them this whole time?
Lexie stammered. “You can check my purse. My IDs. Call my mother.”
“We’ve gone way past that,” said Daniels. “We’ve been shot at more than once, almost run over, held at gunpoint, cuffed to a banister and now they took Rhonda. I don’t know what the hell is going on here, but what I do know is that we know very little about you.”
Lexie gaped at them. “If I’d wanted to hurt you or Rhonda, I could have done it at any time.”
“Maybe that wasn’t your job,” said Rem, trying to figure out her motives but failing.
“This whole thing is ridiculous,” yelled Lexie. “I am not the bad guy. Instead of worrying about me, you should be out looking for Rhonda.”
“That’s exactly what we intend to do,” added Rem.
Daniels held up the pair of cuffs he’d removed from his wrist. “But first things first.”
Rem pointed a finger. “Go sit on the bench.”
Lexie dropped her jaw.
“I think you two are wrong,” said Doc Shires.
“I hope you’re right, Doc, but until we can be sure, we can’t take any chances.” Daniels. “Take a seat, Lexie.”
“But…but…I didn’t do anything,” said Lexie.
“And when that’s proven, we’ll free you, but for now, we can’t risk it. Now plant your butt on the bench and be glad it’s not the banister.” Rem went to the door and waited.
“You’re making a mistake,” said Lexie.
“It wouldn’t be the first,” said Rem. He waved. “After you. And give me the other handcuff key and the car keys.”
She looked between Rem and Daniels and her shoulders fell. “I didn’t lie about Rhonda or anything else.” She walked out of the exam room and into the hall.
Daniels followed. “In our line of work, everyone claims to be innocent. We have to be careful.”
“We can’t go after Rhonda and worry about you too,” said Rem. “Now sit.”
Lexie sat on the bench, pulled out the keys and handed them to Rem.
Daniels hooked one end of the cuffs to the bench’s armrest and the other to Lexie’s wrist. “You stay here and when Rem and I get back, we’ll figure out what to do next.”
“Are you sure this is the best idea?” asked the doctor.
“For now,” said Rem. “She can sit and wait until we or other law enforcement arrive. You watch her.”
“And take care of Dad,” said Daniels. “Nobody comes in here unless you know and trust them. Call the sheriff and deputy and see if you can reach them. If not, call someone you trust who can go check on them. If they’re okay, tell them what happened and that we’re out searching for Rhonda.”
“But how will you know where to look?” asked the doctor.
“Won’t know until we get out there,” said Rem. “And pray luck is on our side.”
Lexie pulled on her cuffs. “You should take me with you. I can help.”
“Sorry, Lexie,” said Rem. “But no can do.”
“That man set me up. I’ve never met him.” Lexie rubbed her cuffed wrist.
“Wait one second.” The doctor ran into his exam room and returned with a piece of paper. “Here. This is my number. Call me when you know something.”
“I will. Thanks, Doc,” said Rem. He took the paper, grabbed a pen from the front desk, wrote a name and number beneath the information Doc had written, and ripped off the bottom half. He handed it to Doc. “This is our captain’s name and number. If we don’t come back or the sheriff and his deputy aren’t okay, call Lozano and tell him what’s going on.” He put his half of the paper with Doc’s information in his pocket. “And be careful.” He handed the doctor Lexie’s phone. “This belongs to her. She doesn’t get access to it until we get back. Can you hold onto it?”
The doctor took it. “I’ll put it in the office.”
“This is absurd,” said Lexie. “If you let me make some calls, I can prove who I am.”
“I wish it were that easy,” said Rem. He eyed Daniels. “You ready?”
“As I’ll ever be.” Daniels glanced at the exam room. “I’m leaving my father in your capable hands, Doc.”
The doctor nodded but his face furrowed. “Something tells me you’re in more danger than he is.”
“We’ll have to take that chance. Lock the door behind us.” Rem headed down the hall and Daniels followed. “Any idea where to start?” asked Rem.
Daniels pulled the rear door open. “He said they wouldn’t go far. How about we start with downtown Elmwood?”
Rem hoped the gunmen left a clue or two, otherwise, they could end up finding Rhonda’s body instead. “That should take all of five minutes. I guess that’s one good thing about being in a small town. We don’t have many places to look.”
Daniels walked out. “Let’s hope that works in our favor.”
Rem closed the door behind him. “Let’s hope.”




Chapter Twenty-Four


Daniels studied the quiet streets as Rem drove. After leaving the clinic, they turned onto the main highway that went through Elmwood. They drove past the hotel and down to the next light where there was a courthouse and various antique and retail shops. Beyond that, there was a school and a park, and then the highway disappeared into darkness with farmland on either side of it. 
“Nothing,” said Rem, turning around.
“They could be anywhere.”
Rem drove around the courthouse. “You got any other ideas?”
“What about the hotel? You think they would have taken her there?”
Rem headed toward Elmwood Suites. “Let’s go find out.”
“What about the sheriff’s office? Should we find him?”
“Let’s keep looking. If we do another loop and come up empty, we’ll locate the sheriff and his deputy. Hopefully, all they’ve got is a bump on the head and a bruised ego.” Rem turned into the hotel’s parking lot. “What about calling in the troopers?”
“I’ve been thinking about that. If these guys are cops and they find out reinforcements are coming, they’ll disappear. Or worse, they’ll kill Rhonda and then disappear.”
“Or, if they don’t find out, it’ll help with the search.”
“If we don’t locate her by the time troopers arrive, we may never find her, or she won’t be breathing when we do.”
Rem turned into the hotel’s parking lot and drove slowly through it. “I figure if we end up looking for the sheriff, that will be the time to call in reinforcements.”
“Makes sense.” Daniels observed the lot and their rooms as Rem passed them. “I doubt they’d come here.”
“Probably not, but it’s worth a look.” Rem turned at the back of the lot, went through an alley and came up the rear of the hotel. “Who are we kidding? She could be in any of these rooms, and we wouldn’t know it.”
“All the lights are off, so unless they’re talking to her in the dark, they’re not there.”
“What about Phil’s?”
“Unlikely. The sheriff could be there now for all we know.”
Rem turned back onto the state highway toward the clinic. “Are we smart doing this on our own?”
“What choice do we have? Even if the sheriff was available, do you think he’d be capable of handling a situation like this? This is way out of his league.”
Rem stopped at a red light, although no other cars were at the intersection. “I know.” The light turned green, and Rem hit the accelerator. They passed the gas station and the clinic and kept going. Rem sighed heavily. “What about if we—”
“Stop.”
Rem hit the brakes and the car rocked to a sudden stop in the middle of the road. “What is it?”
“There.” Daniels pointed. “Do you see it?”
Rem turned his head. “The gas station we just passed?”
“No. Right across the street.” He gestured toward the laundromat, bakery, and the bank. There was a brightened window in the bakery.
“There’s a light on.”
“What did Janelle say about the baker?” asked Daniels. “That she rarely shows her face before nine a.m.?”
Rem accelerated and turned into the lot. “Maybe she couldn’t sleep.”
“Let’s find out.”
Rem parked Roy’s car on the other side of the bank where it couldn’t be seen from the bakery. “If this is them, then why the bakery?” Rem turned off the engine and it went quiet. “Seems an odd place to take someone.”
“Has anything made sense since we started this trip? Maybe our gunmen like donuts.”
Rem got out of the car along with Daniels. “That would confirm my suspicions about them being cops.”
Thinking that was a good point, Daniels stepped up on the sidewalk and Rem joined him. “How do we approach this?” asked Daniels.
Rem eyed the street and then the bakery. “Well, the blinds are closed so we can’t exactly walk up and peek inside.”
“We can get close though. Maybe close enough to hear talking?”
“Let’s try it.”
Daniels turned and headed up the walkway. They passed the bank and approached the front door of the bakery. He pressed himself against the brick wall and got up close to the window.
“Hear anything?” whispered Rem.
Daniels strained to listen. “No. It’s quiet.” A few seconds passed and he heard a muffled voice. “Wait a minute.” He put his fingers to his lips.
Rem leaned closer to listen.
Daniels waited a few more silent seconds and almost gave up, figuring he was hearing things, when a sudden squeal broke the quiet and a man yelled, “Shut up.”
Daniels went still and Rem widened his eyes. “Bingo,” whispered Rem. “Looks like the donuts were a draw after all.” He pulled out Lexie’s small handgun.
Daniels pulled out his own gun, concerned about their lack of ammunition. “We can’t exactly barge in there.”
“Let’s check out the back.”
Daniels followed Rem back down the walkway and around the side of the building. They passed more dumpsters and came up to the back door of the bakery. Daniels stood on one side of it and Rem stood on the other. A car was parked behind it.
“That must be theirs,” said Daniels, tipping his head toward the vehicle.
“Probably.” Rem tried the door, but it was locked. “We’re not getting in here either.”
“Any other ideas?” asked Daniels.
Rem went quiet and his eyebrows raised. “Any chance there could be a side door like there is between the diner and clinic?”
Daniels almost crossed his fingers. “We can’t break into the bank, but the laundromat is an option.”
Rem jogged past the bakery’s rear door, and he and Daniels stopped beside an adjacent door. Rem pulled on it, but it was also locked. “Let’s try the front,” said Rem.
They ran back around, returned to the front of the building facing the street and approached the entry of the laundromat. “What are the chances this place could be open twenty-four hours?” asked Daniels.
“In Elmwood, not likely,” said Rem. He reached for the door. “But who knows? We might get lucky.” He pulled on the handle and the door opened.
“Holy—” said Daniels. “Did that just happen?”
“Our luck’s finally changing for the better,” said Rem.
“It couldn’t have gotten much worse.”
They entered the laundromat and the door closed behind them. The store was dark except for one small light that was on near the back wall. One side of the space was lined with washing machines and the other with dryers, one of which was on and tumbling. Daniels smelled detergent and bleach.
“Maybe it is open twenty-four hours,” said Rem. He approached the running dryer and inspected it. “Yup. Full of clothes.”
“Which means somebody will be coming back.”
“Hopefully not any time soon.”
Daniels spotted a door marked Office. “Let’s check there.”
They headed to the back of the store. Daniels tried the knob to the office, and it opened. “Our luck’s still holding.” He entered the dark room. Rem came in behind him and they flipped on the lights. Inside was a desk with stacks of paper scattered on top of it and a shelf of laundry and cleaning supplies behind it. And on the other side of the desk was another door.
“Somebody’s finally smiling at us, partner,” said Rem, walking over to it. “This should take us into the back of the bakery.” He listened, slowly turned the knob, pulled the door inward and peeked behind it. “There’s another door.” He pulled the laundromat door wide and stood to one side of it.
Daniels went to stand opposite Rem. There wasn’t a knob to turn on the second door, but he could see a sliver of light indicating the door was slightly ajar. He spoke quietly. “We have no idea where this opens up. We could walk right in on them.”
“What choice do we have?”
Daniels put his ear to the door and listened.
“Anything?” asked Rem.
Daniels shook his head. “Nothing.” He prayed that was a good sign.
Rem gripped his gun. “It’s now or never.”
“Hold up,” whispered Daniels. He gestured at Rem to follow him, and they left the office and walked back into the laundromat.
“What’s the matter?’ asked Rem.
“I think we need to call Lozano. Tell him what’s going on. If this goes bad, he needs to know where to look.”
“He’ll insist on bringing in the troopers.”
“At this point, I don’t think we have a choice.”
“He’ll also insist we wait for them to arrive.”
Daniels hesitated, realizing Rem was right. He shrugged. “What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.”
Rem pulled out his phone. “It’s going to hurt us plenty when he learns we disregarded an order. I don’t like it when he yells at us.” He punched a button and put the phone to his ear.
“If we survive this, I can handle Lozano yelling at me and even a reprimand. And if we don’t survive, it won’t matter.”
“Good point.” Rem walked farther into the laundromat as he started speaking to Lozano. Daniels returned to the office and stood beside the door to the bakery, listening for any sounds, but didn’t hear anything.
Rem returned. “He’s calling the troopers and insisted we stay put until they get here.”
Daniels made the deductions in his head. “That’ll be at least thirty minutes if we’re lucky.”
“We can’t wait that long.”
“I know.” He eyed the door and tightened his hold on his gun. “You ready?”
Rem stood on the other side, across from Daniels. “When you are.” 
“Remember,” said Daniels. “We don’t have many bullets left.”
“Then don’t shoot unless you have to.”
“And their firepower is considerably more than ours.”
“Then don’t miss.”
Daniels swallowed. “I’ll do my best. You do the same. And be careful.”
“You, too,” said Rem. They held eye contact for a brief second. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”
“Perish the thought.”
Rem raised his gun. “Ready?”
Daniels said another prayer they wouldn’t walk straight into a gunfight or put Rhonda at greater risk. “On three.”
“On three.”
Daniels began the countdown. “One…two…three.” He pushed the door open.

[image: image-placeholder]
Aiming his gun, Rem swiveled around the frame, preparing for the worst, but only saw a small, dark empty kitchen. Daniels breathed a sigh of relief and stepped inside. Smelling the lingering scent of baked goods, Rem went in behind him and heard voices. A man was talking, and a woman responded. Rem recognized Rhonda’s voice.
They stepped past a large refrigerator and stopped next to a swinging door with a small glass pane at eye level that led into the main section of the bakery. Rem stooped below the pane to cross to the other side without being seen and pressed himself against the wall beside a wide oven.
They stood for a few seconds and listened.
Rhonda whimpered. “I don’t know what you want me to say.”
A man responded. “You know more about Darla Danovia. Don’t lie to me.”
Rhonda yelped. “I told you. I don’t know anything about her. I’m just testifying about what I saw. Please. Just let me go.”
“I thought you promised you wouldn’t testify?”
Rhonda sniffed. “That’s what I mean. I won’t say a word. If you let me leave, I’ll disappear. I’ll never get on the stand.”
“How can we trust you?”
“Because I swear it.” She sobbed. “And I don’t want to die. I just want to go home.”
There was a pause. “Maybe it’s better I just put a bullet in your head.”
Rhonda screeched. “No. No. Please. I promise.” She sobbed some more.
“This is stupid,” argued the man. “I don’t know why we brought you here. We should have just shot all of you at the clinic.”
Rhonda continued to cry.
Rem and Daniels made eye contact. Rem could only hear one gunman’s voice. Was the other gunman in the room with Rhonda? Or had he left?
Prepared to go in, Rem took a deep breath, straightened, and lifted one finger. Daniels nodded and raised his gun. Rem lifted a second finger, paused, and lifted a third.
They both swiveled inward as Rem kicked the door open. It swung out as Daniels aimed and yelled into the room. “Freeze. Don’t move. Police.”
Rem pointed his weapon into the front area of the bakery. He saw an empty display case beside a counter with a register. A row of shelves displaying various baking supplies for sale was against the wall and the same hooded man who’d taken Rhonda was standing next to her. She was sitting in a small, padded chair next to a round table across from the display case.
Seeing them, the man yanked Rhonda up and pulled her in front of him. He pressed his weapon against her head like he had in the clinic.
“Surprise,” said Rem.
His eyes wide, the man looked between them.
“Let her go,” said Daniels. “We don’t want anyone to die. Things will go much smoother if you put down your gun and surrender.”
Rhonda stood rigidly against the man and her bottom lip trembled. “Listen to them. Let me go.”
“Shut up,” yelled the man. He jabbed the gun harder against her head. Rhonda winced and clenched her eyes shut.
Rem raised his free hand. “We don’t want to hurt you.”
Holding Rhonda, the man backed up to the glass windows at the entry. He bumped into them, and the closed shades banged against the window. “I can’t let her go.”
“Yes, you can,” said Daniels. “Whoever’s giving you orders isn’t the one taking any of the risks. If you come in peacefully and give your boss up, you have options.”
The man sneered at them. “You have no idea who you’re dealing with.”
“Then enlighten us,” said Rem. “We can help you.” He advanced a step toward Rhonda. If he could get close enough, he could grab Rhonda and Daniels could take out the gunman. He’d rather the gunman surrender, but if he didn’t, they had to prepare for the worst. “Just take it easy and think this through.”
The man tugged Rhonda closer, and she moaned. “I’m not letting her go,” he said.
Daniels spoke softly. “If you shoot her, we’ll have to shoot back.”
Rem took another small step toward the gunman.
“I doubt you want to die here,” said Daniels. “Not for someone who’s left you holding the bag, and likely will leave you hanging if you’re arrested. Don’t let him get away with that. Turn your boss in and let Rhonda go. I promise. You’ll be glad you did.”
While Daniels tried to talk the shooter down, Rem took another step. His heart pounded and he wished Rhonda would open her eyes, so he could make eye contact with her. He debated when to make his move.
The gunman yelled at Rem. “You stay back.”
Rem stopped and attempted to project calm.
Daniels tried again to distract the shooter. “Giving up is the smart thing to do and you know it.”
The gunman studied them, paused, and slowly smiled. His grin unnerved Rem and he glanced behind Daniels just as the second hooded gunman walked up behind Daniels, pointed a weapon at his head and snickered.
“I think the smart thing, Detective, is for you to put your gun down. Right now.” The gunman eyed Rem. “You, too. Unless you want me to splatter your partner’s brains all over this shop’s pretty white walls.”
The first gunman chuckled. “You two are so stupid.”




Chapter Twenty-Five


Rem didn’t move but met Daniels’ gaze. Where the hell had the second gunman come from? 
The man with the gun to Daniels’ head seemed to read Rem’s mind. “Guess you missed the tiny office behind the shelves.” He narrowed his eyes at Rem. “Gotta love these old buildings.” He straightened his aim and put the tip of the gun against Daniels’ head. “I think I said to put your guns down.”
“Oh, God,” said Rhonda, her eyes now wide open. “We’re all gonna die.”
The first gunman poked her in the head with his weapon. “That’s the most useful thing you’ve said since we brought you here.” He focused on Rem. “My partner said to drop your gun.”
Rem had no choice but to comply. He couldn’t risk Daniels’ life, although, the way it was looking, they would both die.
“Rem…,” said Daniels.
Rem lowered his gun. “Okay.”
Daniels cursed and lowered his weapon too.
“Put them on the ground and kick them into the corner,” said the second gunman.
They placed their weapons on the tile floor and kicked them away. Rem held up his hands along with Daniels.
Still holding his gun on them, the second gunman backed up. “Both of you. Sit. And keep your hands where I can see them.” He gestured toward the round table where Rhonda had been seated. There were two chairs and Daniels sat in one closest to the gunman threatening Rhonda and Rem sat in the other. They placed their hands on the tabletop.
The first gunman loosened his grip on Rhonda. “How’d you two find us?”
Rem shrugged. “Wasn’t that hard. You guys aren’t exactly rocket scientists.”
“Maybe you shouldn’t hide in a store visible from the street and leave the lights on,” said Daniels.
The second gunman chuckled. “You got out of that clinic a lot quicker than I expected. I figured we’d be long gone before you got free.” He spoke to his partner. “Goes to show that the boss is right. Never assume anything.”
“Who’s your boss?” asked Daniels.
“None of your damn business,” said the first gunman.
“Since we’re here, why don’t you tell us what this is all about?” asked Rem. He figured if they were captured, they might as well learn as much as they could. “Are we the targets, or Rhonda?”
“Did Lexie really help you?” asked Daniels. “Is she in on it?”
“And why Elmwood?” asked Rem.
The gunmen shared a look.
Rhonda wrung her hands as tears slipped down her cheeks.
“And why take Rhonda?” asked Daniels. “What do you want from her?”
The gunman near the table glowered at them. “Let’s just say getting you two to Elmwood with Rhonda was a way to kill two birds with one stone. It’s secluded, nobody knows where you are and even if they did, they aren’t showing up to save you anytime soon.”
“But it didn’t go as planned,” said Daniels.
The first gunman scoffed. “I didn’t sign up to kill some old man.”
“Shut your mouth,” said the other gunman.
“Is Lexie Logan really a reporter?” asked Rem.
The second gunman sneered. “She’s that and a lot more. She’s a valuable asset. One I’m sure the boss would like to keep.”
“You shouldn’t have outed Lexie,” said the first gunman. “Now they know she’s with us. The boss will be pissed.”
The second gunman lifted the edge of his lip. “After tonight, it’s not going to matter.”
“Is Rhonda who she says she is?” asked Daniels. “Is that why you’re questioning her?”
“You two ask way too many questions,” said the second gunman.
“How about this one?” replied Rem. “What are your names?”
The gunman closest to Rem laughed. “You’re good.”
“He’s serious,” said Daniels. “I’d like to know myself.”
The second gunman smiled. “Why don’t you call me Tex, and him,” he tipped his head toward his partner, “Tommy.”
Rem recalled the car with the flames. “Cute.”
“That’s quite the automobile you have. Love the fancy hood and tires,” said Daniels.
“I figured it would get some attention,” said the gunman calling himself Tex. “Those two dumb kids probably don’t even know their ugly car is missing.”
“Is that why you chose it, Tex?” asked Daniels. “So the sheriff would think it was two local kids shooting at us?”
“It worked, didn’t it?” asked Tex. “And you two headed straight to the house.” He snickered again. “And you call us stupid?”
Rem had to admit he had a point. “All right. I’ll play along. Tex and Tommy it is.” He paused. “If we were targets at the house, how come you didn’t kill us at the clinic?”
“Change of plans,” said the one calling himself Tommy. “Boss said to hold off, and just grab her.” He yanked Rhonda’s arm, and she sucked in a breath.
“Why?” asked Daniels. “Darla Danovia doesn’t seem capable of something like this. And the Danovia family would be more interested in keeping her in prison instead of out of it, especially if she killed her husband.”
“If this is about Darla,” said Rem, “I’ll go in that kitchen and start baking some bread.”
“I could eat something,” said Daniels.
“Me too,” said Rem. “I wouldn’t mind some jelly donuts.”
“Are you two hungry?” asked Daniels, pointing at the gunmen. “Maybe there’s something in the fridge.”
The man referring to himself as Tommy moved his gun away from Rhonda and smacked Daniels in the head with it.
Daniels grunted and Rem stood, ready to fight, when Tex shoved his gun in Rem’s face. “Don’t move,” he said calmly. “Or I will kill you right in front of him.”
Daniels rubbed his head with a grimace. “It’s okay.” He raised his hand at Tex. “Take it easy.”
Tex stared at Rem and Rem returned the glare until Tex backed off. “I won’t hesitate next time.”
Rem slowly sat but his blood boiled. They had to find a way out of this mess. He hoped if they could keep talking, an opportunity would present itself. “You didn’t answer the question. Why Rhonda?”
“She’s necessary it seems,” said Tex. “For the trial, and other things.”
“What other things?” asked Daniels.
“I can’t tell you that,” said Tex. “And it doesn’t matter anyway, because after talking to the boss again, I have new instructions.”
Tommy straightened. “What’d he say?”
Tex smirked at Rhonda. “She’s unstable and unreliable, so she dies.”
Rhonda dropped her jaw. “What?”
Tex nodded toward Rem and Daniels. “And if these two get in the way, they die too.”
“Seriously?” asked Tommy. “All of them? Here?”
Tex hardened his tone. “You got a problem with that?”
Jittery, Tommy narrowed his gaze at Tex. “But I thought you said—”
“Shut up, you idiot,” yelled Tex. “It doesn’t matter what I said.”
“Please,” said Rhonda, pleading. “You can’t kill me.”
“You honestly plan to murder all of us in this bakery?” asked Daniels. “What are you going to do? Throw us in the freezer?”
“It’s not a bad thought.” Tex smiled. “It’ll be a nice surprise for the baker in the morning.”
“Elmwood or not,” said Rem. “You murder a witness testifying in a murder trial and two cops and there’ll be a statewide manhunt for both of you.”
“Who says we’ll be in the state?” asked Tex.
Rem focused on Tommy who appeared less confident. “I think you know the truth, don’t you, Tommy? Are you prepared to go into hiding for the rest of your life? And even if you think you’re safe from being identified, you’ll always be looking over your shoulder. You’ll never feel free again.”
“Shut up,” said Tex.
“He’s right,” said Tommy, his thin lips losing color. “I know what we said before, about killing them, but now I’m not so sure. For all we know, they’ve already called in reinforcements.”
“Looks like someone’s growing some brains,” said Daniels.
“Keep watering them, Tommy, because you’re the only one making any sense.” Rem watched Tex, waiting for an opportunity. If Tommy was faltering, they might have a way out. “Think it through. The sheriff already knows about you two, and we called our captain before we came in here. It won’t be long before more police arrive.”
“We should get out of here,” said Tommy. “We can take her with us. Interrogate her somewhere else, and if she doesn’t do as we ask, then we can kill her.”
“No,” said Rhonda, pulling away. “If you let me go, I promise I won’t say a word. I’ll disappear. Nobody will find me.”
Tommy yanked her back. “Shut up.”
Rhonda went quiet but more tears streamed down her face.
“They’re all lying to us, you idiot,” said Tex. “I was talking to the boss. No one’s been called in to help and if they had been, these two wouldn’t have barged in here. They would have waited.”
“You obviously don’t know us as well as you think you do,” said Daniels.
“Trust your instincts, Tommy,” said Rem. “Don’t listen to Tex. He doesn’t have your best interests at heart. Neither does this boss of yours. For all you know, he’s keeping you two around so you’ll be shot and killed by law enforcement, forever ensuring your silence.”
Tommy set his jaw. “We need to get out of here.”
“Just leave me behind,” said Rhonda, swiping at a tear running down her cheek.
“Leave all three of us behind,” said Daniels. “Take off and disappear. It’s your best hope if you don’t want to get caught. Or turn yourselves in and give up your boss. You’ll do some time, but you’ll get out soon enough to live a life.”
“We’re going to do exactly what the boss wants,” said Tex, scowling at Tommy. “You got it?”
“Who do you take orders from?” asked Rem. “Who’s looking out for you, Tommy? This guy?” Rem pointed at Tex. “If he’s your partner, he’s got a lousy way of showing it.”
“I said shut up,” said Tex.
Rem took a chance and dropped his bomb. “Especially if you two are cops.”
Both gunmen stilled and neither said a word. Even though Tommy’s face was covered, Rem could sense he’d paled considerably.
“How…?” asked Tommy.
“Be quiet, you stupid idiot,” said Tex. “Keep your mouth shut.”
Rhonda begged. “Don’t kill me. Please. I’m begging you. Be smart and just leave us behind. Your boss doesn’t have to know.” For the first time, she made eye contact with Tommy. “Just do the right thing.” Her breath caught and fresh tears surfaced.
Tex straightened his aim at Daniels. “We have to kill them. They know too much.”
Rem froze and Daniels gripped the edge of the table. “That’s a bad idea,” said Daniels.
Tommy gathered himself and nodded toward Daniels. “He’s right.” He gestured with his gun at Tex. “This is not what we planned. You said—”
Tex’s eyes blazed. “You need to listen to me. The boss knows what he’s doing. We can trust him. If we don’t do what he says—”
“Your boss doesn’t know shit,” said Rem. “And neither does your partner, Tommy. Cops or not, the people you’re supposed to trust are about to throw you to the wolves. Partners don’t do that to each other. You have to be smart about this. Don’t—”
Tex raised his weapon. “I said shut up.” His face contorted, he advanced and swung his gun toward Rem’s head. Rem shot up out of his chair and tackled Tex just as Daniels lunged at Tommy. Rhonda screamed, a gun fired, and all hell broke loose.




Chapter Twenty-Six


Daniels knocked Tommy back against the door. He grabbed Tommy’s arm as his gun discharged and held his hand away in case the gun went off again. Rhonda was knocked to the floor, and she scrambled away into the corner. Tommy cursed, and Daniels punched him in the gut. Tommy buckled but fought back. A gun behind Daniels fired and he instinctively checked on Rem. He and Tex were at the back of the shop near the kitchen, struggling for Tex’s gun. 
The distraction gave Tommy an edge. He dropped his gun and tackled Daniels. Daniels lost his balance and fell to the floor, his head and back taking a hard hit. The air rushed out of him but using his wrestling skills, he shoved up and getting leverage, flipped Tommy over on his back. Hearing Rhonda scream again, he punched Tommy in the face. Blood spewed from his nose, and he squirmed to get free. Daniels punched him again, but Tommy grabbed Daniels’ arm and held on. Despite Daniels’ advantage, Tommy’s strength enabled him to twist beneath Daniels, and punch Daniels in his stomach. Pain ricocheted through Daniels’ middle and Tommy gained enough momentum to shove Daniels sideways. Tommy punched Daniels again in the midsection and used his legs to kick himself free from Daniels’ hold. Daniels ignored the pain and lunged for Tommy again, but his quick reflexes had allowed him to get to his feet. Before Daniels could stand, Tommy attempted to kick Daniels in the gut, but Daniels grabbed Tommy’s lower leg and pulled him down. Tommy fell with a grunt to his knees. He reached for the chair that Daniels had been sitting in and swung it into Daniels’ side. Daniels knocked it away and saw Tommy dive for his gun, which had fallen beneath the table.
Daniels spotted his own gun in the corner but couldn’t get to it in time. He dove for Tommy’s knees to pull him back, but Tommy got a foot loose and kicked Daniels in the jaw. Stunned, Daniels fell back, his head swimming. Refocusing, he reached for Tommy again when he heard another gunshot coming from the back of the bakery. Startled, Daniels hesitation gave Tommy the edge. Tommy grabbed his gun, got to his feet, and aimed the weapon at Daniels.
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Rem grabbed Tex’s wrist to direct his gun toward the ceiling and shoved him into the back wall near the entry to the kitchen. Tommy’s gun fired and Rem saw him and Daniels struggling near the front door. Rhonda shrieked and went silent. Gaining the advantage, Tex shoved Rem into the display case and Rem’s ribs flared with pain, but he held on. Rem tried to take the gun from Tex and it discharged into the ceiling. Rem shoved Tex backwards and into the shelves. Supplies rocked and fell to the floor. Jars shattered and Rem almost slipped on the shards of glass. Grunting, he fought to hold Tex against the shelves.
Tex, his visible skin slick with sweat, used his head to batter Rem in the nose. The pain rippled through Rem’s head, and he fell back against the display case again. Fighting to prevent Tex from taking the gun, he twisted his body, and Tex fell forward into the display case. Rem brought up his knee, aiming for Tex’s groin, but Tex dodged it at the last second and Rem missed. His momentum shifting, Tex hooked his leg behind Rem’s and tried to knock Rem over. Rem fell into the shelves with a curse but didn’t fall. With one last desperate lunge, he pushed forward and shoved Tex back into the swinging door. The door swung open, and they fell into the kitchen, hitting the floor on their sides. The fall allowed Tex to rip the gun from Rem’s hand. Moving fast, Rem rolled behind the island in the middle of the kitchen just as Tex aimed and fired. A bowl on a shelf just beyond Rem shattered.
Taking the offensive, Rem dove out from the island as Tex got to his feet and knocked him backward before he could fire again. Tex dropped the gun, and it slid under the refrigerator. Rem let go of Tex and lunged for it but couldn’t reach it. Tex jumped up, grabbed a large knife from the counter, and swung it at Rem’s head. Rem rolled away just in time and banged into the freezer. He got to his feet as Tex swung the knife again. Narrowly avoiding the blow, Rem ducked behind the island and, seeing a rolling pin on a shelf, grabbed it. He prepared to strike again when he heard the back door bang open. He peered out and saw Tex run out the rear exit. Rem took a split second to decide his next move, jumped up and raced after him.
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Catching his breath, Daniels got to his knees and raised his hands. “Take it easy, Tommy.”
Sweat glistening on his neck, Tommy held the gun on him.
Daniels spoke softly. “Think about what you’re doing. You shoot me, you can’t go back to whatever life you had before.”
Tommy stared with a flat expression and continued to aim his weapon with a shaky hand.
“I know you’re reconsidering,” said Daniels. “You don’t have to listen to anyone but yourself.” He attempted to slow his breathing and remain calm. “Lower the gun.” He worried about Rem. After hearing a gunshot from the kitchen, it had gone quiet.
Tommy set his jaw. “I can’t.”
“Yes. You can. You’re not helpless.” Daniels sat back on his heels to project less of a threat. “Let me help you.”
“Nobody can help me,” said Tommy. “If I don’t follow through…”
“You’ll what? Get killed by whoever this boss of yours is? What if you do follow through? Is that fate any better? At least if you give up and talk, you have a shot at a life.”
Tommy chuckled sadly. “I wouldn’t survive in custody, so either way I’m screwed.”
“You aren’t. We can protect you.”
“No. You can’t.”
Desperate to talk Tommy down, Daniels hesitated. “Is it because you and Tex are cops? Is your boss one too?”
Tommy shook his head. “Stop talking.”
“I will if you lower the gun.”
Tommy straightened his aim. “I’m sorry.”
Daniels’ belly twisted with fear. “Tommy. I have a family. A wife and child. Would you take away their husband and father?”
Tommy gripped his gun tighter.
“Do you have a family?” asked Daniels. “A wife, or kids? What about them?”
“Shut up,” yelled Tommy. “I know what I’m doing.”
“Think about what’s best for them.”
Tommy took a step back. “You think you know me, but you don’t. You can’t help me. Nobody can.”
Daniels said a prayer to say the right thing. “Let me try. Anything is better than what you’re doing now. There’s always hope, Tommy.” He reached out a hand. “Trust me.”
Tommy’s eyes darted from Daniels to behind him. Daniels thought of Rhonda, who’d remained quiet since he’d tackled Tommy. To her credit, Rhonda had stayed out of the fray.
“Tommy,” said Daniels, keeping his voice steady.
Tommy’s gaze returned to Daniels and his breathing picked up.
“One step at a time,” said Daniels. “Trust your gut and put the gun down.”
Tommy stared and for a minute, Daniels thought he’d convinced him but then Tommy’s eyes turned cold. “If you knew what I knew, you would understand.” His gun still trained on Daniels, he took a step toward him. “There’s nothing you can do, but I can—”
A gunshot blasted the quiet and Daniels jumped and ducked, certain he’d been hit, but feeling no pain, he uncurled, and saw Tommy fall backwards and hit the floor. Blood spread from a wound in his chest and the gun fell from his hands.
Shocked, Daniels turned to see Rhonda still in the corner, holding Daniels’ weapon in her shaking hand. Her face white, she put her fingers over his mouth. “I shot him,” she whispered. “Oh, my God. I shot him.”
Daniels jumped to his feet and ran to Rhonda. He took the gun from her and worried she’d go into shock, he pulled the chair over, helped her up, and told her to sit. Moving on autopilot, she slowly lowered herself into the seat. Daniels ran over to Tommy, kicked Tommy’s gun away, and kneeled beside him.
The pool of blood beneath Tommy’s inert body grew and the stain on his shirt blossomed. Tommy’s eyes were open but lifeless. Daniels put his fingers on Tommy’s neck but couldn’t find a pulse.
“Is…is he alive?” sputtered Rhonda, clutching her stomach.
Realizing there was no hope, Daniels stood. “He’s dead.”
Rhonda put her face in her hands and wailed. “Oh, no.”
Daniels thought of Rem and ran into the kitchen. It was empty and the rear door was cracked open. Deducing Rem was after Tex, Daniels ran back toward Rhonda. “Rhonda. Listen to me. I have to find Rem. You stay here and don’t move until we get back.”
Rhonda lifted her head. “You want me to stay here…” She pointed at Tommy’s body, “…with him?”
Daniels headed toward the kitchen. “He’s not going anywhere.” He ran through the kitchen and out the back door.
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Rem sprinted past the back of the bank and stopped at the corner where the bank ended and the parking lot began. After running out of the bakery, he’d seen Tex racing away. He’d turned the corner and disappeared from view.
Holding the rolling pin, Rem peered around the edge of the building but didn’t see Tex. He ran up the side of the building toward the street and saw Roy’s car but nothing else. Catching his breath, he surveyed the area. He watched and waited but nothing moved.
Unnerved by the silence, Rem turned and eyed the parking lot to the side of the bank. Despite the dark, Rem could see a narrow street that turned off the highway. Had Tex made it there? Thinking of Daniels, Rem debated what to do. Go back or continue to search? Not wanting Tex to get away but also needing to check on his partner, Rem took a step toward Roy’s car, taking one last look around. Angry he’d let Tex escape, he turned back toward the bank when a shadow moved and Rem swiveled just as Tex jumped out at him from behind the car, swinging the knife.
Rem darted back and ducked to the side, barely avoiding a slice to his ribs. He swung around with the rolling pin and connected with Tommy’s bicep. He flinched and Rem jumped away before Tex could swing again. 
Breathless, Tex raised his injured arm to check his injury. His shirt sleeve raised, and Rem noted a small black tattooed bird on the inside of Tex’s left wrist. “Lucky shot,” said Tex.
“It’s just the first,” said Rem. He blinked when sweat ran into his eye.
“Maybe. But not before I do some damage.” Tex grinned at him.
“I don’t want to kill you.”
“I’m going to die anyway.”
Rem stepped toward Tex and Tex stepped back. “It doesn’t have to be that way,” said Rem. “You surrender and no one has to die.”
“You sure about that? How do you know your partner’s still alive?”
Rem’s anger flared. “How do you know if Tommy is?”
“Because I know him.”
“And I know Daniels.”
Tex widened his grin. His white teeth glimmering out from the black ski mask reminded Rem of a maniacal supervillain straight out of a comic book. “I guess we’ll have to wait and see.” He held the knife up. “The question is, which one of us will survive to find out?”
“You put the knife down and we’ll both walk out of here.”
“No can do. I have too much at stake.”
Rem assessed his situation. “That’s right. There’s that debt to pay.”
“And I intend to pay it.”
“Because you’ll die if you don’t?”
“That, or I might get another chance. Either way, one of us is going to die. It’s just a matter of when.”
Rem moved to his left, and Tex did the same. “Personally,” said Rem. “I don’t plan on dying anytime soon.”
“Nobody ever plans on dying, Detective.”
They moved in a slow circle, neither advancing on the other. “This boss of yours,” asked Rem. “What’s with the bug up his ass? Why are Daniels and I targets? Why Rhonda?”
Tex took a sudden step forward, and Rem jumped back. “There are things even I don’t know,” said Tex. “But one thing I can tell you, is that if you survive tonight, be careful who you trust.”
Rem waved the pin, ready to strike if Tex came at him again. “What do you know that you’re not telling me?”
Tex chuckled. “Oh, Detective. So much, and yet so little.”
Wanting the truth, Rem tried again. “This can all end if—”
A shot rang out from the direction of the bakery. Rem startled and Tex advanced and swung the knife. Defending himself, Rem swung the pin and the two weapons collided. The knife slid down the side of the pin and nicked Rem’s wrist and he dropped the pin before the knife could do more damage. Tex recovered fast, swung again and Rem jumped back to dodge the blow.
Determined to disarm Tex and take him into custody, Rem bided his time as they both slowly circled each other again. “You should have run,” said Tex.
“Like I said, I don’t plan on dying tonight,” said Rem. “Certainly not by your hand.”
“There are worse fates.”
“Apparently, which your boss is using against you.”
“Not if I take care of business.” Tex came at him again and Rem dodged the blow, but before Tex could retreat, he grabbed Tex by the arm, held him close, and grabbed for the knife. Tex twisted and used Rem’s momentum against him. He fell forward, and Tex shoved him. Rem’s foot caught the edge of the sidewalk and he tripped and fell to his side onto the cement.
Laughing, Tex raised the knife and brought it down fast. Rem rolled but the knife caught his shoulder and pain rippled down his arm. Before Tex could raise the weapon again, Rem lunged at Tex’s lower legs and wrapped his arms around Tex’s knees. Tex fought to stay upright but failed. He fell sideways and Rem let go, grabbed the hilt of the knife, and held on just as Tex’s knee caught him in the stomach. Rem gasped from the impact but didn’t let go of the knife.
They struggled for the weapon until Tex released it, rolled away, and jumped up. Rem, his shoulder throbbing and belly aching, couldn’t get up before Tex kicked him again in the midsection. Rem gasped and curled up to prevent another blow.
When none came, he forced himself up into a sitting position. Looking around, he didn’t see Tex. Fearing another attack, Rem stood on shaky legs, holding his stomach and the knife, when Daniels raced around the corner.
“Rem.” He raced over, holding his gun. “You okay?” He looked up. “Where’s Tex?”
“He was just here.” Rem struggled to breathe and stand upright. He held his stomach and eyed the parking lot. “He ran off.”
“I’ll check. Stay put.”
Daniels raced out into the lot. Rem surveyed the street, wondering where Tex had gone, but couldn’t see much with the limited lighting.
Daniels ran back. “I don’t see him.”
Rem cursed. “He can’t be far. Plus, he doesn’t have a car.” Finally able to take a full breath, he rubbed his stomach. His shoulder flared with pain. “Where’s Tommy?”
Still watching, Daniels lowered his gun. “Dead.” He paused. “He managed to get his gun and almost killed me. Rhonda shot him.”
“Rhonda?”
“The one and only. She hates cell phones but shoots a gun just fine.”
“I guess that’s a good thing.”
“I’m still alive, so yeah.”
Thankful his partner was okay but angry Tex had disappeared, Rem took another look around.
“You’re bleeding.” Daniels grabbed Rem’s elbow. Blood had seeped through the sleeve of his shirt. “What happened?” He eyed Rem’s shoulder.
Rem winced. “It’s not serious.”
“You sure about that?”
“Believe me. I’ve dealt with worse.”
“How’s your nose?” asked Daniels.
“My nose?” Rem touched his face and felt warm blood just as his nose blazed with pain. “It was fine until you mentioned it.” He delicately touched it, hoping it wasn’t broken. “Ouch.”
Daniels took the knife from him. “Let’s check on Rhonda. We’ll call and update Lozano on the way to the clinic. Doc can check you and we’ll make sure Dad and Lex—” His eyes rounded. “Hell.”
Rem realized what he was thinking. Would Tex head to the clinic? “Hurry.”
They broke out into a run, heading toward the bakery. Once there, they grabbed Rhonda and the remaining weapons and raced to the car, Rhonda screeching all the way.
After getting her into the back seat, Daniels slid in, and Rem gunned the engine and squealed away. He turned down the street and headed to the nearby clinic. He pulled into the lot and came to an abrupt stop in front of the diner. Daniels jumped out and Rem told Rhonda to stay put. Ignoring her complaints, he raced out and joined Daniels at the clinic’s entrance. Daniels pounded on the door. “Doc? You there? It’s Daniels and Rem. Open the door.” He banged again.
Holding Lexie’s gun, Rem heard the door unlock. It opened and Doc Shires stood to the side and Daniels ran in. “How’s Dad? Are you okay?”
Rem ran in too, seeing Lexie still cuffed to the bench.
Doc shut the door. “We’re fine. What’s wrong?”
“Where’s Rhonda?” asked Lexie. “Did you find her?”
“Nobody else is here?” asked Daniels.
“No,” said Doc. “And your father is asleep.”
Daniels put his hand on the wall and hung his head, and Rem breathed a sigh of relief. Ignoring the pain in his arm, he walked to the door, pulled on the blinds, and looked outside. “I know he’s out there.”
Standing at the entrance of the exam room where Raymond rested, Daniels glanced back at Rem. “We’ll catch him eventually. And his boss.”
Frustrated, Rem loosened his hold on Lexie’s gun. “You sure about that?” He and Daniels shared a knowing look.
“What happened to your nose?” the doctor asked Rem. He touched Rem’s bloody sleeve. “And your arm?” He gestured toward the exam room. “Come in here. Let me check you.”
Rem thought of Rhonda and opened the door. “One sec, Doc. Let me get Rhonda.”
Daniels pulled out his cell. “I’ll call Lozano.”




Chapter Twenty-Seven


Down the hall from Doc’s exam room, Daniels sat in the cushioned chair beside the bed where his father slept comfortably. Grateful his dad was recovering, Daniels rested his head back and, closing his eyes, wished he could sleep but with all the activity, knew sleep would have to wait.  
After his and Rem’s return to the clinic, Doc checked Rem’s nose and shoulder while Daniels spoke to Lozano. Lozano had immediately called in the state troopers. While they’d waited, Daniels had helped Doc move Raymond to the adjacent bedroom and into the bed. Doc gave him something for pain and a mild sedative and Raymond had been asleep ever since.
Lexie, despite her complaints and declarations of her innocence, remained cuffed to the bench, and Rhonda quietly sat in one of the waiting chairs, staring off into space. Daniels suspected she was in shock after her traumatic ordeal and was coping with shooting her captor. While they’d waited for the troopers, Rem called Mikey, and Daniels called Marjorie and his mother, updating them on what had happened and his dad’s condition. 
Based on the updates he’d heard since the troopers’ arrival, the bakery was now a crime scene and Tommy’s body had been collected and would be taken to San Diego for autopsy. No identification had been found so fingerprints and DNA would hopefully tell them who he was.
The sheriff had been located at his house where he’d been knocked unconscious and thrown into the trunk of his car. His deputy had been found lying in his garage with a head wound. The doctor had gone to examine them and when he’d returned, reported that neither was seriously injured and would recover.
A manhunt was also underway for the gunman known as Tex, and a forensic team was at Phil’s house collecting evidence. Daniels suspected they’d find little at Phil’s or the bakery. Rem and Daniels had done their best to provide a description of Tex but with the ski mask, all they could offer was a basic height and weight, and skin color, although Rem had mentioned the tattoo on Tex’s wrist. That little detail gave the troopers enough to ensure that Tex wasn’t hanging out among them, but Daniels suspected Tex was long gone. Considering the resources behind the attack, whoever had bankrolled Tex and Tommy would have prepared for them to get out of town fast.
Rem, his nose bruised and with twelve stitches in his shoulder, had answered the troopers’ questions along with Daniels but they remained on alert. The troopers had posted three sentries at the clinic–one at the front and at the rear, and one at the side door. No one else could come and go and that gave Daniels peace of mind that until his dad could leave the clinic, he would be safe.
They’d also requested that their personal items left behind at Phil’s be returned. The Sergeant in charge had agreed to deliver their bags as soon as he could, hopefully before Rem and Daniels left Elmwood.
Rhonda and Lexie had also been questioned. Lexie continued to maintain her innocence, and Rhonda struggled to get through the questioning without crying. She’d done her best to give as much information as possible, but based on her answers, they weren’t much closer to identifying either man or learning who was behind the assaults. All she could tell them was that Tommy had questioned her repeatedly about her testimony against Darla and she didn’t know why. All he and Tex had done was accuse her of lying much like Lexie had. Despite her fear and Lexie’s accusations, she still planned to testify. After all Rhonda had been through, it angered her to think Darla or Lexie would win. She’d insisted on continued protection though, which Lozano had agreed to provide.
Exhausted after a brutal night, Daniels pulled up the blanket that covered his dad and stood. His eyes weary, he rubbed them and left the room. Out in the hall, he didn’t see Lexie and tensed. Seeing the trooper at the rear door, he pointed at the bench. “Where’s Lexie Logan?”
The trooper eyed his watch. “Your partner has her.”
Daniels frowned. “Where are they?” He glanced toward the front and didn’t see Rhonda or Doc either.
“Diner. Said something about breakfast.”
“Breakfast?” Daniels noted the sunlight brightening the window. “What time is it?”
The trooper stifled a yawn. “Little after six.”
Amazed they’d survived the night, Daniels ran a hand over his face and into his hair that had fallen onto his forehead. “I’m going to join them. If my dad wakes up, let me know.”
The trooper nodded. “Will do.”
Daniels turned and entered the office. The door to the diner was open and he passed the trooper standing beside it and walked into the kitchen. He saw a cook scrambling eggs and smelled and heard sizzling bacon. His stomach rumbled with hunger, and he walked through the kitchen and into the seating area of the diner. He spotted another trooper standing by the front door and Rem sat in a booth with Doc and Rhonda across from him. Lexie sat at a table beside them with her hands cuffed.
Rem waved him over.
Daniels approached the table. Rem slid over and Daniels sat next to him. “How’s Dad?” asked Rem.
“He’s okay. Still sleeping.”
“That’s good,” said Rem. “He needs it.” His nose was swollen and the skin beneath his eyes was turning purple. “You hungry?” His bloody shirt had been replaced by a sweatshirt Doc had given him to wear.
“Starving,” said Daniels.
“So are we, which is why I figured we needed some chow before we get out of here.” He touched his nose and grimaced.
“I told you,” said Doc. “It’s going to be sore, so don’t touch it.”
“It’s a bad habit,” said Rem. “You tell me not to do something, and I’ll do it.”
“That’s the truth,” said Daniels. “You hear anything about your car?”
“Scooter’s dad just called. He’s at the shop. Said the oil line was cut.”
“I guess that’s not surprising,” replied Daniels.
“Not really,” said Rem. “Oh, and he found Lexie’s little tracker under the bumper.” He glanced at Lexie who looked away.
Daniels almost laughed at the absurdity of it all. “Any other goodies we should know about?”
Rem shook his head. “I was hoping he’d find a secret compartment full of cash or chocolate, but no such luck.”
“Figures,” said Daniels.
Rhonda sat quietly and picked at the assortment of sugar packets on the table.
Lexie didn’t say a word and fiddled with the chain on her cuffs.
“I figured Lexie should eat too,” added Rem. “Plus, she’s probably tired of sitting on that bench.”
Lexie looked over. “What I’m tired of is these stupid cuffs.”
“We told you,” said Daniels, “once you’re cleared, we’ll take them off.”
Rhonda perked up. “Cleared? Those men said she was involved. How could she possibly be cleared?” She eyed Rem. “I thought you said you were bringing her to San Diego and taking her into custody?”
“We will,” said Rem. “But if we can’t connect her to any crime, we’ll have to let her go.”
“What a remarkable justice system we have,” grumbled Rhonda. “Witnesses are targets and guilty people go free.”
“We can’t hold anyone without evidence, Rhonda,” said Daniels. “If we could, there’d be a lot more for you to complain about.”
A woman with short red hair, big hoop earrings, and wearing jeans and a T-shirt with a white apron around her waist came to the table. She held several mugs and a thermos of coffee and set them all on the table.
“Donna,” said Doc, looking a little bleary-eyed himself, “you’re the best.”
Sighing, Rem reached for a mug. “If I had a million dollars, I’d give you every cent right now.” He picked up the thermos and started pouring coffee into all the mugs.
Donna removed several creamer containers out of her apron pocket and set them beside the mugs. “No need to thank me. Based on the way you all look, I figured the more coffee the better, or you’re going to fall asleep in my booth.” She tapped Doc in the shoulder. “You going to tell me what happened last night? I haven’t seen this many police around here since Dooley Thomas called nine-one-one and said the bank was being robbed.”
Doc smiled. “That was quite a day.”
Daniels stifled a yawn. “Why would Dooley do that?” he asked, pulling a mug toward him.
Donna adjusted her apron. “He was mad his dad went to work and wouldn’t take him to the movies. Apparently, the latest Avenger flick was out.”
Rem added sugar to his coffee. “Kids. Gotta love ’em.”
“Dooley was sixteen at the time,” said Doc.
“Sixteen?” Daniels raised a brow. “Why didn’t he take himself to the movie?”
Doc opened a creamer packet and poured cream into his coffee. “The rumor is he didn’t want to pay for it.”
Rem stilled in mid-sip and lowered his mug. “Dooley’s got a bright future ahead of him.”
“He sells tickets at the theater. Now he can see as many movies as he wants,” said Donna. She patted Doc’s shoulder. “I’ll go check on the food.” She stepped away from the table.
“How old is Dooley now?” asked Daniels. “Seventeen? Eighteen?”
“Try twenty-four,” said Doc.
Rem shook his head and blew on his hot coffee. “Like I said. A bright future.”
“Way better than hers,” said Rhonda, jutting her chin out at Lexie. “Assuming you put her in prison where she belongs.”
“I didn’t do anything,” said Lexie. “And you know it.”
Rhonda sat forward. “The only thing I know is those men said you helped them. They told me you wanted me dead.”
Lexie scoffed. “You’re so full of shit.” She paused and narrowed her eyes. “You probably set me up, didn’t you? You’re the reason they blamed me, aren’t you?”
Rhonda chuckled but her eyes darkened. “Yeah. That’s exactly what I did. I’ve been in touch with two hitmen this whole time, telling them to frame you, kidnap and terrorize me and kill all of us, including two detectives. What a brilliant strategist I am.” She flattened her hand on the table. “And then I shot and killed one of the hitmen. How impressive.” Tears welled up in her eyes and she sniffed and looked away.
“Oh, give me a break,” said Lexie. She spoke to Daniels. “Can I get some coffee while we all feel sorry for her?”
Daniels handed her a mug of coffee, along with some sugar packets and creamer. “You did what you had to do, Rhonda. You saved my life.”
“I’m indebted to you for that,” said Rem. “Good partners are hard to find.”
“Tell me about it,” said Daniels.
Rhonda wiped a tear from her cheek. “I killed someone.” She bit her lip. “I can still see and hear it. I keep thinking…he…he…might have surrendered.”
“Or he might not have,” said Daniels.
“You did the right thing,” said Rem. “It’s hard, I know, but it’ll get easier. And there’s no harm in talking to someone about it. It helps.”
Rhonda faced him. “Talk to someone? And let them expose all my secrets to God knows who? Are you crazy?”
Rem barely managed to stifle a grunt. “Sorry I brought it up.”
Rhonda dropped her head. “I just feel so awful. I took his life.”
“You took the life of a man who would have killed you,” said Rem. “You didn’t have a choice.”
Rhonda poked at the sugar packets again. “Maybe.”
Rem slid Rhonda’s untouched coffee closer to her. “Have some. I promise you’ll feel better.”
“I hate to tell you,” said Daniels, “but coffee doesn’t solve everything.”
“Not in my book,” answered Rem.
“So, what happens next?” asked Doc. He stirred his coffee. “You going back to San Diego once your car’s repaired?”
“That’s the plan,” said Rem. “The sooner the better.”
“We’ll have a trooper escort too,” said Daniels. “Lozano doesn’t want to take any chances.” He thought of his dad. “You sure my father can make the trip?”
“I think so,” said Doc. “He should eat something which will help with his strength, but I think he’ll be okay. Just get him to a doctor once you get home.”
“I will,” said Daniels. He made a mental note to remind his dad to reschedule his flight again. “And thanks for everything you’ve done, Doc. I don’t know what would have happened if you hadn’t been around to help.”
“No thanks required,” said Doc. “That’s what I’m here for.”
Rhonda perked up. “What about the man who got away? What if he tries again?”
Daniels sipped some coffee. “Our captain will ensure that you’re protected. We’ll keep you in a safe house with plenty of security.” He’d told Lozano about Tex likely being a cop and Lozano agreed to take extra precautions.
“Hopefully, we’ll learn Tommy’s identity and he’ll offer clues as to who Tex is. Or even who their boss is.” Rem added more cream to his coffee. “Our fugitive tried to kill two cops. He’ll hunker down after last night.”
“But you don’t know who he is,” said Lexie. “How will you know you’re safe?”
Rhonda leaned forward. “You could tell them who he is, and this boss of yours.”
Lexie glared. “No, I can’t.”
“You’re such a liar,” said Rhonda.
“You should know all about lying,” replied Lexie. “You’re a pro at it.”
Daniels raised his hand. “Let’s just cool it, okay? We’re all exhausted.”
Rem covered his mouth when he yawned. “That’s an understatement. But don’t worry. With the heat this high, Tex will go to ground.”
“Or leave the country,” added Daniels, hoping they were right and Tex was on the run. “Especially if his dead partner reveals more than he bargained for.”
“We’ll figure it out,” said Rem. “We’ve been in worse situations.”
“That’s another understatement,” said Daniels.
Donna accompanied a tall skinny man wearing a similar apron to Donna’s to the table. He carried a tray and sat it beside them. Daniels saw plates filled with crispy bacon, scrambled eggs, and toast. They began to hand out the food.
“I took the liberty of ordering for all of us,” said Rem.
Daniels’ mouth watered. “That looks fantastic. I’m surprised you didn’t order pancakes.”
“Those are coming up,” said Donna.
Daniels took his plate. “I should have known.”
Rem handed a plate to Rhonda. “Anybody who doesn’t want their pancakes, give ’em to me.” He took a plate for himself. “And your breakfast is on us, Doc.”
“No need,” said Donna. “Doc’s money is no good around here.”
Doc bit into a piece of bacon. “I get all the pancakes and ice cream I want.”
Daniels buttered his toast. “Then the next time you’re in San Diego, we’ll treat you to dinner.”
“You ever heard of a Taco del Fuego?” asked Rem. “It’ll blow your socks off. And if you get the extra spicy, your underwear might come flying off too.”
Doc’s face fell in mid-chew, and munching on his own bite of eggs, Daniels groaned.




Chapter Twenty-Eight


Rem, tired but happy to be back, followed Daniels into the squad room. Other than a few other detectives at their desks and some phones ringing, it was quiet. Rem saw Lozano in his office, talking on his cell. 
Manetti sat across from Monk and looked up when Rem and Daniels entered. “Well, look who the cat dragged in.”
Monk swiveled in his seat. “It’s a Christmas miracle.” His brow furrowed. “What happened to your face?”
Rem walked to his chair and fell into it. “I got punched and you’re right. It is a miracle.”
Daniels sat heavily and sighed. “I can’t believe we’re actually here.”
“And still breathing,” said Rem. “For now at least.” He touched the bridge of his nose and winced.
“We heard about your ordeal from Lozano. From what it sounds like, you two are lucky to be alive,” said Manetti. “Where’s your witness?”
“We dropped her at the safe house after a lot of tears and hugs,” said Daniels. “I was beginning to think we’d have to spend the night there.”
Rem recalled departing from the safe house. Despite the prosecutor being there to meet Rhonda, she’d been hesitant to let Rem and Daniels leave. It had taken a lot of reassurance to convince her she was safe.  “If I’d stayed a minute longer, I’d have called Lozano and requested back-up to get us out of there.”
Daniels smoothed back a loose strand of hair. “You and me both. Once we told her she’d have around the clock protection, she settled down.”
“Thankfully, she got her bag back or we may have had to take her shopping.”
“Talk about added torture,” replied Daniels.
Monk sat up. “You’re not going to have to escort her home after the trial, are you?”
“God, no.” Rem exhaled a long breath. “That’ll be someone else’s job, because we,” he waved a finger between him and Daniels, “are officially done.”
“I bet,” said Manetti. “Lozano said your dad was with you, and he was injured?” he asked Daniels. “What happened?”
Daniels moved a folder on his desk. “It’s a long story, Manetti. But he’s okay. I dropped him at my place so he can rest but I’m taking him to the doctor after we update Lozano and figure out what to do with Lexie Logan.”
Monk rocked in his seat. “She’s the reporter?”
“Supposedly,” said Rem. “She’s investigating the Danovia case. Thinks Rhonda Champlin, our witness, is lying about her testimony and is somehow involved in Paul Danovia’s murder.”
“That’s quite the accusation,” said Manetti.
“No kidding,” replied Daniels. “Rhonda took offense to say the least. The problem is the two men who came after us in Elmwood claimed Lexie was part of the plot, which Lexie denies.”
Rem eyed the coffeemaker. “So both women are accusing the other of lying, and that was the fun part of the trip.” He stood. “I need coffee.”
“Sit,” said Manetti. He got up from his seat. “I’ll make you some. You look dead on your feet. Did you get any sleep?” He walked to the machine and Rem sat again.
“Appreciate it, Manetti,” said Rem, resting his head back. “And yeah, we got a couple of hours while we waited for my car.”
“Lozano insisted,” said Daniels.
“Good thing,” said Monk. “Don’t need you dozing off behind the wheel.”
Manetti dumped the dirty coffee filter in the trash. “Lozano asked us to check out Rhonda and Lexie. I wish we had better information for you.” He added a clean filter to the machine. “But we’re still digging.”
Monk pulled out a folder and opened it. “Lexie is a reporter. Freelance. Used to work for a local paper in San Bernadino but then got hired by a bigger L.A. paper. She got fired from there a year ago when she accused a prominent city councilman of taking bribes and cheating on his wife. It got ugly and when she wouldn’t reveal her source, she went to jail for contempt of court. By the time she got out, the source was dead, and Lexie publicly accused the councilman of murder.”
Daniels whistled. “No wonder she got fired.”
Monk kept reading. “She’s been working freelance ever since. Apparently, her investigation into another murder case up in San Francisco revealed that the accused killer’s kid was actually a kidnap victim who’d disappeared fifteen years earlier.”
Rem straightened. “I heard about that. That was Lexie?”
“Seems so,” said Monk. “Lady gets around.”
“Lady runs on an endless supply of energy,” added Daniels. “She’s back in her holding cell still just as fired up as when we first cuffed her.”
“I talked to one of her old bosses too,” said Monk. “Said Lexie’s a pain in the ass but he vouches for her. Says she’s a great reporter but a lousy employee.”
“Interesting,” said Rem. He eyed Daniels. “That’s a tick mark in Lexie’s column.”
“There’s more,” said Monk. He flipped to another page in the folder. “I found two DUIs on her record plus one charge for public intoxication, and she did a court-ordered stint in rehab. Alcohol is apparently her kryptonite. None of it’s recent though, so maybe she’s kicked the habit.”
Rem raised a brow. “Alcohol? Really? She doesn’t strike me as a drinker.”
“Maybe because the rehab stuck, but it’s good information to know,” said Daniels. “What about Rhonda?”
Manetti finished adding coffee grounds to the filter. He pulled out the coffee pot and began to fill it with water from the dispenser. “I’ve been checking her background. What you already knew about her was accurate. She did testify against an old boyfriend in his fraud and murder trial but only because she was subpoenaed. She stuck up for him until he was found guilty. I did some digging on her younger years back in Philadelphia. There was a Veronica Tate who went missing and whose body was never found. Rhonda was a friend and was questioned about her connection to Veronica but so were several other friends. Without a body, though, no one was accused of any crime. Rhonda left town soon after and came to California. Got her massage therapy and acupuncture certifications and built up a decent client base over the years. She’s never been married and has no kids. She rented the house next door to the Danovias six months prior to Paul Danovia’s murder and, like you two, I couldn’t find any evidence that she and Paul had any relationship, sexual or otherwise, prior to his death.”
“So we didn’t miss anything when we vetted her,” said Daniels. “That makes me feel better.”
“I tried to do some digging on the name Denise Simmons too,” said Manetti, “but without more details, I didn’t learn much.”
“Not surprising.” Rem massaged his temples. “So who’s telling the truth? Rhonda or Lexie?”
“Maybe they both are,” said Daniels. “They’re just coming to the wrong conclusions.”
“But Tex accused Lexie,” said Rem. “Why do that if Lexie wasn’t involved?” He thought back over the previous twenty-four hours. “How does that benefit him?”
“Who’s Tex?” asked Manetti.
Rem explained how the gunmen had called themselves Tex and Tommy and that Tex was the one still on the loose.
“Maybe they didn’t like Lexie accusing Rhonda of lying?” asked Monk.
“If they didn’t want Rhonda to testify, you’d think that would work to their benefit,” said Daniels.
“Who says they didn’t want her to testify?” asked Manetti. “Maybe they wanted her on the stand but expected her to tell a different story.”
“Right,” said Monk. “Maybe they wanted her to recant about Darla.”
“That’s hard to do if you’re discredited,” said Manetti.
“Then why kill Rhonda?” asked Rem, considering the possibilities. “And why kill us?”
Monk closed his folder. “Who says they were actually going to kill you? Maybe they were just trying to frighten you enough to convince Rhonda to do what they wanted.”
Daniels rested his elbows on his desk. “If they weren’t trying to kill us, they almost failed miserably.”
“They were awfully good at pretending.” Rem pointed at Daniels. “Plus, they shot his dad.”
“Maybe that wasn’t intentional,” said Monk. “Hell, why go to all the trouble of taking you out in some small town?”
Rem stared at the ceiling, wondering the same. “I’ve asked myself that a million times. Obviously, being in a small town puts us at a big disadvantage. But there’s still so much of this that doesn’t make sense.”
Manetti added the water to the machine, slid the coffee pot onto the base and hit the power button. “Help’s on the way. Hang in there.” The coffeemaker hummed to life.
“Thanks, Manetti,” said Rem. “If Daniels ever gets on my bad side, I know I have a backup partner.”
“If you think Manetti’s buying you cookies in the cafeteria,” said Daniels, “you’re in for a big shock. You’re more likely to get dried broccoli.”
“Good point,” said Rem. “Sorry, Manetti. I’m sticking with Daniels.”
Manetti chuckled. “That’s okay. Monk and I are doing just fine.”
“I had some of Annabelle’s vegan pizza the other night,” said Monk. “I was impressed.”
Rem grimaced.
“Wait till you try her vegan meatballs and pasta,” said Manetti. “They’re even better.”
Daniels smiled. “What do you say, partner?” he asked Rem. “You up for the vegan challenge?”
“I’d rather take Rhonda home after her testimony,” said Rem.
Daniels smirked. “Be careful what you ask for.”
Rem listened to the coffee percolating and couldn’t wait to get a cup when Lozano came out of his office. “Daniels. Remalla. Glad you’re back safely.”
Rem grabbed his thermos and blew the dust out of it. “Thanks, Cap. Good to see you too.”
Lozano shot a thumb toward his office. “Get your butts in here. We need to talk.”
Rem pointed at the machine. “Can it wait a minute? I need some coffee.”
“Do I look like I care?” He went back into his office.
Dejected, Rem stood along with Daniels.
“I’ll bring you each a cup when it’s ready,” said Manetti.
“Thanks, Manetti,” said Rem. “I may switch you out with Daniels yet. Broccoli or no broccoli.” He ambled into Lozano’s office and took a seat in one of the chairs. Daniels followed him in, shut the door behind him, and sat beside Rem.
Lozano studied something on his monitor. “How’s your dad, Daniels?”
“He’s good. He needs some rest, but he’ll recover. I’m taking him to the doctor this afternoon.”
Lozano looked over. “Glad to hear it. You okay, Remalla? How’s your shoulder?”
Rem moved his sore arm. The stitches pulled but it was bearable. “It’s okay. Could have been a lot worse.”
“You two look like hell. Did you get some sleep like I told you?”
“We tried,” said Rem. “Maybe got a couple of hours before we hit the road.”
Lozano nodded. “I heard from Durning. He and Rhonda spoke briefly before she crashed. She’s still pretty upset about what happened.”
“Can’t blame her,” said Daniels.
“You got Lexie Logan with you?” asked Lozano.
“Back in the holding cell,” said Daniels. “She’s not too thrilled either.”
“Well,” Lozano leaned back in his seat, “based on what we’ve learned so far, we don’t have enough to hold her.”
“That’s what we’ve been hearing,” said Rem. “Seems like she’s been telling the truth about not being part of any plot. But she sure has a bug up her ass about Rhonda.”
Lozano grunted. “Sounds to me like Miss Logan is sniffing out a story and hoping something big will pop loose.”
“She’s like a dog with a bone,” said Rem.
“Or you with a donut,” said Daniels.
“That too,” added Rem.
Lozano looked back at his monitor. “We got an ID on your dead guy.”
Daniels sat up. “Who is he?”
“Name’s Landon Vega. Ex-cop from L.A. Left the force last year to become a security consultant. He’s divorced with a ten-year-old son. Ex-wife has custody and she lives in Fresno.”
“What about a partner?” asked Rem, hopeful they might find Tex.
“His former partner is Michael Estrada. Still on the force.” Lozano shoved his keyboard back. “And before you ask, I made some phone calls. Estrada has been in L.A. working on a case while you two were in Elmwood. His new partner, plus his captain, both vouch for him, so he’s not your guy.”
Disappointed, Rem slouched. “Crap. So Tommy had another partner. I wonder if he’s an ex-cop too?”
“It’s possible,” said Daniels. “We’ll do some digging into Landon. Maybe we can learn something that will lead us to Tex.”
“And this boss of theirs, but there’s something else,” added Lozano. “Want to take a guess at what Vega had tattooed on the inside of his left wrist?”
Rem perked up. “You’re kidding. A black bird?”
“Just like you described,” said Lozano. “Which concerns me. It implies they’re part of a bigger group.”
“Did you ask Michael Estrada if he has the same tattoo?” asked Daniels.
“He doesn’t,” said Lozano. “Nor does he recall Vega having a tattoo on his wrist.”
Daniels shrugged. “Maybe Tex and Tommy got drunk one night and ended up at a tattoo parlor.”
“Matching black bird tattoos are not the kind of tattoo you get when you’re drunk,” said Rem.
“I agree,” said Lozano. “Which means this boss of theirs may have more recruits with the same tattoo. It’s something to watch out for.” He aimed his finger at them. “And it suggests that if this was a legitimate attempt to take your lives, they might try again.”
Rem rested his ankle on his knee. “We discussed that, but we doubt it.”
Lozano knitted his brow. “You want to explain that to me?”
“Tattoos aside, the more we think about what happened, the more it seems this had more to do with Rhonda,” said Daniels. “It was about intimidation and control. They wanted us in Elmwood to cut us off from resources and where they could command the situation.” He gestured toward Rem. “One of them even told Rem they’d been studying us, including Rhonda. This was a well thought out plan.”
“Exactly,” said Rem. “And Elmwood allowed them to be flexible in case something went wrong. They’d have plenty of time and opportunity to cover their tracks and get away.”
Lozano shook his head. “I don’t buy it. Who goes to those lengths to intimidate a witness? I think you two were just as much a part of this as Rhonda.” He paused. “And I don’t like it.”
“We’re not too thrilled either, Cap,” said Rem. “But what can we do about it? Except investigate this Landon Vega, get Rhonda through this trial, and get Lexie off our backs.”
“I’ll tell you what we can do about it.” Lozano pulled his keyboard closer and typed something. “I’m putting a patrol in front of each of your homes.”
“What good is that going to do?” asked Daniels. “Whoever sent Landon and Tex isn’t interested in shooting us as we head to work or go for a jog. If he was, we wouldn’t be sitting here.”
Lozano finished typing and hardened his stare. “This is not your ordinary adversary. And what if you’re wrong and this wasn’t about Rhonda at all?”
Rem scratched his head. “They threatened and took her. They were questioning her about the trial. And even went to the effort to discredit Lexie, possibly to protect Rhonda’s testimony.”
Daniels tapped his armrest. “You think someone was messing with Rhonda to get to us?”
“Maybe somebody’s having some fun with you,” said Lozano.
“A game of Checkers would be way easier.” Rem crossed his arms. “And for what purpose?”
“You said they were studying you? Maybe this is another way to do that. They put you and your witness in danger to see how you react. They wanted to know how close you are. How far are you willing to go to protect someone or each other? How do you think and act when threatened? Or, if they’re former dirty cops, maybe they’re part of a bigger network. Maybe this boss of theirs is wondering if you could be turned too?” He touched his wrist. “And maybe see if you’d be interested in your own bird tattoo.”
Imagining a conglomerate made up of questionable cops, Rem gripped his thigh. “That’s a scary thought.”
“Landon Vega is dead. That’s a hell of a price to pay for a game of what-ifs,” replied Daniels.
Lozano unbuttoned the cuff of his sleeve and began to roll it up. “Or, this boss is testing the loyalty of his men. You said they had a debt to pay off?”
“That’s what they said,” said Rem, glancing back to see Manetti at the door. “And they weren’t just loyal, they were scared.” He stood and opened the door. “Thanks, Manetti.
Manetti handed Rem his thermos and a mug with coffee. “Black for Daniels. Loaded for you.”
Rem took the drinks and handed the mug to Daniels. “I’m just saying, Daniels. Your partner days are numbered.”
“Promise?” asked Daniels, ignoring Rem’s scowl. “Thanks, Manetti.”
“Sure thing.” Manetti closed the door and Rem returned to his seat.
“The problem is,” said Daniels, holding his mug, “we can’t be sure of anything. Who was the actual target? Was Rhonda being encouraged to change her testimony? Was Lexie in on it? Were we intentionally directed to Elmwood or, once we got there, did they decide to keep us there?”
Rem sipped some coffee and, tasting the fresh brew, immediately relaxed. “Did Rhonda kill Veronica Tate, set up her old boyfriend for murder, and kill Paul Danovia?”
Lozano frowned. “Who the hell is Veronica Tate?”
“This is what we’re dealing with, Cap,” said Daniels. “Too many questions with too few answers.”
“And because of that, all we can do is just do what we’re doing,” said Rem. “Move forward. Unless we get a whopper of a revelation that changes everything, we’ll make sure Rhonda survives this trial, let Lexie go with a warning, investigate Landon Vega, and keep our eyes out for Tex and bird tattoos.” He sipped more coffee and sighed. “Maybe they’ll find something in Elmwood that will help. Maybe a print or DNA.”
“So far they haven’t,” replied Lozano. “Which isn’t surprising if your attackers have a law enforcement background.” He unbuttoned and rolled up his other sleeve. “I still don’t like it. Whoever did this isn’t just going to go away.”
“We’ll be careful,” said Daniels. “We’re back on our home turf, so it won’t be so easy if they strike again. Rem and I will watch out for each other.”
“You both know that all it takes is for you to let your guard down once.” Lozano picked up a pen and waved it. “You two can’t watch each other a hundred percent of the time.”
Rem shrugged. “Well, we’re either here or at home, or somewhere in between. We can carpool for a while. And we’ll keep Mikey and Marjorie aware of our schedule.”
Daniels set his mug on the edge of Lozano’s desk. “There’s someone else you should check.” He glanced at Rem. “Margaret Redstone.”
His stomach curdling, Rem blanched.
Lozano dropped his jaw.
“I know it’s a longshot,” said Daniels, “but it’s worth double checking. She’s fooled everyone before. Let’s be sure she’s not doing it again.”
Lozano closed his mouth and scribbled on a notepad with his pen. “I hate the thought of it, but I’ll make some phone calls.”
Rem didn’t even want to mention her name. “On another note, we got some good information on that cold case in L.A. The vic who was branded? Looks like the same perp is responsible for our vic, too.”
“They have any leads?” asked Lozano.
“No,” said Daniels. “They’ve got about as much information as we do but we’re going to do some more digging into Morgans’ background. The L.A. vic had a niece with a drug problem he tried to help but it may have backfired. We’ll see if Morgans has anything similar.”
“Okay,” said Lozano. “Anything else of interest outside of your Elmwood adventure?”
Rem recalled what they’d learned about Monk and his former partner but kept it to himself. “The list is long, but we’ll write it up in our report and you can read all about it.”
“Prepare to be surprised, Cap,” said Daniels. “I’m sure there’s more we haven’t even mentioned.” He picked up his mug. “Provided we can stay awake long enough to write it.”
Lozano studied them. “How long do you want to hold Lexie Logan?”
Rem expelled a weary breath. “You think we should do some more digging on Landon Vega before we let her go?” he asked Daniels.
“I’d feel pretty stupid if we release her and find out later she’s Vega’s sister or ex-girlfriend.”
Rem agreed. “Tex did say that he and Lexie were involved.”
“Then I’ll tell Monk and Manetti to keep up with their digging,” said Lozano. “And not just into Vega but Rhonda and Lexie too. The more we know the better.” He leaned forward and rested his elbows on his desk. “And don’t think I’ve forgotten how you two went into that bakery without waiting for the troopers. You’re lucky I don’t put you both on traffic duty.”
“Cap,” said Rem. “If we’d waited, Rhonda could be dead right now.”
Lozano glared. “And if she hadn’t shot Vega, he’d have shot your partner. You think that might have been worth the wait?”
Unable to argue, Rem deflated.
“We made a gut decision,” said Daniels.
“And your gut could have gotten you both killed,” yelled Lozano. “The next time I tell you two to wait, you wait. You got that? I don’t give a damn what your gut tells you.”
Daniels went quiet.
“We hear you, Cap,” said Rem. He whispered to Daniels. “I told you I don’t like it when he yells at us.”
“Do it again, and I’ll dock you a day’s pay.” Lozano sat back but his face relaxed and he sighed. “Now, both of you go home and get some sleep.  Be prepared to hit it hard though, first thing in the morning. We can decide then whether we have enough to charge Logan and make sure Durning’s not going to get surprised when Rhonda testifies.” He dropped his pen into a cupholder. “And I’m keeping that surveillance on both your places, at least until the trial ends and Rhonda goes home.”
Glad Lozano had moved on from his scolding, Rem almost moaned at the thought of taking a hot shower, sliding into his own bed, and seeing Mikey later. “You’re a good man, Cap. Have I ever told you that?” Holding his coffee, he stood.
“Only when you want time off or expect reimbursement for satisfying your sweet tooth,” said Lozano.
“Well, I mean it,” said Rem. “You’re my second favorite person.”
Daniels stood too. “At least you put him after me.”
“Who said anything about you?” asked Rem. He raised his thermos. “Manetti officially has the top spot as of now.”
Daniels smirked. “So much for covering your ass yesterday at Phil’s workshop.”
“That was yesterday,” said Rem. “Today is a new day.”
“I’ll follow up on this Phil too,” said Lozano. “Make sure the troopers questioned him. Maybe he can enlighten us more about Rhonda.”
“Good idea, Cap,” said Daniels. “And thanks for the rest time. You’re officially my favorite person.” He raised his brow at Rem.
Rem smirked back. “Say what you want but I know my status is secure. No one else could put up with you.”
Daniels rolled his eyes. “Yeah, out of the two of us, I’m the problem.”
“Both of you are a problem until you’re at full speed, so get out of here,” said Lozano. “Be ready to write that report first thing tomorrow and then meet with Durning about your testimony and Rhonda’s too.” He resumed typing on his keyboard. “I’ll give Monk and Manetti the heads up about Lexie Logan. They can keep an eye on her.”
“Thanks, Cap,” said Rem. “See ya.” He went to the door and smiled at his captain. “If I’m up early enough, I’ll get you a donut on the way in.”
“I don’t eat donuts. Too many carbs,” grumbled Lozano. “And you know that. Now get out of here before I change my mind and make you write that report today or reconsider that traffic duty.”
“See?” said Daniels to Rem. “I’m clearly Lozano’s favorite.”
Rem pursed his lips. “Not when I tell him how you’re the one who lost his lucky pen.” 
Lozano looked up. “He what?”
“Nothing, Cap,” said Daniels, glaring at Rem. “Ignore him. See you in the morning.”
Rem quickly opened the door, and Daniels almost shoved him out of the office.




Chapter Twenty-Nine


Daniels knocked softly on the door of his guest room. Hearing a faint “Come in,” he opened the door. His father was sitting up in the bed with a pillow propped behind his neck and head. His shoulder was bandaged, and he was holding his cell phone. 
Carrying a glass of water, Daniels entered the room. “You’re supposed to be sleeping.” He set the water on the side table and sat in the chair that faced the bed.
Raymond lowered his phone. “I’ve been sleeping plenty. Besides, I needed to talk to your mother.”
“How’s Mom?”
“She’s better now. She’s been worried. About both of us.”
Daniels could imagine how his mom was feeling. “Did you make arrangements to go home?” After the visit with the doctor, his dad had talked non-stop about the work he was missing and how much he’d have to catch up on. Daniels had reminded him of the doctor’s advice to wait a few days before leaving. He needed time to heal and regain his strength. His dad had argued that he could heal no matter where he was, and Daniels had chosen not to debate the topic. His dad was going to do what he wanted regardless of Daniels’ opinion, and Daniels didn’t have the strength for another disagreement. After all they’d been through, they needed to talk, not fight.
“I’m working on it,” said Raymond.
Daniels nodded, recalling his conversation with Marjorie who’d told him to take it slow with his dad since Raymond needed his energy to recover, not knock heads with his son.
Once Daniels made it home after leaving work, he’d checked on his dad who was sleeping, then closed his eyes long enough to get a quick cat nap. By the time they left for the doctor’s appointment, the patrol car Lozano had assigned was parked on the street.
After the appointment, Daniels made sure his dad was settled in the guest room and Daniels got some rest before Marjorie returned from work with J.P. Daniels could not have been happier to see his wife and child, and once his dad was awake, he’d eagerly brought J.P. in to say hi. Raymond had smiled and had told J.P. to sit with him while they talked about Raymond’s boo-boo and trip to the doctor. J.P. had listened with wide eyes and then wanted to show off his newest toy truck which he’d zipped up and down Raymond’s bed.
Marjorie had ordered food and they’d had dinner before his dad tired and went back to bed. Daniels had helped Marjorie clean up and get J.P. to sleep before he’d caught his wife up on the events of the day. They’d talked for a few minutes about Raymond, and Marjorie had encouraged Daniels to take the opportunity to have a heart-to-heart with his father before he went home.
On his way up to bed, he’d seen his dad’s light on, and making up his mind, he’d gone downstairs to get some water. He returned up the stairs, and taking a deep breath, knocked on the door to his father’s room.
Now that he was sitting with his dad, though, his mind went blank. He had no idea how to start.
“You must be tired,” said Raymond. “You should get some sleep. I’ll let you know my travel plans tomorrow.” He set the phone on the nightstand with a wince.
“You’re welcome to stay as long as you need.”
Raymond rested his head back. “I don’t want to intrude.”
“You’re not intruding.” Daniels sighed. “You’ve been shot. You could have died.”
“But I didn’t.”
“That’s not what I was thinking when you were lying on the ground, bleeding.”
His dad closed his eyes. “You worry too much. I’m fine. Let’s just move on.”
Daniels couldn’t prevent a scoff. “Move on? How do we just move on?”
Raymond pulled up his blanket. “It’s a choice, like anything else. Something you’re familiar with.”
Daniels leaned forward, his elbows on his knees, and took a deep breath. “Why did you run out into the open, Dad? Back at Phil’s?”
Raymond opened his eyes. “You know why.”
Daniels paused. “You thought I was hit.”
“I heard the shots and…well…I just reacted.”
Daniels swallowed, debating his next words. “I’m sorry.”
“For what?”
“If it hadn’t been for me, you would have never been in that situation.”
“Did you know a gunman was coming after us?”
“No.”
“Did you do everything in your power to protect us?”
Daniels looked up. “I’d like to think so.”
“Then there’s nothing to apologize for. I asked you to bring me to San Diego. I should have known better.”
The familiar tension bubbled up, but Daniels stopped himself from reacting. “Listen, Dad…,” he studied his fingers, “I know I’ve made decisions you’re not proud of. I know I let you think I would follow in your footsteps. Thinking back, I wish I’d had the courage to tell you sooner than I did, but back then, I…I…”
“You disappeared, on both your mother and me.”
“I didn’t disappear. I was in college, trying to figure it out.”
“All the while telling me one thing while you planned another.” Raymond shifted his position on the bed. “I don’t know why we’re rehashing all of this.”
“Because I’m tired of fighting.”
“You don’t act like it.”
Frustrated, Daniels clenched his hands together. “Aren’t you tired of it?”
His dad eyed the ceiling. “I don’t know what you want me to say.”
“I want you to say that you care about me and my family. I want you to understand why I did what I did.”
His father met his gaze. “But I do understand. You left because you wanted nothing to with the family business, or the family.”
Daniel dropped his jaw. “That’s not true.”
“Isn’t it?” His father narrowed his eyes. “After Melinda died, you pulled away from all of us.”
“I pulled away?” Daniels widened his eyes in disbelief. “I was a teenager, Dad. The most important person in my life was gone and you wouldn’t even talk about her.”
His dad set his jaw.
“And when anyone would mention Melinda’s name, you’d leave the room, or tell us to change the subject.” Recalling the hurt from his youth, Daniels straightened. “It was like she never existed.”
Raymond raised his voice. “It was too painful for your mother. You should have known that.”
“It was too painful for all of us, including you, but you shut us all out.” Daniels pointed. “You’re the one who pulled away. Not me.”
Raymond didn’t respond.
Daniels took a second to calm himself. “After Melinda, I questioned everything. Maybe if she hadn’t died, I would be working with you. Maybe everything would be different, but that’s not what happened. Before she passed, she encouraged me to listen to my heart and follow my gut. I think she could see where I was headed. It was hard though. I didn’t want to disappoint you, but I didn’t want to disappoint myself either. And when I figured it out, I knew if I hesitated, I’d cave. So I just took the leap. And it led me here.” His heart thumping, Daniels paused. “And there’s no place I’d rather be. But that doesn't mean I love you and Mom any less. Or don’t want to be a part of your lives.” He studied his hands. “But I can’t be what you want me to be.”
“Believe me, you’ve made that perfectly clear.”
Daniels’ heart sunk. “I’m sorry I let you down. But I don’t regret a single action I’ve taken other than not being honest with you sooner.” He steadied himself. “But you’re still my dad, and you always will be, and I’d like to have a relationship with you.”
His father looked away.
“I’d like J.P. to know his grandfather and grandmother, and God forbid, even Aunt Shelly, if she’s interested,” he said, referring to his older sister.
“Good luck with that,” said Raymond. “We barely see her ourselves.”
Daniels took a second to gather his thoughts. “I can’t change the past, but I sure as hell can try and change the future. If you want that too, great, and if not, I understand. But at least you know how I feel.” He summoned the courage to keep talking. “I love you, Dad. When I saw you lying on the ground, bleeding, I thought I was going to lose you, and that scared the hell out of me. I didn’t want you to die thinking I hated you.” His throat tightened and he couldn’t say another word.
Raymond stared for a second and then carefully sat farther up on the pillow with a grimace. “When I thought you were hit, it scared the hell out of me too. That’s why I ran out in the open.” He sighed. “Gordon, I know you don’t hate me, and I’ve never hated you.”
His chest tightening, Daniels cleared his throat.
“I’ve just been mad as hell. I couldn’t understand why you would want to leave a reliable and safe path to pursue a career in something so dangerous and ugly. You see things no one should have to see. And when you were attacked, left for dead, and ended up in a hospital fighting for your life, I was so angry. How could you have stayed in a profession that could do that to you? If you’d listened to me, you would have been protected from all of that.”
Daniels could only imagine how hard it had been for his parents when everyone feared he would die.
“But then I ended up traveling with you through Elmwood. And the last twenty-four hours…well, they’ve been enlightening.”
Surprised by his dad’s honesty, Daniels tried to hold it together.
“For the first time, I saw you in your element.” Raymond rubbed his bandaged shoulder. “In the midst of all that danger, you were self-confident, capable, and fearless. You and Aaron risked your lives to save ours. I never understood why you wanted a career in law enforcement, but now it’s pretty clear.” He pulled on his blanket. “Your mother always told me you had a big heart and would do well serving others. I, in my stubbornness, believed that would translate well as a business owner, but what I’ve missed is that you were meant for a greater purpose. I couldn’t see it before, but I see it now.”
His emotions rising, Daniels’ eyes watered and he sniffed.
“I think when your sister died, I transferred all my hopes and dreams to you.” He swallowed. “If you worked with me and took over, you’d never leave. I knew Shelly would never be the one to rely on, but you, Gordon, you were going to make everything right again.” His voice wavered. “I should have never put that pressure on you. Elana saw it but I didn’t.”
“I wanted to be the kid that did all the right things,” said Daniels, his own voice shaky.
“And you were, I just didn’t realize it.” He paused. “But I do now. And when you say I’m not proud of you, that’s not true. I’m very proud of you. I just couldn’t admit it.”
Daniels sniffed again and a tear escaped and trickled down his cheek. “So you’re okay if I don’t go into the hardware business?”
Raymond smiled softly. “I haven’t given up yet.”
Daniels chuckled.
“But I won’t get my hopes up.”
Daniels swiped the tears off his cheek with a finger. “I’ve said some awful things to you over the years.”
“I haven’t exactly been nice either.”
“I’m sorry for the things I said in anger.”
“Me, too.”
“Especially what I said about the woman you met in the restaurant. I inferred some things I shouldn’t have.” He recalled his hostile words. “I apologize. Your business is your business.”
His dad went quiet. “It’s okay. I could have handled that situation better than I did. I let your curiosity get the better of me.”
Daniels smiled. “I think we’re both guilty of that.” The weight on his shoulders lifting, Daniels took a cleansing breath. “Thank you for talking with me. I wasn’t sure how this was going to go. Marjorie and Rem kept nudging me though and after what happened yesterday, I figured it was now or never.”
“Your mother’s been nudging me, too. Especially since your near fatal attack. I just didn’t have the guts.” He rested his head back on the pillow. “And I’m glad you found Marjorie and Aaron. You’ve got good people in your life.”
“I do.” Daniels wiped his watery eye. “I’m very lucky.” He thought about the future. “You know, I’ve got some time off I can use. Maybe Marjorie, J.P., and I can come for a visit soon.”
Raymond eyes softened. “Your mother would like that, and I would too.” He shifted in the bed and winced again. “I was also thinking I might take you up on that offer to spend a couple of days here while I recuperate.”
Daniels sat up. “I think that’s smart. I don’t want you to push it too hard. You sure you can get away from work?”
“I’ll make some phone calls and figure it out.” He yawned and his eyes watered.
“J.P. would love for you to stay. He can show you more of his trucks.”
Raymond smiled. “I’d like that. I can talk to him about hammers and nails. You think he might have a future in hardware?”
Amused, Daniels stood. “He might. And I’d have no objections. His future is up to him though.” He approached the edge of the bed.
“As it should be, but don’t be surprised if I put in a good word or two.”
“I’d be surprised if you didn’t.” He adjusted the blanket over his dad. “I’ll let you get some sleep.”
His dad settled farther down into the bed. “I am a little worn out and those pain pills are kicking in.”
“I’ll get the lamp.” Daniels paused. “And thanks for talking. We needed it.”
“We did. We’ll do more of it.”
“I hope so.” Relief washed over him when he realized he and his dad had just changed their future for the better. “Good night, Dad.”
“Good night, son.”
His father closed his eyes, and content, Daniels turned off the light and left the room.




Chapter Thirty


Sitting at his desk, Daniels reread the report, made a few changes, and then saved it. Lozano was currently away from his office, but Daniels opened his email and sent it to his captain, knowing Lozano would expect it once he returned. 
After the talk with his dad and a solid night’s sleep, his energy levels were high, and he was in a good mood. With opening arguments due to start the next day, he and Rem were expected to meet with Durning to go over their testimony. Durning had met with Rhonda earlier and had reported that she was also in better spirits. Daniels hoped that meant she could handle testifying in court because without her, convicting Darla would be difficult.
That morning, Monk and Manetti had updated Rem and Daniels on their progress. They’d learned little since the previous day. They couldn’t connect Lexie to Landon Vega or to what happened in Elmwood other than what Daniels and Rem already knew. Rhonda’s background, while dubious considering her involvement with Veronica Tate and her testimony against her ex, did not prove she was lying about or somehow involved with Paul Danovia’s death.
Nor could they find evidence that Darla had any connection to Landon Vega or the gunman who’d called himself Tex. Landon Vega’s background had also provided few clues. His record as an officer had been clean with no suspicious activity and anyone they’d talked to, including his ex-wife, had vouched for his character. They’d found it hard to believe he could be involved in something as nefarious as attempting to kill two other cops. They had more phone calls to make but neither expected a smoking gun to fall from the sky.
Glad the report was written, Daniels drank some of his bottled water when the squad doors opened, and Rem entered the room.
“How’d it go?” asked Daniels.
“I’m not sure who got the better end of the deal. You or me.” Rem sat in his chair, looking weary.
“She didn’t go quietly, did she?”
“I think I should have finished the report and let you deal with her.” Rem leaned back with a huff. “She didn’t express the slightest bit of gratitude when I told her we had no evidence to charge her, she could leave, and that the trooper who’d driven her car here from Elmwood had parked it right out front.”
Daniels could only imagine that Lexie Logan had been unhappy. “I’m shocked.”
“Then she told me how we couldn’t see the forest through the trees. We were wrong about Rhonda, and she would prove it.”
“Oh, boy. Let me guess. She’s not going home.”
“Home? Are you kidding? She’s staying for the trial. All of it. I think she’s hoping she can break this case wide open before Darla is convicted and sent to prison.”
“She is dedicated.”
“I told her maybe her time would be better spent finding Tex. He did accuse her of being involved with him. You’d think that would piss her off.”
“What’d she say?”
Rem rolled his eyes. “She said if we want to know who Tex is, ask Rhonda.”
Daniels almost chuckled. “It’s a good thing Lexie doesn’t know where Rhonda is staying. She’d probably go straight there.”
Rem shook his head. “She’ll be staring bullet holes through Rhonda at the trial.”
“Just so long as she stays out of it.” He closed the notebook he’d been using to help write the report. “We may have to escort Rhonda to court just to keep Lexie away from her.”
Rem rubbed his eyes. “Probably not a bad idea.” He stood. “You want some coffee?”
“No thanks.”
There was a half-filled pot on the burner and Rem picked up his thermos and added coffee to it. “How’s your dad today? You talk to him since your big conversation last night?”
“Briefly. He texted and confirmed he’s made arrangements to stay a couple of days before going home.”
Rem smiled. “That’s great. I’m glad to hear it.” He added sugar to his coffee.
“I know. We’ll see how it goes but I think it’s going to be good for both of us.”
“It will. You’ll see.”
The squad doors opened, and Monk and Manetti entered the squad room. Manetti was talking on his cell. He waved at Rem and Daniels and sat at his desk. Monk grabbed a mug and headed for the coffee pot. “He’s talking to someone else about Rhonda.” He poured the rest of the coffee into his mug.
“Who is it?” asked Daniels.
“Not sure.” Monk slid the empty pot back on the burner. “We’ll find out soon enough.”
“Well,” said Rem, “if we haven’t connected her to the murder of three people yet, then I doubt we’re going to.” He added cream and stirred his coffee. “That will make Durning happy.”
“Not Lexie,” said Daniels.
“Did you release the lovely Lexie Logan?” asked Monk.
“Just now,” said Rem, sitting in his chair. “Her mood was exceptionally pleasant.” He sipped his drink.
Monk smiled. “I bet. She barely spoke to us yesterday.” His desk phone rang, and he walked over and answered it. “Detective Frank Monk.”
Daniels eyed his watch. “We should head over to Durning’s soon.”
“Already?” asked Rem. “The morning’s going fast.”
“We’ve got some time, but I figured you might want to stop for some fresh coffee on the way.”
Rem grimaced at his thermos. “That’s a good idea. This isn’t too great.”
“It hasn’t been touched for hours.”
“No coffee is bad coffee if properly doctored.”
Daniels snorted. “Only to you.”
The squad doors opened again, and Lozano walked in, wearing his customary navy suit with a loosened brightly colored tie.
“Hey, Cap,” said Rem. “You’ve been busy.”
Lozano stopped at their desks. “Meetings make the world go round, Remalla.”
“That’s one way of looking at it,” said Daniels. “And our report is in your inbox.”
“Good.” Lozano scratched his jaw. “You meeting with Durning?”
“About to head that way, Cap.” Rem sat up. “Daniels said he’d treat me to some coffee on the way.”
Daniels frowned. “Since when? I said we could stop for coffee.”
“You’re in a good mood,” said Rem. “You always treat when you’re in a good mood.”
“And what? Are you in a bad mood? You were whistling when you came in this morning.” Daniels suspected Rem’s evening with Mikey had gone well. “Maybe you should treat me?”
Rem sat up. “Fine. I’ll buy you an apple juice and you can get me a coffee.”
“You’re on.” Daniels recapped his water.
Lozano grunted. “You two should teach a seminar on negotiation.”
Rem stood. “Not a bad idea, Cap.” He grabbed his jacket. “Maybe we should have a meeting on it.”
Lozano glowered at him.
“I’m ready,” said Daniels, standing.
Manetti hung up the phone. “Hold up.” He held a small notebook and walked over. “Thought I’d update you on the latest.”
“What is it?” asked Daniels. “Did you find the missing pieces of the Elmwood puzzle?”
“Did you crack the case wide open?” asked Rem.
“Be quiet, you two,” said Lozano. “What did you learn, Manetti?”
Manetti scanned his notes. “It’s about Rhonda. Nothing earth shattering. She was a good kid in school. Got into trouble on occasion but nothing major. Could get jealous with her boyfriends and her mom intervened more than once when Rhonda got aggressive.”
“Wait. What?” asked Rem. “Did you say her mom?”
“Yeah,” said Manetti. “Her dad had to pick her up from school once when Rhonda got into a fight with a girlfriend over a boy.”
“Who were you talking to, Manetti?” asked Daniels.
Manetti lowered his notepad. “Her parents.”
Daniels narrowed his gaze. “Her what?”
“Her parents are dead,” said Rem.
Daniels recalled Rhonda’s story about the loss of her mom and dad. “Are you sure?”
Manetti eyed his notebook again. “That’s who they said they were.”
Daniels started to worry but assumed Manetti must have been confused.
“What are you two thinking?” asked Lozano. “Did Rhonda lie about her parents?”
Monk hung up his phone, stood, and walked over. “We’ve got a problem.”
Daniels slumped. “I’m afraid to ask.”
Monk nodded toward his desk. “That phone call? It was Phil Markham, Rhonda Champlin’s supposed ex. He finally called me back.”
“And?” asked Rem.
“Phil Markham has been married for ten years. He’s got two kids,” said Monk. “And he’s never heard of any Rhonda Champlin.”
“But what about the house?” asked Rem. “Rhonda had the keycode.”
“The troopers only told Markham his house and garage were broken into. He didn’t have the details until I gave them to him,” said Monk. “He has no idea how anyone accessed the keycode.”
Daniels stilled. Rem cursed. Lozano stared at Monk and then at Daniels. “She lied to us,” said Lozano.
“And if she lied about that,” said Rem, “what else did she lie about?”
Daniels’ thoughts swirled. Had Rhonda duped them all? His stomach knotted at the implications. “What if Lexie’s been right this whole time?”
Rem cursed again. “We’ve got to get to the safe house.”
Lozano pulled out his cell. “I’ll call Durning.”
Daniels raced to the doors with Rem right behind him.
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Rem drove up and came to a hard stop in front of the small house where Rhonda was staying. They jumped out and seeing the patrol car parked out front, they approached and talked to the officer, who told them Rhonda had been inside all morning.
Daniels told him to drive around to the back of the home and wait. If he spotted Rhonda leaving, he needed to stop her and take her into custody. The officer nodded, started his car, and left. Rem headed to the front door and Daniels joined him.
Standing to the side of the door, Rem pulled his weapon.
“You think that’s necessary?” asked Daniels.
“If she’s capable of everything Lexie accused her of? Hell, yes. We have to assume the worst.”
“I hope we’re wrong.” Daniels pulled out his own gun and stood on the other side of the door.
Preparing himself, Rem knocked with the butt of his gun. “Rhonda? You there? It’s Detectives Remalla and Daniels.”
No one answered. Rem knocked again. “Rhonda? We need to talk to you.”
No response.
Rem grabbed the knob and it turned. He eyed Daniels who nodded at him, and Rem opened the door and pushed it inward. “Rhonda?” he yelled, staying outside. “You home?”
No answer.
Another second passed and Rem peered inside. He saw a living room with a beige carpet, worn sofa and a coffee table with a mug sitting on it. “Hello?” Not hearing anything, he swiveled around the frame, his gun aimed ahead of him. “Anyone here?”
Daniels followed him inside. “I’ll take the hall and bedroom.”
Rem walked past a round dining table with four chairs and into the tiny kitchen. There was a dirty dish and glass in the sink and breadcrumbs on the counter. Daniels yelled from the back. “The bedroom’s clear. I’m checking the garage.” A door opened and closed.
Rem checked the pantry, the front closet, and a small bathroom but there was no sign of Rhonda.
Daniels returned. “Nothing. And the patrol didn’t see her leave.” He gestured toward the bedroom. “Check this out.”
Rem headed down the hall and he and Daniels entered the bedroom. The bed was made and the only other furniture in the room was a nightstand with a lamp, and a chest of drawers along the opposite wall. On the bed was Rhonda’s white suitcase. It was open and Rem recognized Rhonda’s sweatshirts and jeans. On top of the clothes was a cell phone.
“What the hell is this?” asked Rem.
“I don’t know,” said Daniels.
“Where the hell is she?”
“I don’t know that either.” Daniels holstered his weapon. “But something tells me she’s not testifying.”
The cell phone rang, and Rem jumped.
Daniels stared at it. “You want to do the honors?”
It rang again and Rem eyed the display, but it read Blocked. “Son-of-a—” He picked up the phone and hit a button. “Hello?”
Rhonda’s voice traveled across the line. “Hi, Detective.” Her usual reserved tone was gone, and she sounded smug.
Rem bit back a curse. “Is this the person we know as Rhonda?”
“I assume Detective Daniels is with you?” she asked. “Why don’t you put me on speaker? I’m sure he’d like to join the conversation.”
Angry, Rem lowered the phone and did as she requested. “Okay. You’re on speaker.”
“Wonderful. So nice to talk to you both.”
Daniels raised his voice. “Who the hell are you, lady?”
“Before we get to that, I just want to tell you how much fun I had in Elmwood. Getting to know you two was the highlight of my year. Maybe the last several years if I’m honest.”
Rem dropped the phone on top of the clothes. “You were in on the whole thing, weren’t you? From the beginning.”
“Did you kill Paul Danovia?” asked Daniels.
“And Veronica Tate?” asked Rem.
“And get your ex thrown into prison?”
She groaned into the phone. “So many questions. I’d love to satisfy your curiosity, but it’s better I protect myself.” She paused and laughed. “Oh, what the hell. I like you guys. Yes. I may have had something to do with Veronica. I was young and stupid. We argued and I punched her. She went for a kitchen knife and, well, that was a mistake. The rest I’ll leave to your imagination.”
Not believing what he was hearing, Rem started to pace.
“I moved after that, and came to California, ready to start a new life. And I did for a while, but Veronica Tate never left me. I felt a certain empowerment after her. Then I met my crappy ex. I thought maybe I loved him, but then I realized what he was up to. He actually was a fraud who was embezzling from his company and lying to his partner. The partner confronted me one day, but I stuck up for my ex, and then the partner accused me of being part of the whole thing and if my ex went down, so would I.” She sighed into the phone. “I decided then to take matters into my own hands.”
Daniels shook his head. “You killed the partner and framed your ex?”
“Let’s just say my ex is paying for his crimes and I don’t feel an ounce of regret for where he is.”
“And Paul Danovia?” asked Rem.
“Ah, Paul,” she said. “That was a lucrative job.”
Daniels frowned. “Excuse me? Job?”
“During my ex’s trial, I made a friend,” she said. “Someone who understood my talents. Someone who could appreciate what I had to offer. He taught me a few things, I honed my skills, and when the time was right, he put me in touch with certain people.”
Rem stopped pacing. “You mean the Danovia family back east?”
“Among others.”
Closing his eyes, Daniels gripped his head. “You killed Paul and set Darla up.”
“Paul was easy, and sending Darla to prison was offered as a bonus. I almost succeeded with her, but Lexie Logan screwed everything up. You two never suspected a thing until she showed. I admire her though. She’s tenacious. She reminds me of me.”
Rem thought back through their ordeal. “Why did you want us to escort you to San Diego? It obviously wasn’t because you were scared.”
“Or afraid of technology or cell phones,” added Daniels.
She chuckled. “Did you like that? I thought convincing you I didn’t like cell phones would keep you off my scent. Fun fact. I had a phone on me the whole time. Why do you think I wore oversized clothes?”
Rem muttered another expletive.
“And I contacted you because my friend asked me to. He wanted me to get you out of town. You two knew me already from the Danovia investigation, so it was logical for me to request you. I had to ramp up the crazy a little. I’d already created a little of that so people would leave me alone. I was just the quirky, nosy neighbor.”
Incredulous, Rem resumed his pacing. “So, the whole thing with us was planned, including Elmwood.”
“Pretty much, yes. The shots at the hotel, the car outside the park. They all served to feed my supposed paranoia and keep us off the highway. Ray was an unexpected treat. I enjoyed getting to know him.”
Daniels swiveled toward the phone. “You leave him out of this.”
“I never wanted him in it, but as things go, you have to expect the unexpected. He’s a nice man, Detective. You should work on your relationship with him.”
Daniels glared.
“You made sure we stopped in Elmwood, didn’t you?” asked Rem.
“Oh, yes. I had my instructions. Once we stopped at the diner, your car was disabled. Thankfully, Scooter couldn’t fix it. That worked in my favor.”
Rem clenched his jaw and rigid, Daniels put his hands on his hips.
“After that, I made sure Tommy and Tex had their opportunities and that got us to Phil’s place.”
“How’d you get that keycode?” asked Daniels.
“It was given to me.”
“Were we supposed to die?” asked Rem.
“Yes. But you two surprised me and got us out of there. Tommy and Tex were overconfident. Both of them should have gone to the house.”
“Why didn’t you kill us? You had ample opportunity,” asked Rem.
“I wasn’t hired to. Plus, I still planned to put Darla behind bars. The extra money was substantial if I did. Lexie threw a kink into things though. I needed to get her off my back.”
Daniels eyed Rem. “That’s how Tommy and Tex knew we were at the clinic.”
“They were tracking my phone,” said Rhonda. “I called them when I went into the bathroom. They had just parked behind the diner and told me plans had changed and they were to hold off on killing you two. I unlocked the back door and while you were in with Raymond, I let them in, and told them to take me and accuse Lexie. They waited until the one you call Tex saw you go into the office, and he got past you and made it to the exam room while Tommy stayed with me. It worked perfectly.”
Stunned, Rem couldn’t believe they’d been so easily fooled. “Who were you talking to at the hotel, when you were supposedly chatting with Phil?”
She went quiet and Rem could envision her smiling. “My friend. That’s when I got the keycode.”
Rem snorted with disgust. “You were Tommy and Tex’s boss. The whole damn time.”
“That’s why you shot Landon Vega,” said Daniels, “because he was about to talk.”
“I couldn’t take the risk,” said Rhonda. “And I appreciate the compliment but no, I’m not the boss.”
“You had enough clout to give orders,” replied Rem.
“If plans changed, why were they going to kill us in the bakery?” asked Daniels.
“Assuming you escaped the clinic, you were supposed to rescue me. Why do you think we left the light on in a store on the main road? We expected to have more time though. They would rough me up and disappear and you would find me, panicked and afraid. Lexie would look guilty, and I would be the hero, still ready to testify despite the enemies attempting to prevent it.”
“But we showed up sooner than expected,” said Rem.
“We saw you coming, and played our roles, but it freaked Tommy and Tex out. They would have killed you to protect my secret and…our boss.”
“So he’s your boss too?” asked Daniels.
Her voice softened. “That’s one word for it.”
Rem was getting the unfortunate picture. “Why’d he change his mind about us after Phil’s?”
She went quiet again. “He holds a grudge against you two. He’s been planning this for a while, thinking it would be easier to be rid of you. But he’s reconsidered.”
“Are we supposed to live in fear now?” asked Rem. “Waiting for the time he’s ready to finish his task?”
“He’s not going to kill you, so you can get rid of those cop cars in front of your homes. I’m not yet aware of what’s next. His mind works in mysterious ways, so we’ll wait and see.”
“Where’s Tex? Is he still involved? Or did your boss kill him?” asked Daniels.
“Tex is alive and well, and back at work. His debt is paid.”
Rem scoffed. “Good for him. What happens when we catch him?”
“I don’t know. Catch him and we’ll find out.”
“And Landon Vega?” asked Daniels.
“His debt is paid too.”
Repulsed, Rem’s stomach turned. “What about you? Looks like your bonus for convicting Darla just went down the toilet. Your lies eventually caught up to you.”
“C’est la vie,” she said. “I took some risks, and if it wasn’t for Lexie, I think I could have pulled it off. You should have seen your faces when I told you my mother took her own life. That memory is almost worth losing Darla’s conviction. My friend assured me though that he’d pay either way, so I’m good. I would have preferred to see it through, though. It’s good for my reputation. Rhonda Champlin will obviously have to disappear, but my friend has a new identity lined up. In fact, he’s already found me a new client. My future is secure.”
“For now it is,” said Rem. “But whether you’re Rhonda or not, we’re not going to stop looking for you.”
“Knowing what I do about you two, I wouldn’t expect any less. But you won’t find me.”
“Unless you hide in the deepest cave or retreat to the highest mountain, I wouldn’t assume anything,” said Rem.
“I love your confidence, detective,” she said. “I found it very attractive during our time together. I especially appreciated our talk in the bar and your devotion to Mikey. It’s sexy in a man such as yourself.”
Rem grabbed the phone. “You go near Mikey, and I don’t care where you hide. Your boss, too. I’ll do whatever I have to do to find you. You touch a hair on anyone I love’s head, and I’ll kill you.”
“Same goes for me,” said Daniels. “You have a grudge against us, fine. But leave the people we love out of this or prepare to hide in the darkest sewer you can find for the foreseeable future.”
She didn’t respond and Rem sensed her wheels were turning. “That’s good to know, Detectives,” she said. “I’ll pass the message along.”
“You do that,” yelled Rem. “And while you’re at it, tell your friend if he’s got a problem with us, we’re available whenever he’d like to chat, if he’s got the balls.”
“Something tells me he doesn’t,” said Daniels. “He prefers the shadows, as most cowards do.”
“Mmm,” she said. “You two turn me on even more when you’re mad. If it hadn’t been for playing the part of your scared witness, our little trip could have been way more fun. Maybe Lexie would have gotten in on the action. Raymond, too.” She laughed. “That would have been kinky. Personally, I think he liked Lexie. Something tells me she smolders beneath that annoying personality of hers. And she was right about me appreciating you shirtless, Remalla. That’s another tasty memory I’ll take with me. You give her my regards. Tell her she was right about Denise Simmons. Those massage clients of mine I mentioned? They don’t exist. Haven’t for a while now. Too bad you didn’t listen to Lexie. Tell her I valued her efforts and the challenge she provided. Looking back, she made the trip even more worthwhile.”
“She’ll be after you too,” said Daniels. “She won’t stop until she finds you.”
“Seems my odds are slimming by the minute. Give me a second to worry.” She paused. “Time’s up. Listen, now that you’re up to speed, I’ve got to go. Got another client to satisfy. You two take care. And say hi to Ray. I’m glad he didn’t die.”
“Listen, Rhonda,” said Rem, wanting to keep her on the phone. “Don’t—”
The phone clicked and she was gone.
Rem cursed loudly and threw the phone back into the suitcase. He kicked the bedside table and furious, resumed his pacing.
Daniels stood silently in the room. “How stupid do you feel?”
“Take a wild guess.”
“That whole damn time, she was lying to us.” He jabbed out his hand. “The conspiracy theories, her paranoia, her parents, Phil, the Danovias, defending herself against Lexie, it’s unbelievable.” He shook his head. “I saw that swing set at Phil’s. That should have been a clue. And he owns an electronics company and dated Rhonda, the woman who believed technology was dangerous? How did we not see it?”
Rem stopped pacing. “I talked to her about Mikey, and how I felt about her.”
“She helped Doc operate on my father.” Daniels ran his hand over his face and into his hair. “And he told her all about the family business, and our family. And Marjorie and J.P.”
“Hell, I even told her about my mom in Florida.” Rem gritted his teeth. He kicked the table again and the lamp toppled over and fell to the carpet.
“We were completely fooled.”
Discouraged, Rem walked to the window, pulled the lace curtain aside, and stared out at the street. He looked up and down, wondering if they were being watched, but he didn’t see anyone suspicious. “What do we do now?”
Daniels walked up beside him. “I guess we call Lozano and Durning. Admit we’re idiots, and ensure the charges are dropped against Darla Danovia.” He pulled out his cell. “And hope she doesn’t sue.”
Rem let go of the curtain. “You think Rhonda was telling the truth about being safe for now? Are our people safe?” His heart still pounded from anger. “Do we trust a liar?”
“We’re still alive, so that’s a good sign. And what’s the alternative? Move to Tibet? Hide Mikey and Marjorie? We screwed up but we’re not going to let this woman continue to manipulate us.” He punched a button on his phone and put it to his ear. “Rhonda and her buddy won this round, but they haven’t won the war.”
“I don’t even know where the battleground is,” said Rem. “Or why we’re even fighting.”
“Something tells me if we wait long enough, we’re going to find out.”
“That’s what worries me. Whoever this boss is, he’s determined. First Elmwood, then what? Peaceful Pines Cemetery?”
Daniels raised a brow at Rem as he started to speak to their captain.




Chapter Thirty-One


Frank Monk poured red wine into two wine glasses. He set the bottle down on his kitchen counter, picked up the glasses and walked into his small living room. Rhonda was sitting on the couch, and he handed her one. 
“Thank you,” she said.
He sat beside her and raised his glass. “A toast to a job well done.”
She smiled at him, clinked her glass against his and they both took a sip. “It’s good,” she said.
“It should be. I brought out the expensive stuff. We’re celebrating after all.”
She shifted to face him. “I wasn’t a hundred percent successful. Darla will be free soon.”
Monk shrugged. “Not for lack of effort. Besides, you were still paid.”
“I don’t like being paid for a job I didn’t complete.”
“That was our agreement. And I honor my agreements.”
She nodded. “And I appreciate that.”
“Besides,” he said, “you’ll have plenty more challenges to face on your next job.”
Rhonda set her wine glass on the coffee table. “How long will I need to stay away?”
“A while. There’s a lot of heat on you, so until that dies down, you need to lie low.”
“I probably shouldn’t be here right now.”
“Probably not, but no one knows where you are. A car will pick you up at dawn tomorrow. You’ll be taken to Vegas where you’ll change your appearance. You’ll also have a new name. Tiffany Del Ray. All the paperwork and IDs are ready.”
“Tiffany, huh?” She leaned against the cushions. “I think I’m going to go blonde.” She fluffed her hair. “What do you think?”
“You’ll look good no matter what color you choose. Once your cover is set up in Vegas, your new client will be in touch, so be patient.”
“That’s not exactly my strong suit.”
“All the more reason to practice.” He sipped more of his wine. “You questioned whether you could pull off your trip with the detectives and look how well you did. You’re a master at the art of deception.”
“I admit. It was easier than I thought, and a lot more fun.” She studied him. “What is it about those two? It’s hard not to like them. Why do you hate them so much?”
Monk paused, thinking back. “It’s not so much about hate. I made a promise to someone, and I honor my word.”
“But you work with them every day. How do you do it?”
“Like you say. They’re easy to like. But it’s not about that.”
“This is about that other woman, isn’t it? The woman who’s in that psychiatric hospital. You and she were involved, weren’t you?”
“Not in the way that you think. We were equals. Partners. She helped me and I helped her. And I owe her.”
“Sounds like you and me, only I owe you.”
Monk swirled his wine. “She had a brilliant mind.”
Rhonda rested her arm on a cushion. “And I don’t?”
He chuckled. “Yours works differently than hers. Her brilliance led to obsession which ultimately destroyed her. So many with her abilities crack under the pressure. Her desperation and need for control ultimately became her undoing.” He reached out and trailed a finger down Rhonda’s cheek. “You don’t have to worry about that. You’re the perfect balance of deviance, wisdom, and unwavering loyalty, with the added skill of manipulation. It’s why we understand each other.”
“So you still plan to kill Daniels and Remalla?”
“In due time.”
“We had the perfect opportunity in Elmwood.” She reached for her wine glass. “You haven’t told me why you changed your mind.”
“I have my reasons.” He thought back, remembering the information he’d learned about the detectives during their stay in L.A.
“Does it have something to do with them talking to Middleton and Lomas? Did Remalla and Daniels learn something about you from your days in L.A?”
Monk shook his head. “Nothing that matters. And it wasn’t about that.”
She leaned closer. “You’re being so secretive. I can’t help but be curious.”
Monk set his wine glass down. “Information is key to any good investigation. It can provide invaluable insight and if used properly, can become a weapon against anyone, no matter how likable they may be. I’ve done my due diligence, and when certain truths came to light during that trip, I decided to change tactics.” He rested his elbow on the back of the couch. “Why rush a luxury trip when you can make plenty of entertaining stops along the way?”
She pouted. “Now I’m sad. I won’t be here to enjoy it.”
Monk ran his finger through a strand of her hair. “You’ll be here in spirit. And you won’t be far away. If I need you, I’ll be in touch.”
Her gaze held his. “Promise? I hate to think we’ll be separated for long.”
He admired the curve of her lips. “Who says I can’t visit?”
“I hope you do.” She trailed the tip of her nail from his jaw to the hollow of his neck. “I still have the star if you need me to use it again.”
“Under lock and key, I hope.”
“Of course. But easily accessed.”
His heart thumped at the mere thought of her branding someone. “I considered using it on Mack Tremont’s father, but he finally paid once I got his spoiled kid out of the country. So no need for it as of yet. But I’ll let you know.”
Her finger traveled to his chin. “They really think it’s a serial killer?”
“That’s the obvious conclusion.” He almost chuckled at how she didn’t think she fit the definition of one.
Her smile grew. “That is so sexy.”
His heart rate picked up but for a different reason. “I agree.” He took her wine glass and set it beside his. “This is our last night together for a while.”
“Mmm.” She moved her face close to his and made a low moan in her throat. “How would you like to spend it?”
He cupped her jaw and slid his hand into her hair. “Doing what you do best.”
Her eyes widened. “You want me to kill you?”
Monk caressed her cheek with his thumb. “That’s what you do second best.”
She grinned, sat up, and threw a leg over his lap, straddling him. Monk ran his palms up her thighs and hips and pulled her closer. Her lips hovered over his. “Let’s make this a night to remember,” she whispered.
“I’m all yours,” he whispered back, and their mouths met in a hungry kiss.




Chapter Thirty-Two


Rem sat at a table in a corner of the coffee shop and eyed the customers. The place was busy, and he’d grabbed the last two seats. Holding his coffee, he sat back as Daniels joined him, holding napkins and his apple juice. “Thanks for the juice,” he said. 
Rem raised his drink. “Thanks for the coffee.”
Daniels sat and opened his bottle. “So, what’s on your mind?”
“Who says anything’s on my mind?”
Daniels glanced around. “Since when do you want to hang around when it’s crowded like this? You’re more of a to-go guy.” He handed Rem a napkin. “And it’s the middle of a workday.”
“Lozano will survive without us for an hour.”
“We’ve barely seen Lozano today, so this isn’t about him.”
Rem took the lid off his coffee and blew on it. “No. It isn’t about him.” He took a sip.
“Then what?”
Rem sighed and put the lid back on. “I haven’t been sleeping too well. Not that it’s a big deal because I’m not the greatest sleeper, but Mikey suggested I talk to you about it.”
“Why aren’t you sleeping?”
Rem almost downplayed it, but he’d promised Mikey he’d discuss it. “I’m having nightmares again.”
“About what?”
“Take a guess.”
Daniels paused. “Margaret Redstone?”
“The one and only.” Recalling his latest nightmare, Rem tightened his grip around his cup. “I keep seeing her in my dreams. She’s in my house. At work. The psychiatric hospital. Sometimes I think she’s sedated but then she opens her eyes and cackles at me. Or she’s loose and I run but she’s right behind me, or she walks up to me, and I scream. And then last night…I dreamed I was having dinner with you and Mikey. We were talking and laughing, and then Mikey said something about being careful and you said I wasn’t safe.” He closed his eyes at the unpleasant memory. “And then you both morphed into Margaret. She sneered at me and told me I would never be free of her.” He opened his eyes. “I woke up in a cold sweat and couldn’t sleep a wink after that.” He studied his coffee. “I don’t know what the hell is going on.”
Daniels rested an elbow on the table. “Considering what we went through with Rhonda, I think it makes perfect sense. I know we like to justify what happened by telling ourselves we had no reason to doubt her, but she messed with our heads. It’s been three weeks and we’re no closer to finding her, Tex, or her boss. Plus, we had to consider the possibility of Margaret’s involvement. I’m not surprised that’s spawned a few nightmares.”
“A few, maybe. But almost every night?”
“Rem, after what Margaret put you through, I’m surprised you stopped dreaming about her.”
“But we checked her out and she’s not involved, so why is it still bugging me?”
“That’s just the way the mind works, buddy. Have you thought about talking to the department shrink again? It might help.”
Rem shook his head. “I’m not quite ready to pull that trigger. I’m hoping it will settle down eventually.”
Daniels nodded. “It’s interesting how Mikey and I shifted into Margaret.”
Rem held his stomach. “Interesting is not the word I would use.”
“Think about it. The two people you trust the most turn into your worst enemy. It’s similar to what happened with Rhonda. We believed her and she duped us. A damn killer was right under our noses, and we didn’t realize it. And we even had Lexie Logan in our faces telling us otherwise.”
Rem had to admit that made sense. “She called me by the way.”
“Who? Margaret?”
Rem glared at Daniels. “Funny.”
Daniels smiled. “Sorry. Thought I’d lighten the mood.” He drank some apple juice.
“Lexie called. Wanted to know if we’d made any progress in locating Rhonda.”
“Bet she was thrilled when you told her no.”
“She was overjoyed. She’s still on the hunt though.”
“Good for her.”
“I told her if she found her, she better tell us. Said she’d think about it but was hesitant because she didn’t want us to screw it up again.”
Daniels frowned. “I suppose we deserved that.” He pointed. “But that leads right back to your nightmares. We were lied to by someone we trusted. Now you have trust issues, and your subconscious is reflecting that back to you.”
“Why do I need to see a shrink when I have you?”
“Good point.” He crossed his legs. “But seriously. If this keeps up, you should consider the real shrink. I’m happy to talk it through with you just like Mikey is, but it might help to speak to someone else. Maybe Mikey might consider joining you. Margaret is her sister, after all.”
“Mikey probably would but she’s sleeping like a baby. And I get how this could be related to Rhonda.” He bounced his foot. “I guess I’m worried about something else though.” He rubbed his weary eyes. “Something I haven’t even admitted to Mikey.”
“What’s that?”
Rem poked at the lid on his coffee cup. “What if…these dreams are some sort of premonition?” He eyed Daniels. “I’ve had them before.”
“You think Mikey and I are going to turn into Margaret?”
Rem slumped. “No, of course not, but what if…you two are hurt because of her? And I can’t stop it?”
Daniels’ expression softened. “Don’t let the past cloud your future. This whole thing with Rhonda has dredged up bad memories–my attack and Mikey’s dealings with her psychotic sister. You’re just trying to process it.”
Rem wished he could forget. “I thought I had.”
“I still dream about losing Melinda and my assault. That stuff never fully goes away. It eases up but all it takes is a trigger to set it off.” He leaned in. “And no. I don’t think this is any sort of premonition. Mikey’s been known to have premonitions in her dreams and she’s sleeping fine. Margaret Redstone is no longer a threat.”
In his gut, Rem believed that was true, but the nightmares still unnerved him. “Rhonda’s boss is still running around out there. He’s a threat.”
“And that’s not helping either. You and I have been half-expecting another attack. But nothing’s happened. That weighs on us both.”
Rem groaned. “Guess I better get used to the nightmares then.”
“Not necessarily. If it keeps up, talk to the shrink. I can’t have you walking around like a zombie. I need you at full speed.”
“Don’t worry. I won’t let it get that bad.” His stomach relaxed and he rubbed his neck. “I already feel a little better just talking it through.”
“I’m glad you brought it up. I’ve had a few dreams myself since Rhonda but nothing like yours. Mine tend to be me and Dad fighting, then he gets shot and I can’t get to him in time.”
Rem picked up his cup. “That’s not great either.” He sipped some coffee.
“No, it’s not.”
“How’s Raymond doing since he’s been home?”
“He’s great. Says he’s back at a hundred percent. Mom disagrees though. Says he should rest more.”
“You still planning a trip to see them?”
“Yeah. We’ll probably do a long weekend in a couple of months.”
“That’s great. It’ll be good for all of you.”
Daniels used his napkin to wipe some crumbs off the table. “I can’t help but think of Rhonda though, and her conversation with dad on the drive to Elmwood, and how she helped him when he was hurt. Like you, she’s always in the back of my mind.”
“Until she or her boss is caught, we’ll always be looking over our shoulders. But we can’t stop living our lives.” Rem thought back to the awful days when Margaret Redstone was still on the loose. “Someone smart told me that once.”
“And good looking too,” said Daniels with a smile. “We’ll get through this, partner. One day at a time.”
“We may not know who else to trust but we know we can rely on each other.”
“That’s our superpower. One we don’t wield lightly.”
Rem eyed the time. “Well, Captain Apple Juice, we should get going before Lozano starts looking for us.” He paused before standing. “And thanks for talking to me.”
Daniels recapped his juice. “Any time, Captain Coffee. I know you’ll eventually return the favor.”
“Whenever you need it.” Rem started to stand when he spotted a familiar face at the counter, ordering a coffee. He sat and turned away. “Crap.”
Daniels swiveled in his seat. “What’s wrong?”
Rem waved at Daniels. “Stop looking. He’ll see you.”
“Who will see me?” He glanced back at the counter. “Who is it?”
Rem slowly turned and peered around a customer to get a better look. “Remember Cain? My cousin? The one who got arrested and his family wanted me to help him out?”
“The charges were dropped. Yeah. I remember.”
“He’s ordering coffee. He’s at the counter.”
Daniels leaned to look. “That’s him? The bald guy?”
Rem snorted. “No. Not the bald guy. The tall one in front of him. The good-looking one with all the hair. And would you stop staring?”
“He doesn’t know me.”
“But if you keep looking at him like that, he’ll notice.”
“Is that so bad? Why don’t you go talk to him?”
Rem kept his head down. “I’ve tried. He doesn’t reciprocate.”
“Maybe you should try again.”
“Why? So he can act like he’d rather be anywhere else than around me? This last time we spoke we ended up yelling at each other.”
“Rem. It’s been years since your falling out. Maybe it’s time to give him another chance.”
“Not here it isn’t. I need to prepare for that conversation.”
Daniels tipped his head. “This coming from the man who told me to talk to my dad when I was dealing with this exact same situation back in L.A.?”
“That was different.”
“It’s not different at all. In fact, it’s even easier. Cain is getting coffee. Not talking to some mysterious woman he could be having an affair with.”
Rem wondered if they could sneak out the back. “That gave you a reason to talk to your dad. What do you want me to do? Go ask him if he wants cream and sugar?” He looked again to see Cain waiting for his order and ducked back when Cain pulled out his phone. “I can’t believe he’s here. We’ve come to this coffee shop plenty of times and never seen him before.”
Daniels rolled his eyes. “I suspect he actually travels around the city and tries new places. He’s allowed to, you know.”
“Since when?”
“Rem, you’re being ridiculous. You’re hiding like a kid. You’re older and wiser than him and you didn’t do anything wrong when you turned his friends in. He owes you an apology. And if you walk out of here with your head held high and acknowledge him when you leave, and he still ignores you, screw him and good riddance. But don’t avoid him.”
Rem took a deep breath. “I don’t know what to say.” 
“How about ‘Hello, Cain. Nice to see you. Glad you’re out of jail.’”
Realizing Daniels was right, Rem told himself he was overreacting. “I may not use those exact words.” He heard the barista call Cain’s name. Cain put his phone back in his pocket and took two coffee cups from the counter.
“Say whatever you want, but hurry. He’s about to leave.”
Rem hesitated. “Maybe I should let him.”
Daniels stood. “Who’s the cop here? Who’s the one who stared down the face of evil known as Margaret Redstone and her cronies more than once and survived?”
Rem stood and straightened his shoulders. “I hate it when you’re right.”
“Go for it. You’ve got this. And you never know. He may thank you for getting him out of jail.”
“But I didn’t do anything.”
“He doesn’t have to know that.”
Rem bolstered himself and started to take a step when a woman entered the coffee shop. She was blonde, perky, and familiar. Recognizing her, Rem stopped dead in his tracks.
Daniels huffed. “Now what?” He turned just as Rem grabbed his shoulder.
Daniels saw the woman and his face paled. He let Rem pull him back into his seat. “Is that…?” asked Daniels.
Rem watched the woman approach Cain. “It is. It’s the same woman who was meeting with your dad.”
“But it can’t be.” Daniels slowly swiveled to look.
Rem dropped his jaw along with Daniels when the woman greeted Cain, they spoke, he gave her one of the coffees and she smiled. Cain walked with her to the door and putting his arm around her, left the shop with her.
“What the hell is going on?” asked Daniels.
Rem shot up. “Let’s go find out.” He grabbed his coffee cup and started to walk out. Daniels followed. They got stalled behind a group of customers entering the shop and by the time they exited and raced out onto the street, they didn’t see Cain or the mystery woman.
Daniels pointed. “Over there.”
Rem looked to see Cain standing beside a car and holding the back passenger door open as the mystery woman got in the backseat. Cain got in with her, closed the door, and the car drove off. Rem spotted a rideshare emblem on the rear windshield of the vehicle.
“What exactly do you make of that?” asked Daniels.
“I have no idea, but there’s no way that’s a coincidence.” They shared a glance.
“We need to find out who she is,” said Daniels. “Dad and I may need to have a talk, whether he likes it or not.”
“And what about my cousin? Did you see his wrist when he handed the woman her drink?”
“No. What’d you see?”
Rem replayed the image in his mind, hoping he was wrong, but knowing he wasn’t. “A black bird tattoo. Just like Tex’s.”
Daniels paused. “You’re not saying…”
“That my cousin Cain is Tex? No. He’s too tall. But he’s got the same tattoo as Tommy and Tex.” He feared the implications. “I’d say that’s concerning.” 
Daniels’ face fell. “Those charges against Cain were dropped.”
Rem’s heart thumped. “You think Cain has a mysterious benefactor?”
“That he now owes a debt to.” Daniels stared off in the direction of the car. “I’d say concerning is an understatement.”
Rem didn’t know what to think. Was Cain somehow involved with Tommy, Tex, and Rhonda, and their boss? And what did that mean for him and Daniels? And how did the mystery woman play into it? “I think it’s time to do some more digging, partner,” said Rem. Eager to get started, he patted Daniels’ shoulder. “Let’s get out of here.”
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Want more from J. T. Bishop? Sign up for her newsletter at jtbishopauthor.com. Get the Daniels and Remalla prequel novella, The Girl and the Gunshot for free, in addition to extra content, plus opportunities for more free books. Follow J.T. on Amazon to be notified when new books are released or follow her on Facebook.

I hope you enjoyed Dominion but get ready for Daniels’ and Remalla’s return in Illusions. Rem and Daniels find themselves entangled in a web of murder and deceit and their loved ones may pay the price. Can they unravel the answers before they risk their careers and reputations, and possibly their lives? Preorder Illusions today.

And while you’re waiting, get ready for the next installment of The Redstone Chronicles with Lost Time . Mason, Trick, and Mikey travel home to Texas to search for Mason and Mikey's missing father, but evil forces with ulterior motives have other plans. With time running out, their only hope to protect their father and make it home alive may be an unexpected ally from the spectral side.  Lost Time in now available for preorder. Enjoy an excerpt below.

If you liked Dominion and Daniels and Remalla, make sure you check out the four-book Family or Foe Saga, which introduces Detectives Daniels and Remalla. A killer with powerful abilities is out for revenge against those he believes wronged him. Can he be caught before he kills again? This series includes First Cut, Second Slice, Third Blow and Fourth Strike. Or grab all four in The Family or Foe Saga Boxed Set.
Check out The Family or Foe Saga on Amazon.

Or if you haven’t already, jump straight into Daniels’ and Remalla’s own series, starting with Haunted River. The ghost of a woman whose murder remains unsolved haunts a small town with secrets. When another woman turns up dead years later, are Daniels and Remalla next? 
Check out the Daniels and Remalla series on Amazon.

And if you like Mason and Mikey Redstone and their paranormal exploits, introduced in Of Breath and Blood, then grab Lost Souls, the first book in The Redstone Chronicles, a crossover series with Daniels and Remalla. 
Chronologically, Lost Souls follows Of Breath and Blood, but can be read on its own. In this book, Mason’s estranged partner returns and asks for Mason’s help to solve a murder, but can he be trusted? 
Check out The Redstone Chronicles on Amazon.

Note: Because the Daniels and Remalla books and The Redstone Chronicles are a spinoff and crossover series, they share an overarching story, and the characters from each are mentioned or appear in all the books, so reading both is ideal. The books published alternate between both series. A list of books in chronological order follows below and is also available at jtbishopauthor.com.

Or, if you like light sci-fi with urban fantasy and a delicious paranormal romance thrown in, then check out Bishop’s first series, The Red-Line Trilogy. One woman holds the key to unlocking a secret that will ensure the existence of a secret community. One man, assigned to protect her, will risk everything to keep her alive, but when he falls for her, will their destiny be enough to save them both?
Check out The Red-Line Trilogy on Amazon.

And the Red-Line series continues with the sister series to the trilogy, The Fletcher Family Saga. A distant but deadly threat risks the lives of three unique siblings, but life can’t stop because of who they are. They’ll endure love, loss and a dangerous enemy determined to destroy them.
Either the trilogy or sister series can be read first. Take your pick. Boxed sets are available, too!
Check out the Red-Line Sister Series, The Fletcher Family Saga on Amazon.





A Note From J. T.


After completing the last Daniels and Remalla book,  Of Love and Loss, I was eager to jump into a new storyline with Dominion. It was a fun book to write. Now that Daniels' and Rem's nemesis is in a mental institution and supposedly no longer a threat, I wanted to take our detectives on a road trip. I added some fun travel companions to make their trip colorful, threw in some action and the threat of not returning alive and Dominion was born. I used this story to show Monk's unfolding diabolical plans but also wanted to include the element of a whodunit.  Daniels' dad was the perfect addition to the trip and he played well against Rhonda and Lexie. It also provided an opportunity to delve into his and Daniels' complicated relationship. I loved making Rhonda a conspiracy theorist and Lexie a determined journalist intent on exposing Rhonda for her crimes. The two of them battling each other added another amusing element to the trip. Add to that everything that seems to be going wrong. This was the perfect opportunity to throw Daniels and Rem into some humorous interactions, along with plenty of danger.
Monk's an interesting character to explore and I plan to dig deeper into his and Manetti's relationship. If Monk's a dirty cop, how does that affect Manetti? Will his life be at risk as we dig deeper into this storyline? I'm not sure yet but we'll find out soon enough. I have some ideas though.
And in case you didn't notice, I didn't include any paranormal in this book. As the story developed, I didn't see a need for it. Personally, I think it turned out fine without it. The Victor D'Mato storyline allowed for supernatural elements but I'm not sure this one will. Hopefully, my paranormal fans will be okay because I think the pull of these books is the characters. If future books call for some paranormal, though, I'm always open to reviving it.
There are plenty of loose ends to follow as we move into the next book. What stopped Monk from killing Daniels and Rem? Is there a connection between Monk and the man known as Tex and Rem's cousin Cain? What's the significance of the bird tattoo? Who is the mystery woman and what is her connection to Daniels' father and Rem's cousin? Will Rhonda continue her murderous pursuits? What are Monk's ultimate plans with Daniels and Rem? And will Lexie Logan return? All great questions and ones I look forward to answering. I hope you'll continue to join me as we take this trip and find out what happens next. I did my best not to leave this book on a cliffhanger. I got our detectives home in one piece but the rest of the questions will have to be addressed in the next book. I hope you don't mind the wait.
I hope you enjoyed Dominion. Reviews are a huge plus and big help for an author and potential readers. I would love it if you could please take a couple of minutes to leave a quick review on either Amazon, Bookbub or Goodreads. And if you’d like, please leave a few comments, too. I'd love to know what you think!
As always, thank you for your time and readership. It is deeply valued and appreciated.
Now, on to the next book!
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Excerpt of Lost Time, Book Six in The Redstone Chronicles


Sitting in the passenger seat, Mikey spotted the police cars with their swirling lights. Mason pulled over and stopped on the side of the road. Crime scene tape was wrapped around a grove of trees down an embankment about forty yards away. 
Trick leaned up from the back seat. “If you two want to stay here, I can handle it.”
Mason opened his door. “No. If this is dad, Mikey and I need to do this.” He looked over at Mikey. “Unless you'd rather not.”
Her heart hammering, Mikey opened her door too. “I'm okay. If it’s dad, I want to be there.” She didn't know what she would do if her father was dead, but she knew she couldn't sit in the car and wait.
“Just stick with me,” said Mason. “We'll get through this.” 
“You two let me talk to Huxley,” said Trick. “I can handle him.”
They all got out of the car. Scared, Mikey gripped her elbows and stuck beside Mason. They approached the crime scene tape and a man in uniform wearing a cowboy hat and a name tag that read Jared approached them. “I'm sorry. This is a crime scene. You can't come through here.”
Trick eyed the officers milling around the area. “Hi, Jared. Are you with the local PD?”
Jared nodded. “I am.”
Trick gestured at a nearby vehicle with a Texas Ranger emblem on the side door. “I take it the Rangers are here?” 
Jared pulled on his belt. “They are. They just arrived.”
Trick glanced toward the grove of trees where officers stood near a blue tarp covering a small patch of ground. Mikey could see more crime scene tape surrounding the tarp. She sought out Mason's hand and took it. She thought of Rem and wished she could call him. If he hadn't needed to return to work after their recent stay in the mountains, he would have joined her on this trip. She hated to think that her next phone call to him would include notifying him of her father's death. The thought of it brought tears to her eyes.
Mason squeezed her fingers. “Hang in there.”
Mikey looked up at him. “You okay?”
“I’ve been better.”
“Do me a favor, Jared,” said Trick. “One of the Rangers who arrived is named Bill Huxley. Can you tell him I’m here?” He pulled out an ID. “I’m Trick Monroe. He’ll recognize the name. And tell him I’m here with Mason and Mikey Redstone. He’ll know why we came.” Trick returned his ID to his pocket.
Jared hesitated and Mikey got the feeling Jared hadn’t been on the force long. “The sooner, the better,” she said.
Jared shot her a look. “Be right back.” He walked off.
A coroner’s wagon pulled up and two men got out. They opened the back and pulled out a stretcher.
“Hell,” said Mason.
Carrying the stretcher, they bypassed the crime scene tape and headed toward the grove of trees.
Mikey watched Jared approach a tall, slim Black man with broad shoulders wearing a cowboy hat. Mikey assumed he was Ranger Huxley. He was talking to a woman who also wore a cowboy hat. She was tall and slim like her partner, and her dark hair was braided into a ponytail that trailed down her back. They both had on pressed jeans and long-sleeved shirts under light jackets. Badges on their belts flickered in the sunlight. Jared spoke to them and pointed toward Trick. Huxley looked over, stared, and shook his head. He said something to the woman, who had her cell phone out. She glanced their way and put her phone in her pocket.
The men with the stretcher approached the body, talked to Huxley and he nodded at them. They approached the tarp with what looked like a body bag. Two officers lifted the tarp but held it up to block the view from the road and the men disappeared behind it.
“They’re taking the body,” said Mikey. “Are we going to be able to see him?”
“They won’t want us near the scene,” said Mason. “It risks evidence contamination.”
Trick cursed under his breath. “Look at Huxley. Making us wait. The least he could do is come talk to you two. He knows why you’re here.” He sighed. “Once an asshole, always an asshole.”
Huxley surveyed the scene while the coroner’s men did their job. After a few minutes, Mikey observed the men lift a bag and place it on the stretcher.
“Here they come,” said Mason.
The men pulled the stretcher away from the grove and up the embankment. Huxley and his female counterpart followed.
The men with the stretcher reached the van and opened the back doors.
“Just wait there,” said Huxley. He walked over and approached Trick. “Trick Monroe. I’d hoped to never see you again.”
“The feelings mutual, Huxley,” said Trick. “But personal issues aside, this is Mason and Mikey Redstone. Their father, Martin, was reported missing forty-eight hours ago. We heard your vic here matches his description.”
Huxley eyed Mason and Mikey. “Mason Redstone, huh? Your Monroe’s former partner? I heard you used to be a great Ranger who went off the deep end and started conjuring spirits up in the Golden State.” He pushed his hat back. “That true?” He nodded at Trick. “Or did this guy wreck your life and career the way he did his own?”
The woman glanced over at Huxley. “Why don’t we keep this friendly, Huxley? This man could be their father.” She gestured toward the stretcher.
Trick and Huxley shared a glare. “Did they actually pair you up with someone with brains?” asked Trick. “It’s about time.” He spoke to the woman. “Trick Monroe. Former Ranger.” He offered his hand.
She shook it. “Lauren O’Donnell. Current Ranger.”
Trick introduced Mason and Mikey. “Red here is also a former Ranger. We were partners. Now we’re private investigators in San Diego.”
“Nice to meet you both,” said Lauren. She shook hands with Mason and Mikey. “I’m sorry to hear about your dad.”
Mikey admired Lauren’s ability to handle her partner and calm a tense situation. “We’re praying that’s not him.”
“Can we take a look?” asked Mason.
“Identifications usually take place at the coroner’s lab,” said Huxley. “You should have gone there.”
“But we didn’t,” said Mason. “We came here.” He pointed at the stretcher. “If that’s our father, I want to know it.”
“Don’t be a dick to them just because you got a bug up your ass about me,” said Trick. “Whatever happened between us in the past has nothing to do with them.”
Huxley frowned. “You’re nothing but trouble, Monroe. And if you think you’re getting special favors just because—”
Lauren took Huxley’s elbow. “Can I talk to you for a second?”
Huxley scowled but went quiet. He glanced at Lauren with a stern expression but acquiesced. The two of them walked away and spoke softly to each other.
“He really doesn’t like you,” said Mikey. She eyed the stretcher and swallowed.
“You worked with that guy?” asked Mason. “He’s familiar. I must have seen him around before I left.”
Trick watched Huxley and O’Donnell talk. “Huxley’s a good cop but he’s lousy when it comes to critical thinking, He doesn’t like being told what to do and God forbid you act on a hunch. Everything’s got to be based on fact and evidence first.”
“Isn’t that what police are supposed to do? Stick to the facts and evidence?” asked Mikey.
“That’s what we tell everyone,” said Trick, “but most will tell you that trusting your instincts gets you the best results. I’m sure Red and Remalla would say the same.”
“He’s right,” said Mason. He pointed. “Here they come.”
O’Donnell and Huxley returned. “You two ready?” asked O’Donnell. She tipped her head toward the stretcher.
Huxley stood there with a glum expression and Mikey translated that to mean O’Donnell had convinced him to stand down.
“Thank you,” said Trick. He spoke to Mason. “You sure about this, Red? I can ID the body if you want.”
Mason made eye contact with Mikey. Mikey sensed his need to ensure she was okay with this, and she nodded at him. Holding her hand, he guided her to the side of the stretcher and took a deep breath. “Okay,” he said to the attendants.
Mikey braced herself as they unzipped the bag and opened the top half. The victim’s pale face came into view.
Trick walked up beside them and eyed the remains along with Mikey and Mason.
At first glance, Mikey almost lost it when she thought it was dad, but looking closer, she realized it wasn’t. The victim had a similar hairstyle and hair color and was roughly the same age as her dad, but his face was thinner. He wore a grimy T-shirt and had a faded scar on his neck.
“That’s not him,” said Mason.
Relief coursed through Mikey. “It’s not but it looks like him.”
Trick took a closer look. “Definitely not Martin, but you’re right Mikey. He bears a resemblance.”
“This isn’t your father?” asked O’Donnell.
Mason shook his head. “No. Thank God. He’s the right age and bodyweight but that’s it. And dad didn’t have a scar on his neck.” He gestured at the victim.
Mikey took a closer look.
“Glad to hear it,” said O’Donnell. She spoke to the attendants. “We’re done.”
They started to rezip the bag.
“Wait,” said Mikey. “Mason. Look.” She pointed at a necklace around the victim’s neck. A pendant in the shape of the state of Texas hung from a black cord.
“What is it?” asked Mason. He leaned closer.
“That necklace,” said Mikey. “Do you recognize it?”
Trick moved closer along with Huxley and O’Donnell.
Mason stared and his jaw dropped. “Is that—”
“Is that what?” asked Trick. “God knows Martin Redstone would never wear a necklace.”
“He wouldn’t,” said Mikey. “But when we were kids, Max took some metal working class. He made a pendant in the shape of Texas and gave it to Dad. He was so proud of it, but Dad would never wear it. He kept it in a drawer and occasionally Mom wore it.”
“I figured he’d thrown it away,” said Mason. “Nobody ever called Dad sentimental.”
Huxley snorted. “Do you know how many Texas-shaped pendants there are in this state?” He scoffed. “The odds of that being your dad’s are slim to none.” He waved his hand at the attendants. “Get him out of here.”
“Max carved his initials on the back,” said Mikey. Mason glanced at her. “Remember?” she asked.
Mason stared for a second and then looked at O’Donnell.
They all waited as O’Donnell pulled out a pair of gloves.
Huxley snorted again. “You’re wasting your time.”
“You got somewhere to be, Huxley?” asked Trick.
Huxley narrowed his eyes at Trick. O’Donnell got a glove on and reached for the pendant. She flipped it over and Mikey sucked in a breath.
“Hell,” said Mason.
“I’ll be damned,” said Trick.
The letters MR were clearly visible on the back of the pendant.

Preorder Lost Time.
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