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Chapter One

	The blood. It had gathered in thick pools on a hard ground. She could smell its metallic scent, and bloody footprints trailed away toward…she squinted, trying to see. A man lay on the ground, and she sensed she knew him, and the person who’d left the prints remained hidden. Feeling the man’s pain, a wave of despair seized her, and fear bubbled up. She wanted to help but could only observe. The man writhed, a shadow darted toward her, and frightened, Mikey Redstone opened her eyes.

	She sat up in bed, breathing hard, her skin wet and clammy. She threw the covers back and swung her legs to the side. Her heart pounding, she blinked, and eyed the clock. It was four a.m. The dream echoed in her mind, and she tried to remember more, but almost chose to forget it.

	Shaking her head, she reached for the glass of water on her bedside table. She wondered if the dream had any connection to Victor D’Mato and her history with him. Her D’Mato dreams had always involved some regretted action on her part, or D’Mato chasing her with that demented look on his face, grabbing her and throwing her on a bed, and she’d wake with a scream stuck in her throat. Her terror would only give way to the relief that that part of her life was over, and she would never return to it.

	But this dream had felt different. Victor had not made an appearance, and it had contained a sense of foreboding, as if what she’d envisioned had yet to take place. Was she dreaming of the future?

	Her heart rate slowing, she sipped her water and tried to cull more from the dream, but it was fading fast. What or who else had been present?

	An image flashed in her head. A woman. There had been a woman, but Mikey couldn’t remember her face. An object joined the image, and Mikey shut her eyes, trying to remember. Something gleamed around the woman’s neck. She fought to bring it into focus, but it was like a big fog bank was rolling in, and the harder she tried, the faster the fog encroached.

	Giving up, she thought of her mom. Her mother had always had a sixth sense, and the family knew of her vivid dreams. None of them scoffed or made fun when she’d predicted something, because they’d all seen more than once how Mom could be scarily accurate.

	Mikey put the water down and, feeling calmer, she pushed back into the bed, sitting up against the headboard. She’d never had a premonition before; she was more the type to get a sense of things, and she could read energy easily. She’d had to learn early how to protect herself, or she’d be in a mood all day. Most people walked around with a lot of crap attached to them, and if she didn’t put up some boundaries, Mikey would end up in bed with a migraine.

	Growing up, Mikey had been rebellious, and because of that, when she was younger, she’d ignored warning signs, shut her senses down, and despite her gifts, had ended up falling prey to the charismatic and illusory charm of Victor D’Mato, who at the time had been her older brother Mason’s best friend. Victor’s desperate need for power and his ability to manipulate those with unusual gifts had caused Victor and Mason’s falling out and had made Victor a formidable enemy. He’d gathered others around him who were also in desperate need, and before she’d known it, Mikey, at her insane sister Margaret’s urging, had been caught up in Victor’s cult, her mind and body completely seduced by him.

	Mason had saved her, though. He’d pulled her out and brought her back to life before Victor could take it, the way he’d taken Mom’s. Their mother’s death still plagued Mason to this day, no matter what Mikey said.

	Thinking again of her mother, Mikey couldn’t help but wonder if she’d just dreamt of the future? Was someone about to die? Pinching the bridge of her nose, she fought to think.

	The blood didn’t fade. She could still see it clearly, but she could get no sense of the injured man, or who he was. Had he been stabbed? Shot? She didn’t know. And the woman. Had she left the footprints? Sighing, Mikey groaned and debated going back to sleep. It was pointless sitting there in the dark, trying to grasp figments of a rapidly fading vision. Shifting her position, she slid back down and pulled the covers up. She thought of Rem and wondered where he was.

	Rem was Detective Aaron Remalla, a handsome, kind and appealing man who’d almost lost his own life in the clutches of Victor’s cult. He’d been dealing with his own issues after facing off with Victor’s disciples, and his subsequent abduction and assault. During his recovery, Rem and Mikey had grown close, their shared pain making them fast friends and allowing them each to discuss topics not well understood by others. But Rem’s fears were fresher, and with his partner Daniels’ and Mikey’s help, he was just beginning to find his way back. He’d returned to work, but with the case against Victor’s right-hand woman, Allison Albright, and Victor’s cronies looming, and their attempts to discredit Rem and Daniels, he’d been struggling to stay on level ground. But Mikey had done her best to remind him that no matter what Allison or her lowlife attorney tried, Allison would go to prison for the rest of her life, Victor was dead and neither of them could hurt them ever again.

	He’d seemed okay, until a few days earlier when he’d texted to tell her he was taking some time off. She’d understood, having been there herself a few times. His partner Daniels had been on leave anyway after a shooting, so it seemed as good a time as any for Rem to regroup.

	Rolling on her side, she wished she could call him, but decided to leave him alone, plus she doubted he’d appreciate a four a.m. phone call to talk about a possible premonition of a mysterious woman wearing something shiny who might stab an unknown man. She could almost hear Rem groan.

	Closing her eyes, she took a full breath and blew it out, telling herself to relax. If she was meant to remember, she would. And the dream was likely just that. A simple dream. With no significance whatsoever. Settling into the mattress, she let her mind drift, preparing to fall back to sleep, when the shiny object from the fog flashed in her mind. It flickered against the mysterious woman’s neck. It was a gold chain, and at the center was a word in gold cursive. Seeing it clearly, Mikey scrunched her eyes and whispered the word on the necklace aloud. Dream.



	
Chapter Two

	Mason Redstone walked through the old farmhouse that had recently been renovated into a beautiful two-story ranch-style home. High ceilings and big windows gave the house a light and airy feel and the gorgeous view of the rolling hills reminded Mason of his grandparents’ home in the hill country of Texas.

	The owners had contacted his agency, SCOPE, the previous week and had asked Mason to investigate their property. They’d bought the farmhouse a year earlier and had envisioned it as the place where they would enjoy their eventual retirement. But once construction had begun, they’d had nothing but issues. Workmen came and went, never staying longer than a couple of weeks. They’d say the place had a vibe, or that they’d seen or heard something they couldn’t explain. Renovations had come to a halt more than once until new workers could be employed. Eventually, the home had been completed, although eight months behind schedule, and the owners, an older couple in their mid-sixties, had moved in a month later. Having had no experiences themselves during the renovation, they were unconcerned about the activity, believing it to be the result of overactive imaginations and superstitious beliefs.

	They’d made it three months before calling SCOPE.

	SCOPE stood for the Study of Cryptids or Paranormal Entities and Mason had thought it was the perfect name for his agency, although his sister Mikey had disagreed. After a two-year stint as a Texas Ranger, several talks with his brother Max who lived in San Diego and listening to the advice of his best friend Victor, Mason had taken the leap and left the Rangers, moved to California, and had become a private investigator in hopes of using his gifts to help others. Mikey had followed soon after.

	It had been a rocky start, especially after his estrangement from Trick, his partner in the Rangers, his falling out with Victor, the murder of his cousin, and the gut-wrenching loss of his mother. But, as the saying went, life went on. As paranormal investigations became more mainstream, his business had picked up, resulting in Mason inviting Trick to join SCOPE.

	Mason had been reluctant at first, especially after working a recent difficult case with Trick in which they’d investigated Trick’s sister-in-law, Cissy, for murder, and Mason and Mikey had barely made it out alive. But that case had led to repairing their fractured friendship, and now that Trick was here, Mason could see the benefit of a second investigator. One who could handle the non-paranormal cases which also seemed to be on the rise despite the agency’s name. Trick had completed the requirements for his PI license and had started work that week. He already had a client coming in later that day, and Mason was anxious to hear about it once he returned to the office, but right now, he had some spirits to clear from the old farmhouse.

	The minute he’d walked into the home, he had sensed the presence of two souls who still wandered the property. One was an older man and the other a young child, a girl, maybe ten years of age. The owners had been confronted with odd noises and spectral voices, footsteps on the stairs and in the hallways, and objects falling from the shelves. They’d installed cameras and had caught an apparition moving past a door frame, and the wife had called Mason the next day, telling him they needed help, and threatening to sell if the activity continued.

	Mason had arrived two days later and had investigated the house, sensing the two presences who he now felt sure had lived here before. After spending some time on the property and reaching out to the entities, he’d learned it had been a father and daughter. The daughter had died in the home after a long illness, and the father had grieved for her and had died himself years later from a heart attack, likely brought on from the long period of grief. The strange part of the visit, though, was why they chose to remain.

	Mason had discussed the problem with the homeowners, and they’d asked him to encourage the spirits to move on and let them live in their house in peace. He’d agreed, believing he could do some research, prepare, and would return to move the father and daughter on and into the light.

	Now, a week later, as he walked through the main hallway, he opened himself up to the energy of the space, sensing the presence of the spirits. He’d communicated to them, telling them the situation, and letting them know it was time to leave. Honesty was the best policy with both the living and the dead, and Mason trusted that once the father and daughter understood their situation, they would happily move on. But as Mason continued his walk, he sensed another presence, one he hadn’t felt on his earlier visit, and he realized that the father and daughter remained not only because they felt a connection, but also because they were being prevented from leaving.

	Mason paused at the entry to a guest bedroom and eyed the closet. In his research, he’d found little to justify any lingering evil spirits, but he could never rule out the land itself. He could only go so far back in his search. Most history was lost to time and would never be known. Mason began to sense that there was more to this property that had nothing to do with the home itself.

	Stepping into the small room, he eyed a bed, a sitting table with an attached mirror, and a bureau with a chest of drawers. Nothing seemed out of place, and Mason studied his reflection in the mirror. He wore his boots, jeans and pressed long-sleeved, forest green shirt. His groomed handlebar mustache dusted his cheeks, and not having shaved that morning, he sported a slight five o’clock shadow on his jawline. He’d left his cowboy hat in the front room and noted again when he saw his longish hair reaching his ears that it was time for a cut.

	But now was not the time to worry about his appearance, because in the reflection, he saw and heard the closet door creak open behind him.

	Mason turned, his heart starting to thump. Curious, but also careful, he approached the closet door, and nearing it, he reached out and pulled on the knob, opening the door more, and peered inside. The closet contained little more than a few items of clothing hanging from the bars and a couple of boxes on the floor.

	Taking a steady breath, he moved closer, mentally asking who was present, but received no response. Reminding himself that fear never solved anything, he took slow steps and entered the small space, asking again for the presence to make itself known. He sensed that whatever had beckoned him held the answers as to why the father and daughter remained. Mason wanted those answers, and he asked again.

	A cold breeze brought a sudden drop in temperature, and an icy chill ran up Mason’s spine. His body tingled, and Mason had the sudden understanding that perhaps he’d made a mistake. Whatever had lured him into the closet had not done so in kindness, but in malevolence. Realizing his error, he turned to leave, when a low growl penetrated the silence, the light went out, and the closet door slammed shut.

	


Chapter Three

	Trick Monroe shoved his desk against the wall in the office and studied its placement. Tapping his chin, he turned and eyed the coffeemaker. Sighing, he walked to the table where the coffee machine sat and slid it over to the side. He unplugged the coffeemaker and then picked it up, along with the table, and moved them against the far wall, beneath the shelf that held Red’s weird wooden box and the creepy stone statues in plexiglass containers. Trick planned to ask Red why they were the only objects on the several shelves and if they could move them somewhere where the statues’ strange eyes wouldn’t follow him around the room.

	Observing the layout of SCOPE, Trick decided there was a lot to discuss with Red. They could shift the couch and coffee table to where Trick’s desk was now, and he could sit across from Red, or they could switch Red’s desk with the couch and he and Red could share a wall.

	Crossing his arms, he eyed the time and realized what his problem was. He was bored. He’d started work that week and while he’d kept busy finding a tiny one-bedroom apartment with a fancy parking lot view, completing the requirements of his license, and getting the lay of the land in his new state, he needed more than mundane tasks. He needed a case.

	When idle, Trick had a way of getting himself into trouble. He’d already had one raucous night out on the town where he’d gotten roaring drunk, and a bar fight had broken out when a pretty lady had started dancing with him instead of her burly boyfriend. Thankfully, Trick had vanished before the police had arrived, and before the burly boyfriend and his friends could beat him up.

	Trick smiled at the memory but also gave thanks that Red had yet to hear of the incident, and hopefully never would. Their arrangement to work together was tenuous at best, and Trick had to behave, at least long enough to allow Red to feel comfortable that Trick could do this job without destroying Red’s reputation as a solid and reliable investigator. Huffing with impatience, Trick returned the coffeemaker and his desk to their original places and sat in his chair. The office was quiet. Mikey was running errands, and Red was somewhere on a case, evicting ghosts. Trick’s only lifeline was that he finally had a client, and she was due at any moment.

	He stood, returned to the coffee machine, and plugged it back in. He started up a brew and then straightened the office, although it looked fine. Red and Mikey had told him little about the new client, other than her name was Margot Whitten and she wanted SCOPE to find someone.

	A missing persons case would be right up Trick’s alley and would be a good first case. He could get more acquainted with his new city, and hopefully would start to meet a few people. Right now, he knew the location of the closest coffee shop, bar and grocery store, and he’d met one neighbor, a crotchety old man with a small dog who yapped at delivery men and crapped on the grass outside Trick’s door. The old man made no effort to clean up after his mutt, and the crap pile was growing. Trick figured in California, there had to be a big ass fine for leaving dog shit behind, and he’d almost threatened the neighbor but decided to hold off for now.

	The door buzzer sounded, and Trick breathed a sigh of relief. “Finally,” He muttered. He walked to the computer monitors on Red’s desk and saw on the black and white video feed a woman standing outside the front door. She wore a big hat, large sunglasses, and he could barely see her face. He hit the speaker. “Margot Whitten?”

	She turned, looking around. “Yes?”

	“I’ll buzz you in.” Trick looked for the button to unlock the door and allow her access, but he couldn’t recall what Mikey had told him to do. Clicking various places on the computer, he cursed when the feed switched to another view, and then the screen flickered and went out. Trick hoped he hadn’t triggered a silent alarm and let go of the mouse.

	“Screw it. Let’s do this the old-fashioned way.” He walked out of the inner office and into the outer office, where there was a small desk and chair, and opened the front door. Margot Whitten stood at the entrance wearing a huge white hat, leopard leather pants, and a black leather jacket cinched tightly at her narrow waist. Her dark hair was pulled back and, her sunglasses now off, her large lashes that were clearly not her own batted at him. Almost fluorescent white teeth shone behind bubble-sized thick red lips, and Trick almost chuckled. California, he said to himself. He half-expected to see a tiny dog pop its head out of her enormous leather white purse with designer labels gleaming from the handles. Her leopard-spotted shoes sported close to four-inch stiletto heels, and she was close to eye level with Trick.

	Her gaze held his and then flicked over him, and he could only imagine her appraisal didn’t bode well.

	“Are we a cowboy?” she asked. She held her wide sunglasses and tucked them into her purse.

	Trick looked down at himself. He wore his boots, worn jeans and a checkered shirt. He had a long and lanky frame, and his clothes always hung loose on him. He’d never been one for fashion. His cowboy hat remained in the office. “Yes, ma’am,” he said, holding the door wide. “From the great state of Texas. Come in.”

	Her eyes held a hesitant look, but then she entered. “You don’t have cow shit on your boots, I hope?”

	He closed the door behind her and thought of his neighbor. “If I do, then it ain’t from cows, nor from Texas.” He waved a hand toward the inner office. “Come on back.”

	Her gaze narrowed, but then she walked into the inner office.

	Trick followed. “Can I take your…hat?” He’d almost added the word ‘giant’ but caught himself.

	Margot tossed her purse into the chair across from the couch, removed her hat, and tossed it over her purse.

	“Or you can just put it there,” said Trick.

	She smoothed her hair, as if having one piece out of place would alert the fashion police, and eyed the office. “Quaint.”

	Trick almost smiled. “Can I get you some coffee? Or water?” He wondered how she balanced so well in those shoes.

	“Water, please.”

	He nodded and went to the small fridge in a back closet where he grabbed a bottled water. After returning, he handed it to her, and she almost sneered at it.

	“Do you have a glass?” she asked.

	Trick kept his face flat, telling himself that she was a paying client, and by the looks of her, might pay well. “Sure.” He returned to the closet, grabbed a glass, blew on it to make sure it wasn’t dusty, and brought it out. He took the bottled water, cracked it open, and pouring the water into the glass, he said, “Please. Have a seat.”

	She hesitated, and then sat. “Thank you.”

	Trick handed her the water, and she took it. “My name is Trick Monroe,” he said. “I’m Red’s partner.”

	“Red?”

	“Sorry,” said Trick. “I mean Mason. I call him Red. He told me you were looking for someone.”

	“I am. My brother.” She wore several long and short sparkly necklaces, and she ran her fingers over them.

	Trick sensed her anxiety. He read people well and despite Margot’s flashy ornamentation, he expected it covered a deeper lack of self-confidence and even self-worth. He’d seen it a lot in Texas, with women as well as men. Money could hide many things, but not everything. “What’s your brother’s name?” He walked to the coffee machine and grabbed a mug.

	“Alistair,” she said. “But everyone calls him Al.”

	Trick poured some coffee into his mug from the pot. “How long has he been missing?”

	“Almost a week.”

	“Did you call the police?”

	She shook her head. “No.” 

	Holding his mug, Trick returned to the couch, where he sat on the far end. “Why not?”

	“Because I don’t believe he’s dead, or that there’s necessarily been foul play. I just think, well, he’s off moping somewhere. He can be, well, a bit unstable sometimes.”

	“Unstable?”

	“Yes. Plus, he and I don’t always get along. It would be just like him to hide and make me search for him. I just hope he hasn’t run off to some secret island in the Bahamas.”

	“Would he do that?”

	She sipped her water and stared off. “Maybe. I don’t know.”

	Trick watched her, looking for any body language that would indicate Margot was lying. “Why do you want to find him?”

	Margot jangled her chains. “Inheritance. Our mother died. She left him some money and tasked me with ensuring he got it. He’s not making it easy.”

	Trick had to wonder if Margot even needed his help. “Why not just leave it in the bank? If he wants it, then let him come and get it. I’m sure the money can sit in an account earning interest until he’s ready to claim it.”

	“I wish.” She shifted back on the couch. “Mom put a loophole in the will. I don’t get my money until Al gets his.” She shook her head. “That’s Mom for you.”

	“Interesting. Why would she do that?”

	“Mother always had a soft spot for her youngest. He’d always eschewed her money. Thought it should be earned instead of given, and she didn’t want him disgracing the family name wearing old jeans and t-shirts and living on the seedy side of town.” She eyed Trick. “No offense.”

	Trick chuckled. “I rather like the seedy side of town. It’s colorful.” He patted his leg. “And my jeans have never scared anyone off, especially the ladies. Not yet anyway.”

	“Depends on the ladies you want to attract.” Her gaze lingered. “Although I can see why you’d get some attention.”

	“Maybe your brother likes my side of town, and my type of lady?”

	“I don’t care what my brother likes. He can move to Skid Row for all I care. I just need to find him and get him to take the money. He can give it all away if he wants. That’s not my problem.”

	Trick sipped his coffee. “I see. Well, then. I suppose we can help. Let’s get some details. You have an address for your brother?”

	“I do. I can give it to you. But I’ve been there three times now, and he’s never home. I got the manager to let me in and his apartment is a mess, but there was no indication as to where he is or if he’ll be returning. I also have his former place of employment, so you might have more luck talking to them. I’ll give you his cell number too, but he never answers.”

	“You know our fees?”

	“I do. I talked to someone named Mikey. She gave me the information.”

	Trick had to ask the obvious. “Just out of curiosity, why SCOPE? You must realize that my partner dabbles in the paranormal.”

	“I know. Cryptids, too. And if you knew my brother, I think you’d agree he qualifies.”

	Trick smiled.

	“That and the elite P.I. agencies can’t take my case until next month at the earliest, and I’m on a time crunch. In fact, if you can find Al by the end of the week, I’ll pay you double your rate.”

	Trick didn’t know whether to take offense at her mention of the elite agencies or delight in her generous offer. He chose the latter. “Well, then, the sooner we get started, the better.”

	She stood and went to her purse. After digging through it, she pulled out a piece of notepaper and a photo. “This is his address, phone number and last employer, plus his picture. I don’t know much else, but it should give you a starting point.”

	Trick put his mug down, rose from the couch and took them. “Thank you. It will be enough for now.”

	“You have my contact information. Call me if you have any questions.”

	“I will.” Trick heard the front door open and close and supposed either Mikey or Red was returning. He couldn’t be sure though because the video feed no longer showed on the monitor. “I’ll keep you up to speed on our progress.”

	“Thank you.” She picked up her hat and put it on as Mikey entered, wearing narrow sunglasses with her customary skinny black jeans and black V-necked t-shirt. Her silver nose piercing flickered in the light and pink highlights streaked her dark-brown, shoulder-length hair.

	“Hey, Trick,” she said. Seeing Margot, she removed her sunglasses and put her small purse on Mason’s desk. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

	“It’s no problem,” said Trick. “We were wrapping things up.” He pointed. “This is Margot Whitten by the way. Our new client.”

	Margot had secured her hat and picked up her huge purse. “You’re Mikey? I believe we spoke on the phone.”

	“We did.” Mikey raised her hand. “It’s nice to meet you. I’m sure you’ll be pleased with Trick’s results.”

	Margot shook Mikey’s hand. “I certainly hope so.”

	Mikey’s gaze stopped at Margot’s neck. “I like your necklace.”

	Margot let go of Mikey’s hand and jangled her sparkly jewelry. “Thank you. This big one was a gift. It’s one of my favorites.”

	Mikey’s eyes widened. “Not that one. The smaller one.” She gestured. “It says Dream.”

	Margot patted around until she found it. Trick walked over and spied the necklace.

	“This thing?” asked Margot. “It’s nothing. Just a gift from my mother.” She spoke to Trick. “I’ll be on my way. I’ll let you know if I hear anything from Al.”

	“I’ll do the same.” He showed Margot out, as Mikey continued to stare. He raised a brow at her as he walked Margot to the front door and watched as she put on her large round shades, situated her purse, and left.

	 


Chapter Four

	Mikey sat at Mason’s desk, recalling her dream, the necklace vivid in her mind.

	Trick walked back into the office. “Mason will be happy. This should be easy money.” He picked up his mug from the coffee table.

	“You have to get rid of her.”

	Trick’s face fell. “What?”

	Mikey wrung her hands. “You can’t work for her. Call her. Tell her something’s come up and you can’t take the case.”

	Trick walked up to the desk. “Why not? It’s a perfectly good case. Did you see her? She’s loaded. Offered to pay double if we find her brother before the end of the week.”

	“I don’t care.”

	“Mikey, what is going on?”

	“I…I…just trust me, okay?” The pools of blood from her dream flashed in her mind and she saw the dead man and the bloody footprints. “I have a feeling.”

	Trick groaned and put his mug on the desktop. “Listen, Mikey. I have no doubt you and Mason are used to this woo-woo stuff, and you have the occasional weird vibe, but that comes with the territory when we deal with certain people. It doesn’t always mean something bad, though. It’s just our natural built-in protection system telling us to keep our eyes and ears open.”

	“This is different.”

	“And this is money. Money this agency could use. And there’s my sanity to think of. If I don’t keep busy, your bad vibes are the least of our problems. Red, I’m sure, will agree.”

	Mikey groaned, wondering how to convince Trick she’d had a premonition. “Money won’t matter much if you’re dead.”

	“Dead?” asked Trick. “Who said anything about dying? It’s a missing person case.”

	“That you know of.”

	Trick narrowed his eyes. “What am I missing here?”

	She envisioned the Dream necklace again in her mind. “I doubt you’ll believe me.”

	“Try me.”

	A door opened and banged shut, and Mikey eyed the monitors, but the screen was dark. She grabbed the mouse. “What happened?”

	“Sorry. I may have hit a few random buttons.”

	Mikey rolled her eyes and reset the system as Mason walked in. He didn’t say a word to either of them and sat on the couch. Looking over, Mikey noted his pale complexion and shaky features. She straightened. “What’s wrong?”

	Mason rested his head in his hands. “Nothing. I’m fine.”

	“No. You’re not.” Mikey walked to the couch.

	“Red?” asked Trick. “You’re not looking fine. What happened with your ghost eviction?”

	Mason took a deep breath and let it out. “It turned out to be a bit more.”

	Mikey sat beside him. “What is it? What happened?”

	Trick came over to the sofa and sat his mug back on the coffee table. He watched Mason for a second. “You still keep a bottle in your desk?”

	Mason clasped his hands together in a white-knuckled grip. “Lower left drawer.”

	Trick turned, walked to Mason’s desk and opened a drawer. He pulled out a bottle of bourbon and a small glass, poured some and brought it over to Mason. “Here,” he said. “Drink it.”

	Mason paused and took the drink. “Thanks.” He shot it back and put the glass on the table.

	Trick sat in the chair across from Mason. “Tell us what happened.”

	Worried, Mikey rubbed Mason’s shoulder. A sick feeling in her gut made her stomach roll.

	“I did the eviction,” Mason said, “Or at least I thought I did. But then I encountered something else.” He shivered.

	“I thought you said this would be a simple assignment,” said Mikey.

	“I thought so, but I was wrong. There was another…presence. One I didn’t expect. It hid from me until…” He hesitated. “…until it was ready to show itself.”

	Moving slowly, he started to slide off his jacket. Mikey helped him, pulled it off and tossed it to the side. She gasped when she saw Mason’s ripped sleeve and an ugly scratch on his forearm. “My God.” She touched the fabric. “Did it do this to you?”

	Mason pulled the sleeve up and revealed the long and raw red mark on his arm. It wasn’t bleeding, but Mikey imagined it had to sting. He looked at it as if seeing it for the first time. “I guess so,” he whispered.

	“Hell,” said Trick. “I’ll take a simple missing persons case any day over this. Bad gut feeling or not.”

	Mikey ignored him and took Mason’s wrist. “Mason, this is serious. What else happened?”

	Mason shook his head. “I…uh…walked into a closet.”

	Mikey and Trick waited, but Mason stared off. “And?” asked Trick.

	“The door shut,” said Mason.

	Mikey’s skin prickled. She didn’t like where this was going. “Mason. You’re rambling. Why don’t you start at the beginning? Take your time.”

	Mason didn’t seem to hear her. “The light went out, and I couldn’t leave.”

	“Hell. Maybe I should have thought twice about this move.” Trick stood and grabbed Mason’s glass. He walked to the desk, poured another shot, and returned. He put the glass on the table. “When you’re ready.”

	“What happened in the closet?” asked Mikey. “Was it one of the lingering spirits? Were they mad you were trying to remove them?”

	“Did the clients have kids? Maybe they were messing with you,” said Trick.

	Mason chuckled, and Mikey noted some of the color was returning to Mason’s face. “You’re feeling a little more settled to me. Are you better?”

	Mason rubbed his temples. “I’ll let you know after the second drink.” He grabbed the glass and shot it back. He grimaced before setting the glass down again.

	“A two-shotter,” said Trick. “It must have been bad.” He picked up the glass. “But you’ve hit your quota, Cowboy.”

	Mason nodded.

	Mikey shifted to face him. “You’re scaring the shit out of me. Are you okay?”

	Mason set his jaw, as if forcing himself to pull it together. “I’m getting there.” He rubbed his eyes and steadied himself. “I’m trying to remember exactly what happened.”

	“You don’t remember?” Mikey asked. “Do I need to call the homeowners?”

	“No. They’re fine,” said Mason. “Their place is clean. At least for now.”

	“What about you?” asked Trick.

	Mason and Trick made eye contact, and Mikey wondered what they were communicating. She’d seen the same silent conveyance between Remalla and Daniels. Sometimes partners could convey more with a look than they could with words.

	“I’m okay,” said Mason.

	Trick didn’t look convinced.

	Mason looked away. “When I got there, everything seemed fine. I did my thing, talked to the father and daughter spirits, and felt confident they would leave, but when they didn’t, I realized there was more going on.” He hesitated. “I sensed a malevolent presence. One that didn’t want them to leave. One that’s probably hindered others from leaving as well. Not just in that house or property, but in others’, too. I searched it out, not realizing what I was about to confront. That’s when I walked into the closet, and it all went dark.”

	“What happened in the closet?” asked Trick.

	Mason opened and closed his fingers and clasped his hands back together. The composure he’d gathered waned, but he managed to continue. “There was a growl.”

	Trick’s eyes widened. “Now I need a drink.”

	“I tried to leave but the closet door wouldn’t budge,” said Mason. “I told myself I had to calm down. That thing was feeding on my fear and enjoying it.”

	Trick stood with the glass, revisited Mason’s desk and poured another shot, which he drank in one gulp. Then he screwed the lid back on the bottle, put the bourbon back in the drawer and returned to his seat. “And then?” he asked.

	“It’s a little fuzzy,” said Mason. “But I told it I would no longer be afraid. I said it had to leave. It no longer had any power over the house, the property, or the people or spirits in it. Then I banished it.”

	Mikey and Trick sat silently, their mouths open. “What happened then?” whispered Mikey.

	Mason blinked, as if coming out of a trance. “The door opened, and I left the closet.”

	“Where’d you get this?” Mikey touched the frayed fabric on his shirt sleeve.

	“It must have happened while I was confronting it,” said Mason. “I don’t remember.”

	“Did you tell the homeowners?” asked Trick.

	“No.” Mason shook his head. “I told them their house was clear, that we would be in touch with the bill, and got the hell out of there.” He sighed. “I have no idea if that evil…thing…actually left or not, but I sensed the father and daughter had moved on, so at least they got out.” He rubbed his shoulders and sighed. “The owners told me the home felt better. Let’s hope it stays that way.”

	Mikey’s eerie feeling of discomfort began to lift, and her worry eased. “What do you think it was?”

	Mason paused. “If I were to guess, some type of shadow entity. The owners had told me they’d seen shadows, but that’s not uncommon in a haunting. But this one was different. I sensed an ancient connection to the land. One that’s been hanging around for a while and was used to getting its way.”

	“How come you didn’t sense it before, when you first checked the house?” asked Mikey.

	“It probably tried to stay hidden, so I wouldn’t exorcise it, but that kind of energy won’t stay quiet for long. When I picked up on it during the second walkthrough, it tried to scare me away.” Mason closed his eyes. “And it almost worked.” He sat back and laid his head against the back of the couch.

	“You sure you’re okay, Red?” asked Trick. “You don’t look good.”

	“I’m okay,” said Mason. “The more distance and time I get away from it, the better.”

	Mikey stood and walked to the closet. She pulled out some sage, a bowl, and a candle, and brought them to the desk. “I’m smudging you.” She lit the candle and then the sage.

	“You’re what?” asked Trick.

	“It will clear out any negative crap he may have attached to him.” Mikey lighted the sage and it began to smoke. She waved it around the office.

	“I’ve seen it all now,” said Trick.

	“This is just the tip of the iceberg,” said Mason. “Welcome to SCOPE.”

	“Stand up,” said Mikey to Mason.

	He did with a grunt, and Mikey swirled the sage around and over him, and then came over to Trick. “You, too.”

	Trick eyed the sage. “You’re serious?”

	Mason sat. “She is. Don’t worry. It doesn’t hurt.”

	Trick looked between Mikey and Mason and stood. Mikey waved the sage over and around him. “Will this help with the ladies?” he asked.

	“Only if you stink,” said Mikey. She finished and held the sage out to Trick. “Now you smudge me.”

	“Excuse me?” he asked. “Do I know you well enough?”

	Mikey snorted. “Just move it around me. It’s not that complicated.”

	“You’ve got to start somewhere,” said Mason. “Might as well learn now.”

	Trick took the sage. “I signed up for your regular cases, remember?” He swirled the sage around Mikey. “There.” He handed the sage back to Mikey. “You’re all pretty now.”

	“I’ve always been pretty,” said Mikey. She put the sage out in some sand in the bowl. “Feel better?” she asked Mason.

	“Much. Thanks.” Mason relaxed back on the couch. “But I think I’ll sit here for a while. Maybe leave early today.” He closed his eyes.

	“I don’t blame you,” said Mikey.

	Trick sat. “While you’re recovering, perhaps you’d like to hear about our new client.”

	Mason cracked an eye open. “That’s right. How’d it go?”

	Mikey returned the sage, candle and sand while Trick told Mason about his meeting with Margot Whitten. She returned to the couch as Mason whistled.

	“Double our rate?” Mason asked. “Is she serious?”

	“She is,” said Trick. “If we’re lucky, maybe I can find him in a few days.”

	“I told him we can’t take her on as a client,” said Mikey.

	Both men stared at her like she’d just eaten the sand from the bowl. “Why not?” asked Mason.

	Mikey debated her answer but told tell Mason the truth.

	“That’s why you want us to drop the case? Because of a dream?” asked Trick.

	“Mason knows what I’m talking about,” said Mikey. “Mom had the same type of dreams, and they usually came true.”

	“Have you had dreams like this before?” asked Mason.

	“No.” Mikey straightened. “But I know what I saw, and I know what I felt. We can’t ignore this.”

	“I can appreciate your concern,” said Trick, “but you have no idea who the dead man is, or who even how he dies. You could be seeing your neighbor six months from now when his girlfriend stabs him for messing around on her.” 

	“I saw the Dream necklace, Trick,” replied Mikey. “Margot Whitten was wearing it. I think that’s a big clue it’s not about a neighbor.”

	“I’m sure there’s more than one Dream necklace out there,” said Trick. “Margot can’t have the only one.”

	“She’s the only one wearing it who walked in here today to hire us,” said Mikey.

	Mason sat up. “I remember Mom’s dreams.” He paused. “But you know they didn’t all come true.”

	“That we know of,” said Mikey. “What if they did, but we just weren’t aware of it?”

	Trick held out his hands. “Red. Come on. This woman is a paying client. A good paying client.” He paused. “And if I’m a partner here, I have a say in the clients we take. And I say we keep her.”

	Mason nodded again. “I agree. I think we should keep her.”

	Mikey glowered. “Mason─”

	“Mikey, listen,” said Mason. “I’m not discounting your dream. I just think it can’t hurt to pursue this case a little further to see where it leads. Like you said, Mom’s dreams may have all come true, but some had nothing to do with us. This could be the same thing. You could be seeing Margot’s brother, Al. Maybe he’s dead and it’s up to us to find him. Or maybe it’s Al six months from now. There’s no way to know, but I don’t think we can start dropping cases based on a dream. Unless you actually saw me or Trick in danger, I think we should move forward, at least until we learn more.”

	“Agreed,” said Trick.

	Mikey sighed. “You two just want the money.”

	“It doesn’t hurt,” said Trick.

	“We could use it, but if you have another premonition, I’m open to reconsidering,” said Mason. “Okay?”

	Mikey shook her head but had to admit she hadn’t seen the victim’s or the woman’s face from her dream. Although she felt certain they were connected to Margot Whitten, it wasn’t enough for SCOPE to drop the case. “Fine.”

	“Thank you,” said Trick. “But definitely keep me informed if it turns out the blood originates from me.”

	“I’ll consider it,” said Mikey.

	Mason smiled and spoke to Trick. “Where are you going to start?”

	Trick pulled out the paper and picture Margot had given him and handed them to Mason. “Al’s info, picture and former employer. I’ve got some places to check.”

	Mason read from the paper and his jaw dropped. “This is where he worked?”

	“According to Margot,” said Trick. “Why?”

	Mason pointed. “This is Max’s company.”

	“Max?” asked Mikey.

	“Your brother?” asked Trick. “Seriously? Al worked for Max?”

	A lump formed in Mikey’s stomach, and she thought again of her dream. Hoping they wouldn’t regret taking this case, she patted Mason’s knee. “You two want this case? Well now you’ve got it. Have fun talking to Max.”

	 


Chapter Five

	Mason rinsed the plate and put it in the dishwasher. Valerie handed him the platter and he rinsed it, too, and sat it beside the plate.

	“That’s it,” said Valerie. “I’ll wipe down the table.”

	“Sit,” said Mason. “Relax.” He flipped off the faucet, closed the dishwasher and dried his hands with a dishtowel. “I’ll get it later.”

	She turned and leaned a curvy hip on the counter, and he admired her features. Beautiful, sculpted cheekbones framed her lovely full lips. He recalled the first time he’d seen her; she’d been sitting at the local bar, and he’d noticed her smooth shoulders and gorgeous dark skin. Her energy had sizzled from across the room and almost knocked him off his barstool. They’d met during the Cissy Howard case when Mason had learned Valerie was also a P.I. and investigating Trick for murder. Thankfully, Trick had been proven innocent and Valerie and Trick had formed a tenuous but respectful relationship.

	After that case had ended, Mason had finally found the nerve to ask her out, and they’d been almost inseparable since, or at least when they had the time to be together. Their careers kept them both busy.

	“I don’t mind,” she said. “We’ve both had long days, but I’m certainly capable of helping you clean up.”

	“Nonsense. Grab your wine,” said Mason. “Let’s go sit on the couch.”

	She smiled, found her half-filled glass of white wine, and picked it up. “Okay.”

	Mason followed her into his living room. After his frightening encounter that morning with the entity, he’d stayed at the office for a couple of hours, trying to get some work done, but Mikey had seen the futility of it and had told him to go home. Mason hadn’t argued.

	Before he’d left though, he’d discussed with Trick the next steps to finding Alistair Whitten. Trick had planned to go to Al’s apartment that afternoon and then he and Mason would visit with Max at Max’s office the next morning.

	Satisfied that everything was being handled, Mason had left, come home, taken a hot shower, and then a two-hour nap. He’d debated cancelling his date with Valerie, but after the nap, he’d felt better and the incident in the closet had begun to fade from his mind. It had been yet one more difficult assignment he’d dealt with and was glad to put behind him.

	He’d run to the grocery, bought a few items, and had made a quick meal. Valerie had come over soon after, and the memories faded further as he enjoyed dinner with her.

	Mason sat beside her on the sofa and leaned back with a groan.

	“Are you sure you’re okay?” asked Valerie, holding her wine glass. “That incident you had today scares me. Are you confident that thing from the closet is gone?”

	Mason shifted to face her. “I think so. At least it felt like it was. I haven’t heard anything from the homeowners yet, so that’s a good sign. I’ll call them in the morning to check in.”

	“What if it’s back? What will you do then?”

	“That’s a good question. I suppose if it returns, I’ll have to call in reinforcements.”

	Valerie widened her eyes. “You’d go back?”

	“Probably. They’re my clients. I have a responsibility for their safety.”

	“What about your safety?”

	“I can handle myself.”

	She put her wine glass on the coffee table. “I realize your background as a Ranger makes you think you’re pretty tough, but I don’t think you realize how much this has affected you. You think you can handle the world’s problems, but you need to be aware that we all have our limitations.”

	“I wouldn’t go alone. I’d have help.”

	“Who? I sure as hell hope you’re not thinking of me.”

	He chuckled. “No. Not you.”

	“What about Trick? Maybe you should bring him. In fact, why don’t you leave him in the closet. It would be good for him.”

	Mason chuckled again. “Trick would soil his pants before I got him through the front door.”

	“Exactly.”

	Mason set his glass beside Valerie’s. “I think I’d need someone with a little more experience. Maybe a shaman or a medicine man. Ancient energy requires ancient benevolent healing. I’d probably start there.”

	“And if that didn’t work?”

	Mason shrugged. “I’d probably advise my clients to move. Sometimes, evil wins.”

	Valerie’s jaw fell. “That sounds terrifying.”

	“It happens. Not often, but its either leave, or spend your days living with a nasty spirit.”

	Valerie rested an arm over the back of the couch. “I can’t believe I’m dating a paranormal investigator.”

	He smiled. “Could be worse. You could be dating Trick.”

	She made a face. “I’d rather date your evil spirit.”

	“Careful what you ask for.”

	Valerie took his hand. “I worry about you.”

	“I worry about you, too,” he said. “We both do dangerous things.”

	“Most of my cases are consulting on home and business security, and the occasional missing person or dog case. It’s not that exciting.”

	He squeezed her fingers. “You and I both know that any case can take an unexpected turn. Hell. You had to shoot someone.”

	Her fingers tightened around his. “Don’t remind me.” Valerie paused. “But I see your point.” She leaned up and grabbed her wine glass. “You think your new case could be dangerous?”

	“Alistair Whitten? I doubt it. He’s a guy who’s just trying to avoid his inheritance. He shouldn’t be that hard to track down.”

	“I wish somebody was trying to give me money. It’s a nice problem to have.”

	“I agree.”

	“You think you can find him within the week?” She sipped her wine.

	“If Trick has anything to say about, we will. I just wonder how this meeting with Max will go tomorrow.”

	She settled into the cushions. “You haven’t said much about your brother before, but I hear about Mikey all the time.”

	Mason thought back on his youth. “Max and I, well, we may be cut from the same cloth but we’re wearing two different fabrics. If anyone is the more pragmatic in the family, it’s him. We all have our gifts, but Max mainly ignores his. He’s always been more interested in making money and a name for himself. And you don’t usually make a lot of cash if you’re flaunting your woo-woo stuff. Once he left home and went off to college, we didn’t see much of him. Then he started his own company and we saw him even less. I’m not saying we’re not close, but we can piss each other off faster than anyone else in the family. We’re both pig-headed and stubborn, especially when it comes to our beliefs.”

	“No wonder I haven’t met him.”

	“Don’t hold your breath. Max and I rarely discuss personal issues. He could be married, and I doubt I’d know. If we see each other, it’s all about business. Mainly his. He thinks I’m crazy to pursue the paranormal stuff.” He paused. “Don’t get me wrong. He’s my brother and I love him, but it doesn’t mean I always like him.”

	Valerie sipped her wine and set the glass back on the table. “What are Max’s gifts?” she asked. “What is he trying so hard to ignore?”

	“Max is unique. He talked about it more when we were younger, but not at all since he left home. He seems to have a combination of things. He’s similar to Mikey in that he can sense things and read energy. It’s probably why he does so well in his business. But I know he could also see spirits, like me. He told me when we were little that he could see the dead. I doubt he still can, though. If you don’t use it, you lose it.”

	“Sounds like that was his plan.”

	“Maybe it was.”

	“When’s the last time you saw him?”

	Mason had to think about it. “Probably six months. He travels a lot. Mikey sees him more often. She can put up with him better than me.”

	“Mikey seems to do well with most people. She dating Remalla yet?”

	Mason snorted, thinking of the detective Mikey had grown close to over the last few months. “No. Not yet.”

	“They will.”

	He raised a brow. “You know something I don’t?”

	She leaned close and trailed a finger down his shoulder. “I can sense things, too. Your family’s not the only one with gifts.”

	He felt his cheeks warm at her touch. “Really?” He moved closer to her. “You sensing anything right now?”

	Her teeth glimmered behind her smile. “Maybe.”

	Mason trailed a hand up her jean-covered leg, and he heard her inhale. “Anything you want to share?”

	She raised her fingers to his face. “I think a certain P.I. is having indecent thoughts.”

	Mason raised his hand higher until he cupped her butt and pulled her closer. She squealed but brought her lips closer to his. Whispering, her breath fluttered over his skin. “I can’t stay tonight. I have to be up early.”

	“Then let’s not waste time,” said Mason, touching his nose to hers.

	She giggled, and her fingers grazed his neck. Bringing his lips to hers, he stilled when he felt a cool breeze fan his face, and a movement behind Valerie caught his eye.

	Seeing him hesitate, Valerie pulled back. “What is it?”

	Mason frowned. “Nothing. It’s nothing.” His gaze didn’t waver though, and for the briefest moment, in the corner of the room, he thought he saw a shadow.

	“You okay?” she asked.

	Breaking the stare, he looked back at her, but the hair on his neck raised. “Yeah. I’m fine.” He blinked. “Sorry. Just had a moment where I was back in the closet. It will pass.”

	She stroked her thumb along his cheek. “You want to stop?”

	Mason sighed, looked into her eyes, and smiled. “Do you want to date Trick?”

	Her face fell. “Hell, no.”

	Grinning, he forgot about the shadow. “My sentiments exactly.” And he lowered his head and covered her lips with his own.

	 

	**

	 

	Trick sat in his car near the back of the parking lot, watching the apartment complex and the time. It was late, and the activity in the area had quieted, but he wanted to wait a little longer. The crickets chirped, and he heard the distant hoot of an owl. Thankful for the California weather, he’d kept the windows down and enjoyed the breeze.

	A car pulled up, parked and a man got out. He stepped onto the sidewalk and headed toward a building adjacent to the one that Al Whitten lived in. He looked to be over six feet, had broad shoulders and blonde hair. By the looks of the picture Trick held, Al seemed smaller and had a narrower frame. Plus, Al had dark hair.

	The man disappeared into an apartment, and Trick settled back in his seat. He’d come to Al’s complex late in the afternoon. He’d knocked, but as Margot had said, there had been no answer. Trick had found the apartment manager but didn’t have much luck there either. The manager wouldn’t open the apartment for him, hadn’t heard from Al or knew where he’d gone, but the rent had been paid, and there had been no neighbor complaints, so the manager wasn’t concerned. Having seen cameras on the property, Trick had asked about video, but the manager had laughed, saying the cameras hadn’t worked for months.

	Deciding to check with the neighbors, Trick started knocking on doors, hoping Al had befriended someone who knew his whereabouts, or when he’d return. He hadn’t had much luck there either, until the last door. It was a neighbor across from Al, who had a view of his front door. A woman had answered, wearing a bathrobe and curlers in her hair. A TV blared in the background and a cat rubbed between the woman’s ankles. Trick had flashed his ID and she’d stared at it, as if doubting Trick. Finally, she’d told him she’d seen Al a couple of times, and they’d mostly just said hello, but added that she’d seen him the previous morning.

	Trick had perked up at that, but she could offer little else. Then she’d told him she had to take her curlers out and started to shut the door, but Trick had stopped her long enough to give her his card and had asked her to call him if she saw Al again. The neighbor had hesitated, but then he’d offered her fifty bucks if he found Al with her help. She’d countered with a hundred. Shaking his head, Trick had agreed.

	After talking to curler lady, he’d returned to Al’s apartment, popped some gum in his mouth, and had slid the wrapper in between the door and frame near the ground. Then he’d returned to his car and driven to a nearby drug store. He’d bought a baseball cap, sunglasses and a I love California sweatshirt, then returned to the lot, and waited. Checking the time again, he figured it was getting quiet enough that he could begin his mission. If he were in a fancier place, he’d wait longer, but based on his observations, this complex was more the type to shut their doors and look the other way.

	Checking the quiet lot once more, he put on the cap and sweatshirt and slid on the sunglasses. Being in California, he doubted anyone would care if they saw someone wearing shades at night. Satisfied he’d blend in, he stepped out of his car and quietly closed the door. Walking casually, he stepped onto the sidewalk and headed toward Al’s apartment. Everything remained quiet and he approached the front door. The neighbor with the curlers was his biggest concern, but he hoped she was either asleep or settled in front of her TV.

	Trick moved quickly. The gum wrapper remained in place, so no one had entered the apartment since he’d been there. He pulled a couple of tools from his pants pocket and fiddled with the knob. The door opened, Trick slid inside, and he closed the door behind him. It was dark but he pulled out a small flashlight and flipped it on. Trick could see a messy living room with food wrappers and trash on the floor and couch. Moving silently, he walked into the kitchen, and grimaced. Al apparently did not have the cleanliness gene. The sink had a pile of dirty dishes, and a roach scurried across the counter. Crumbs covered a small kitchen table and another roach scurried away when Trick’s light hit it.

	Trick could understand why Al didn’t spend much time here. The place smelled, and Trick feared what he’d find in the bedroom. Passing a shelf as he walked back into the front room, he shined the light and saw a couple of pictures; one was of Al and Margot sitting at a table in what appeared to be a nice restaurant. The other picture was of Al and an older woman. It looked like they were on a cruise. Al had sunburned skin and the older woman looked drunk. He wondered if it was Al’s mom.

	Returning to his search, he headed into the bedroom, finding an unmade bed, clothes strewn on the floor, and a pair of worn sneakers tossed into a beat-up old chair. Flicking the light around, Trick assumed Al would be back because he spotted some money on an end table. It was only a few bucks, but between that, the food wrappers, dirty clothes, and piled dishes, Al was using the place. 

	The questions grew in Trick’s mind. Why was Al hiding? Did he have a friend or girlfriend to bunk with? Did Al know his sister was looking for him and that his mother had left him money? Had they had a falling out Margot had not disclosed?

	Moving the light around one last time, he stopped when he saw something on the bed. Trick moved closer and saw a teddy bear propped up on a pillow. Its brown fur reflected the light and Trick could see a checkered bow around its neck. Trick leaned closer and saw the bear sitting on top of what looked like a piece of paper with something written on it. Careful not to touch anything, Trick shined the light on the paper, and using a knuckle, he pushed the bear slightly back so he could read it. 

	I want my money was written in curvy letters on the page.

	 

	**

	 

	Mikey sat up, a scream stuck in her throat, the dream vivid in her mind. The blood. It was everywhere. Seeing more footprints, she’d followed them and seen a man on the ground, his face obscured. Approaching and careful of the blood, she’d touched him on the shoulder, but he hadn’t moved. Trembling, she’d poked him harder, hoping to get a response, but had no luck. Certain he was dead, she tried to see his face when she’d heard a noise. Listening, she’d heard footsteps and a metallic jangling. Almost too scared to move, Mikey hid, knowing the killer could be near and had darted into a closet. Sitting in the dark, she’d peered out the crack of the door, and saw a shadow. Praying not to be found, she watched the shadow hover over the body, and then the person came into view. It was a woman, wearing a hat, jangling the necklaces at her throat.

	Mikey sucked in a breath and the woman turned. Terrified, Mikey pulled back and burrowed deeper into the closet, but the door opened, and Mikey froze. The woman stared at her, her eyes menacing. The Dream necklace around her neck sparkled in the light, and Mikey started to scream.

	 

	 


Chapter Six

	Mason walked off the elevator and headed down the hall toward Max’s office. He checked his watch, annoyed that he was late, and could almost hear Max’s grumbling. His brother hated tardiness, but Mason could do little about it. After a terrible night’s sleep where he’d dreamed of shadow people and jolted awake thinking he’d felt someone lay down in the bed with him after Valerie had left, he’d finally relaxed enough to doze off when Mikey had called, distraught about her own dream, and asking again that he and Trick drop the case.

	Once he’d convinced her that nothing in the new dream had indicated a threat toward him or Trick, or even revealed who the dead man or the supposed killer was, she’d finally calmed down. Afterward, he’d needed to relax and sleep, so he’d taken a pill and ended up sleeping through his alarm. Angry and drowsy, he’d rushed to get to Max’s on time, but traffic had been heavy. He hoped Max would be in a decent mood because Mason doubted he’d have the patience for it if he wasn’t.

	Rounding the corner, he saw Trick, wearing his usual jeans, long-sleeved shirt, boots and cowboy hat, standing at the receptionist’s desk outside Max’s office. Max’s company occupied the top floor, and his office had a beautiful view of the city. The windows behind the receptionist looked out onto the skyline, and the sun glimmered on her blonde hair. Mason had met her before but couldn’t recall her name.

	Seeing him approach, Trick smiled. “There you are. I was about to call the cavalry.”

	“Sorry,” said Mason. “It’s been a morning.” He eyed Max’s closed door. “Is he waiting?”

	“He’s in a virtual meeting,” said Trick. “Miss Dana here is waiting for him to finish.”

	Dana, he thought. That was her name. “Hi, Dana. How are you?” asked Mason, relieved that Max would be tardier than him.

	Dana flashed a pearly-white smile. “I’m well, Mr. Redstone. How are you today?”

	“Just great. Thanks.” Mason narrowed his eyes at Trick. “Is he bothering you?”

	Trick raised a brow. “On the contrary. Dana and I are having an enlightening conversation. Did you know she’s gone skydiving and even paraglided?” He looked at Dana. “She’s a risk-taker. Unlike you.”

	Dana blushed and played with a pencil, her gaze on Trick. “I’m sure you’ve taken a few risks yourself, being a former Texas Ranger.”

	Mason almost rolled his eyes. He pointed at Trick. “I had every intention of jumping out of that plane.”

	“But you didn’t,” said Trick. “You stepped on your instructor’s foot to stop him from taking the leap.”

	“That was an accident.”

	“You broke two of his toes.”

	“I was wearing heavy shoes.”

	“I suspect the fear didn’t help either,” said Trick, grinning.

	Mason frowned. “As I recall, you screamed on the way down.”

	“At least I was on my way down,” said Trick. “And not in a plane, stuck to an instructor with a broken foot.”

	Dana giggled. “It is a little scary. I didn’t want to jump either. But once I did, it was exhilarating.”

	Trick put his elbows on the counter and leaned in. “You like exhilarating experiences? That’s good to know. I’ve been known to provide a few myself.”

	Dana blushed more, and Mason almost groaned. He went to sit on the couch outside Max’s office. “Careful, Dana,” he said. “That exhilarating experience may come with a few medical bills.”

	Trick shot a glare at him. “Somebody’s grumpy this morning.” He grinned back at Dana. “Can you blame me for trying to get to know a beautiful woman.” He tipped his hat at her. “I’m new to these parts. Maybe you could show me the sights?”

	Her smile widened, and she tucked a strand of shiny hair behind her ear. “Maybe.”

	Trick pulled out his phone. “How about I get your number and we make some exhilarating plans?”

	Mason shook his head and picked up a magazine when the office door opened, and Max stepped out. “Dana. I’ve been trying to reach you. Did you hear the intercom?”

	Holding her cell phone, Dana’s face fell, but she finished sending her text and put her phone down. “I’m sorry. I guess I didn’t.”

	Trick’s phone buzzed and he put it in his pocket. “I look forward to my tour,” he said to Dana with a smile, and then straightened. “Hi, Max.”

	Max looked Trick up and down and then stared at Dana. “Be careful. He’s not as charming as he seems.”

	Trick chuckled. “Just ignore the Redstones, Miss Dana. They wouldn’t know an exhilarating experience if it kicked them in the backside.”

	Dana started to laugh, but then caught herself and pretended to go back to work.

	Mason stood and made eye contact with Max.

	“Sorry to keep you waiting,” said Max. “The meeting went long.” He stepped back and held the door. “Come on in.”

	Mason walked into Max’s office and Trick followed. Max’s large office sported a wide desk stacked with folders, a sofa, two chairs, and a wooden coffee table. Along the back wall was a row of shelves similar to the ones in Mason’s office, only Max’s weren’t bare. They held an array of stones and crystals. A huge amethyst geode, almost as tall as Mason, sat on the floor behind Max’s desk, and Max had a small round one on his desk that he used as a paperweight. Max had started his rock collection when he was in his teens, and it was the only indication of his family connection to the paranormal.

	Max shut the door behind them. “Mikey tells me you want to know about a former employee of mine.” He went to his desk and rifled through some papers.

	Trick glanced at Mason. “How are you, Max? Long time, no see.”

	Max looked up. “Oh, yes. It has been a while, hasn’t it, Trick?” He snapped his fingers. “I think the last time I saw you was at Mom’s funeral, wasn’t it? But you didn’t stick around long.”

	Trick took off his hat. “It was a hard day.”

	“Yes. It was,” said Max, shooting a look at Mason, who kept his thoughts to himself. Mom’s funeral was the last thing he wanted to discuss. “For all of us.” Max looked back at Trick. “What are you doing in town? I hope you’re not here to put Mason and Mikey in danger again.”

	Trick stilled and Mason set his jaw. “That’s not what happened, Max. You know that.”

	“Not from where I’m standing,” said Max. He put his papers down.

	“He saved our lives,” said Mason.

	“Wouldn’t have been necessary if you hadn’t been at risk in the first place,” said Max.

	“It’s fine, Mason,” said Trick. “Let’s just get to the point of our visit.”

	Mason decided to get Max up to speed. “Trick is my new partner. He’s moved here and is working with me at SCOPE. Started this week.”

	Max stopped shuffling his papers. He stared, his gaze serious. “You never learn, do you?”

	That familiar anger that always surfaced with Max flared. “What exactly am I supposed to learn?” asked Mason. “And whatever it is, please don’t tell me I’m supposed to learn it from you.”

	“Listen─,” said Trick.

	“It wouldn’t hurt you, you know, to listen to me every once in a while,” argued Max. “I do know a few things. I created everything around you from nothing.”

	“I’ve created a few things myself,” said Mason. “But your wealth and position don’t make you superior to me, or anyone,” said Mason. “I’m making my way in the world just fine, but if you want to compare dollar signs, I’m not interested.”

	“Dollar signs can pave a mighty road,” said Max, his body tense. “But you sticking to your dirt path makes no sense to me. If you and Mikey would─”

	“Leave Mikey out of this,” said Mason.

	“Why? Cause she knows what she’s doing? She’s a big girl?” Max stepped closer. “You know what she’s been through.”

	“Max…Mason…” Trick held up his hands.

	“You’re damn right I know what she’s been through,” said Mason, his ire growing. “I’m the one that got her through it. Where the hell were you when she woke up screaming in the night?”

	“How was I supposed to help when you pushed me away?” asked Max.

	“You weren’t even in town most of the time. How can you help someone if you’re too busy chasing your glorious dollars?

	Max scowled. “I don’t know what you’re mad at me for. If it hadn’t been for your friend, Victor, none of it would have happened. He screwed up Margaret, too.” He waved a hand at Trick. “So forgive me if I question your friendships.”

	“You’re going to use Victor to throw shade on Trick?” asked Mason. “That’s a hell of a leap. And don’t even go there with Margaret. If anyone’s responsible for her downfall, and even Mikey’s, it’s Margaret. You knew what she was capable of just as well as I was, and I didn’t see you coming to anyone’s rescue.”

	Max shook his head in anger. “I wish you’d stayed in Texas. At least there, I could deal with you better.”

	“You mean you wish you could manipulate me with your big brother advice and keep me under your thumb. Those years are over, Max. I’m my own man. I embrace my differences. I don’t hide from them.”

	Trick held his hat and remained quiet.

	“You won’t let up on that, will you?” asked Max. “What? Should I go around chanting, conversing with the dead, waving sage, and still run this business?” He pointed at his chest. “I’d rather be poor and respected, instead of wealthy and foolish.”

	“Then you’ve got a ways to go,” said Mason.

	Max narrowed his eyes. “If you honestly think what you do and what I do are equally respected, you are mistaken.”

	“And if you honestly think you aren’t a fool, then you’re just as mistaken,” said Mason.

	Trick raised a hand and raised his voice. “That’s enough.”

	Mason grit his teeth, and Max crossed his arms. Mason went quiet, but his heart thumped against his chest.

	“We didn’t come here to argue about who’s the better man, or who makes the most money,” said Trick. “Those are subjects you two might choose to take to dinner one night when you have some free time, want to get drunk and duke it out.”

	Max turned and went back to his desk. Mason walked to the big picture window and stared out. “Fine,” he said.

	“Fine. I’ll stop wasting my time,” said Max. He sat at his desk and expelled a deep breath. “What did you come here for?”

	Mason turned back, determined to keep his cool. “To ask about Alistair Whitten. One of your former employees.”

	Max frowned. “Al Whitten?”

	“Didn’t Mikey tell you?” asked Trick.

	“I didn’t ask,” said Max. “I didn’t think it was anything serious. I figured you were looking for a cheating spouse or a guy behind on his credit card payments.”

	Mason bit back a retort and stayed on the subject. “Who’s Al Whitten to you?”

	Max sat back. “The man who embezzled almost a hundred grand from my company.”

	Trick dropped his jaw. “Al Whitten?” He tossed his hat in a chair across from Max’s desk. “When was this?”

	“Six months ago.” Max paused and leaned forward. “Or at least we’d hired him six months ago. We figured out what he was doing and fired him about two months ago.”

	“Did you call the police?” asked Mason. “Why wasn’t he arrested?”

	“We didn’t want the negative exposure, followed by a possible ugly court trial. It’s bad for business. Clients don’t like to work with people who get caught with their pants down.”

	Mason sighed. “Of course.”

	Trick sat in the chair. “What can you tell us about Al? Do you know where he is? What happened after he got caught?”

	The office door opened, and a tall woman walked in, her long, straight reddish-brown hair bounced on her shoulders and her stylish blue pantsuit emphasized her slim physique. “M,” she said. “Have you seen the quarterly numbers? We’re going to─” She stopped short when she saw Trick and Mason. “Oh, sorry.”

	“Didn’t Dana tell you I had visitors?” asked Max.

	The woman pulled off her tortoise shell glasses. “She did, but I didn’t see it on your calendar. I just figured she was giving you some quiet time.”

	Max stood. “You ignored her is what you mean.”

	The woman shrugged. “Maybe.” She put her hands on her hips. “I can leave, if you’d prefer.”

	“It’s fine,” said Max. “In fact, it’s a good thing you’re here. Shut the door.”

	The woman eyed Trick and Mason and shut the door. Mason tried to recall if he’d met her before.

	“Mason. Trick. This is Jean Drummond,” said Max. “My right-hand woman so to speak. She takes the bad calls and gives the bad news. Don’t know what I’d do without her. Jean, this is my brother Mason, and…his new partner…Trick Monroe.”

	Jean’s eyes widened. “Mason? You’re Max’s brother?” She held out a hand. “I’ve heard all about you. It’s about time we met. I wondered if Max was secretly making you up.”

	Mason shook her hand. “No. I’m very real, much to Max’s dismay.”

	Max grunted.

	Jean walked over to Trick, who rose from his seat, and she smiled. “Well, aren’t you a tall drink of water.” She shook Trick’s hand.

	“How do you do, ma’am?” Trick grinned. “I could say the same of you.”

	“You’re Mason’s partner?” she asked, still holding Trick’s hand.

	“I am,” answered Trick. “We go back a while. All the way to the Texas Rangers.”

	Jean finally let go of his hand. “That’s right. I recall M telling me Mason was a Ranger. How fascinating.” She leaned in. “I bet you both have some stories to tell.”

	“That we do, ma’am,” said Trick. “That we do.”

	Jean smiled and looked at Mason. “Then maybe we should all get together for drinks one night, enjoy some booze and tell tales.” She eyed Max. “What do you think, M?”

	“I like the way your mind works, ma’am,” said Trick, “but sadly, these two will only argue. Perhaps we should go on our own?”

	Jean’s eyes twinkled. “Perhaps we should.”

	“Okay,” said Mason. “I think I’ve had enough of the Trick dating show for one day. Can we get back to Al Whitten?”

	Jean swiveled, her shoulders falling. “Al Whitten? What about him?”

	“That’s why they’re here, Jean,” said Max. “To discuss Al. They’re looking for him.”

	“What for?” asked Jean. “I’d hoped he’d left the country after what he did.”

	“Can you tell us what happened?” asked Mason.

	“Jean can tell you more than I can,” said Max. “She hired and fired him.”

	Jean rubbed her head. “Don’t remind me. I felt like such a fool. You should have fired me, too, Max. I brought Al in, thinking he was a technology wunderkind. He was excellent in his interview, had great references, and was super personable. And it was true; he was a technology wizard. You just don’t want to get on his bad side.”

	“Jean’s the one who caught Al’s embezzling,” said Max. “She’s got the eyes of a hawk when it comes to numbers, and if it hadn’t been for her, God knows how much more he would have taken from us.”

	“What happened when you confronted him?” asked Trick.

	“Bastard tried to deny it,” said Jean. “But I had all the proof I needed, and I threatened to go to the cops with it, and he caved. Told me he was sorry. I told him we wanted the money back, and he promised he’d return it. All of it, but after that meeting, he disappeared. Never saw him again.” She closed her eyes and shook her head. “Shit. I was so stupid.”

	“We learn from our mistakes and move on,” said Max.

	She opened her eyes. “That was a costly mistake.”

	“That could have been much worse. We survived,” said Max. “It’ll take a bigger punch then that to bring us down. It hurts, but lessons usually do.”

	Mason listened to his brother’s pep talk and wondered how Max could so easily support a colleague who’d made a grave error, and not be able to offer the same to him. “You said you haven’t seen him since?” asked Mason. “Do you have an address for him? Was there anyone here he’d befriended, who might still be in touch with him, or know where he is?”

	Jean shook her head. “I don’t think so. Al wasn’t the social type. I never saw him interact with the staff. He kept his nose down and rarely surfaced for air. I thought he was just a hard worker and wanted to make an impression.”

	“He certainly succeeded at that,” said Max. “Can you pull whatever information we have? Give it to Mason. I doubt it will help, but you never know.”

	“Once we find him,” said Trick. “You want us to notify the authorities?”

	Jean snickered. “I wish, but Max says no, unless you’ve changed your mind?” She raised a brow at Max.

	“If I thought we’d get our money back, then maybe. But I’m sure it’s long gone.” He spoke to Mason. “Why are you looking for him?”

	Trick shook his head. “You’re gonna love this.”

	“Family hired us,” said Mason. “They…uh…want to give him money.”

	“Seriously?” Jean crossed her arms. “This guy steals from people and now someone wants to give him more money?”

	“Seems that way,” said Trick. “Some people just fall ass backwards into luck.”

	“Well, hell. If he gets it, then we have something to take from him,” said Jean to Max. She regarded Trick. “Any idea how much he’s getting?”

	“No,” said Trick. “But judging by the way our client dresses, it’s a decent sum.”

	“M, you should think about it,” said Jean. “This guy should go to jail.”

	Max sat again at his desk. “There’s a long way to go before we can even entertain the thought of getting any money back. First you have to locate him. And I’m not convinced you will.”

	“We’ll find him,” said Trick. “I’ll bet my hat on it.”

	“Is that all?” asked Max.

	“It’s my prize possession, plus I don’t have much else,” said Trick.

	“You know,” said Jean. “We need a security consultant. You ever need a job, let me know.”

	“I think we’re good, Jean,” said Max. “You’re not back on the hiring bus yet, at least not when it comes to him.”

	Jean frowned. “Well, that hurt a little.” She furrowed her brow. “And why not him? He works with your brother. Doesn’t that make him an automatic yes?”

	Max and Mason shared a gaze, and Trick grabbed his hat. “I think that’s our cue. Mason, you ready?”

	Mason nodded. “Jean, just send me whatever you have on Al. Max has my contact information.”

	“You’re leaving?” asked Jean. “But we’re just getting to know each other. I didn’t even get a chance to ask you about the paranormal stuff.”

	Max cursed under his breath.

	“Another time, Jean,” said Mason. “I wouldn’t want to embarrass Max in front of a co-worker.”

	“But…” Jean stared at Max. “M, don’t you guys want to go to lunch or something?”

	“We’ve got things to do, Jean, like study those quarterly numbers.” Max put on a pair of reading glasses. “Let’s take a look.”

	Hesitating, Jean held the folder but looked at Mason, who’d walked to the door with Trick. “I’ll be in touch,” she said.

	Mason nodded.

	“So will we once we find Al,” said Trick. He put on his hat. “And thank you for the kind job offer, Jean, but I already work with the most honorable man I know.” He paused, holding the knob. “I’m glad one of us in this room knows that.”

	Max looked up as Mason stepped out and Trick shut the door.

	 


Chapter Seven

	Captain Frank Lozano sat at his desk, finishing some paperwork. A knock sounded at his door, and he looked up. One of his detectives popped their head in. “Hey, Cap. We just talked to a witness who says he saw our vic’s brother at the scene yesterday. The same brother who told us he was nowhere near the area.”

	“Figures,” said Lozano.

	“We’re going to bring him in and check his alibi.”

	“Great,” said Lozano. “Keep me posted.”

	“Will do, Cap.” His detective closed the door.

	Lozano looked out the glass into his squad room, seeing the empty chairs of his two detectives, Daniels and Remalla. Daniels was on administrative leave pending the outcome of a shooting and Remalla had taken some time off, which he’d sorely needed. While Lozano realized his detectives would be back soon, he had to admit he missed them. It was too quiet around the station without their presence.

	His phone rang and he answered. “Lozano.”

	“Captain?” There was a pause. “It’s Mikey Redstone.”

	Lozano sat up, remembering the woman he’d met during the D’Mato investigation. “Miss Redstone? How are you?”

	“Please. No Miss Redstone. Call me Mikey.”

	“How can I help you, Mikey? Is everything okay?” He fiddled with a pen on his desk.

	“Yes, and no. I’m sorry to bother you, but I know Rem’s not at work, and I didn’t want to bug him.”

	“Okay. What’s this about?”

	“I had a dream.”

	Lozano paused. “Excuse me? A dream?”

	“I know. It’s weird, but I have some experience with this. My brother Mason took a case and I’m fairly certain it’s going to be a problem for him and Trick. That’s his new partner. I had a dream where I saw a dead person.”

	Lozano tried to keep up. “Mikey, there’s not much I can do about a dream. But if you know of an actual dead person, you let me know.”

	“That’s just it. I’m trying to prevent a dead person. This woman, our client, came in looking for her brother, and I’m worried she’s the killer.”

	“How can she be a killer when no one’s dead?”

	“I mean she may be the killer, eventually. I’m doing some digging but I wondered if you could check her out, too, before my brother gets in too deep?”

	Lozano had to wonder how Rem would deal with this. “I can appreciate your concern, but unfortunately, I can’t ask my detectives to investigate a possible future murder or murderer. I hate to say it, but somebody will have to die first, then you’ll have our full attention.”

	“But that’s what I’m trying to avoid.”

	Lozano heard the worry in her voice. “Why don’t you tell me about your dream? And we’ll go from there.”

	That seemed to calm her, and she launched into a description of two dreams she’d had, both featuring a dead man, pools of blood and bloody footprints, and a strange woman with several necklaces, one of them with the word dream on it.

	Lozano sighed. “I see your concern, but I have to agree with your brother. There’s not much to go on based on what you’ve told me. To be honest, the best you can do is exactly what Mason’s doing. Keep investigating, and maybe check the background of your client. Find out if she has any history of violence.”

	Mikey paused. “That’s what I’d hoped you could help with. You can get way more good stuff than I can, and a lot faster.”

	“I assume Mason has a privacy clause. You’d be breaking your client’s confidentiality if you reveal her or her information.”

	“But I’m telling you, a police captain, who’d be part of the investigation. Doesn’t that matter?”

	“That’s not the way it works. Besides, I’m still not able to assist until an actual crime is committed. I’m sorry.” Lozano suspected that if she had asked Rem for help, he would have complied. “But if you find anything suspicious, feel free to call back. I’ll do what I can to help.”

	“I appreciate it, and thanks. I’ll keep digging to see what I can learn.”

	Lozano hoped he’d steered her in the right direction. “Good luck with your case.”

	“Thanks for talking. I know Rem would yell at me if he knew I’d called you, so maybe just keep this between you and me.”

	Lozano smiled. “You got it. It’s our secret, and if you do find a body, and I hope you don’t, don’t hesitate to call.”

	“You’ll be the first.”

	They said their goodbyes, and Lozano hung up.

	 

	**

	 

	Trick ordered a turkey sandwich and waited as Red ordered his customary chicken salad and iced tea. The waitress left and Trick sat up. “I didn’t realize you and Max were at such odds.”

	Red put his napkin in his lap. “It hasn’t gotten any better over the years. It seems that my moving here only made it worse, when I’d hoped it would make it better.”

	“You thought he’d see you in a new light, maybe appreciate how you stepped out on your own, embraced your true self, and made a name for yourself?”

	Red sighed. “Something like that.”

	“Never works out the way we think, does it?”

	“Unfortunately, no.” Red opened a straw and put it in his water. “What about you? How’d your family handle your leaving and coming out here?”

	Trick recalled telling his mother the news. “Oh, you know my family, Red. They’re not known to be sentimental.” Trick thought of his late grandmother who’d raised him, and the mother who’d left him with her when Trick was just two, so she could do drugs and hang out with a man in a motorcycle gang who was not his dad. Who his dad was remained an unknown to Trick, although he had enough stepdads to start a six-piece band.

	“How is your mom?” asked Red. “You haven’t said much about her.”

	Trick fiddled with his napkin. “Not much to say. When I saw her, she was three months out of her latest rehab, staying with my Uncle Charlie, and swearing up and down that she was clean and would stay clean. I told her my plans, and she relayed to me that I was stupid. That being a Ranger was the best I could hope for, and it was a miracle they’d hired me in the first place.” He eyed Mason. “She didn’t have many nice things to say about you either.”

	“No shock there,” said Red.

	Trick watched a waitress serve food to a neighboring table. “I think she was just pissed off I wouldn’t be able to use my clout anymore to get her out of jail.”

	“But she’s going to stay clean, right?” asked Red. “She shouldn’t need you anymore.”

	Trick raised a brow, and Red shook his head.

	“Family,” said Trick. “You can’t live with them, and you can’t kill them.”

	“I hear you.”

	Trick shook off the memories. “Let’s talk about something more interesting, like this case. What do you think about Al and his embezzlement scheme? You think Margot knows about his extracurricular activities, and should we trust her?”

	“I don’t know. I didn’t meet her. What was your feel on her?”

	“To be honest, I was seeing dollar signs and that huge hat. But nothing else stood out. I didn’t detect any deception, but God knows, I’ve been fooled before.”

	“We should check her out. See what we find. Maybe she knows he’s been embezzling and wants a cut for herself.”

	“It shouldn’t be hard to find out if their mother really died and left an inheritance. You think Mikey could look into that?”

	“I’d be surprised if she hasn’t already. She had another dream last night and is convinced we should drop the case. I had to talk her down.”

	“Another one?’ asked Trick. “What do you think? Is she onto something?”

	“I’m sure she is,” said Red. “I’m just not sure what or how it affects us.”

	Trick nodded. “So, we wait and see, and hope we don’t end up dead.”

	“Or if you’d rather, we can drop the case.”

	Trick picked up his water. “You know me. I like a good mystery, especially one that involves risk and money.” He took a sip.

	“I figured.” Red scratched his jaw. “You didn’t tell me how it went yesterday at Al’s apartment. Find any smoking guns?”

	Trick thought of the teddy bear, choked on his water, and coughed. After wiping his face, he managed to speak. “About that…I was meaning to tell you.”

	Mason’s face fell. “What did you do?” He held his head. “Please tell me it wasn’t something stupid.”

	Trick looked around as if someone might be listening. “I broke into his apartment.”

	“You did what?” asked Mason, in a muffled yell. “What for?”

	“Because we only have a week to find him. I thought it wouldn’t hurt to look around. I talked to the neighbor. Al is still dropping by, but he just darts in and out, and based on what Max said, my guess he’s avoiding someone. Maybe it’s Margot, or maybe it’s someone else.”

	“Hell,” said Mason, sitting back.

	“And let me tell you something, based on his living conditions, he’s not rolling in dough. He lives like a teenager. His place is a mess and I doubt he’s cleaned the place in over a year.”

	“If you’d been caught─”

	“But I wasn’t. Nobody knew I was there, and I didn’t touch anything. Give me some credit. Besides. I found something interesting.” He reached for his cell. “I took a picture.”

	Mason snorted. “If it’s his collection of porn mags, I’m not interested.”

	Trick smirked. “No, smart ass. Look.” He held out the phone.

	Mason took it and studied the picture. “‘I want my money,’” he said. “Beneath a teddy bear?”

	“Obviously, the bear means something, but in light of what we learned today, I’d say someone’s onto Al’s tricks.”

	Mason handed the phone back to Trick. “You think it’s Margot?”

	Trick shrugged. “Possibly. Maybe she wants a cut, Al hides from her, and she hires us to find him. It’s the logical conclusion.”

	“If that’s true, then what do we do when we find Al? Turn him in? Or contact Margot and let them fight over who gets what?”

	“I say we wait and see. I think we’ll know what to do when the time comes.”

	Mason sucked water from his straw and put the glass down. “I just hope you don’t end up putting me in danger again. Max won’t be happy.”

	Trick chuckled.

	 

	**

	 

	Mikey typed on the keyboard, eyed the results on the screen, and took some notes. She read some more, clicked more links, and took more notes. A notification popped up, and she clicked on it. Smiling, she scribbled in her notepad. She’d already made one phone call, now she grabbed the phone and made another. After talking for a few minutes, she hung up and went back to the screen, when she heard the door up front open and heard Mason and Trick’s voices.

	“Mikey?” asked Mason.

	“I’m here,” said Mikey, looking up as Mason and Trick entered the office. “How’d it go with Max?”

	Mason grumbled and tossed his hat onto a chair. “About as well as could be expected.”

	“Did you argue again?” asked Mikey with a sigh.

	Trick tossed his hat beside Mason’s. “Let’s just say they aren’t going to be hanging out together any time soon.”

	“I don’t get why you two don’t get along,” said Mikey.

	“Because he’s an ass, that’s why,” said Mason. “And he does a great job of bringing out my own inner asshole.”

	“I was a little surprised myself at the chill in the air,” said Trick. “Max doesn’t seem very approving of Red’s choice of occupation.”

	“Max is just…I don’t know,” said Mikey. “He’s the big brother. I think he’s just trying to protect everyone but doesn’t really know how to express it.”

	“You seem to get along with him,” said Trick.

	“I can read him better than Mason, and I know the subjects to avoid. Plus, I can make him laugh, which he sorely needs. He also puts up with my crap, mainly because I think he feels sorry for me. Like I got the short end of the stick or something.”

	“Doesn’t that bother you?” asked Mason. “Because it pisses me off.”

	“No, not really,” said Mikey. “What do I care what he thinks?”

	“Well,” said Mason, sitting on the sofa. “I care what he thinks.”

	“And that’s why you fight,” said Mikey.

	Trick helped himself to some coffee from the almost full pot. “Grasshopper’s right. What you choose to do with your life is none of Max’s business, and he can take his opinions and shove ’em up a dark place.”

	“That’s not exactly what I meant, and who’s Grasshopper?” asked Mikey.

	“It’s from a TV show,” said Trick, returning the coffee pot. “You know. With David Carradine?”

	Mikey shook her head and looked at Mason, who shrugged.

	“I watched it when I was a kid,” said Trick. “Thought I could do martial arts, until I broke my mom’s lamp with a roundhouse kick.”

	“Why martial arts?” asked Mikey.

	“Never mind,” said Trick. “You two need to work on your TV knowledge. I betcha Remalla would know what I’m talking about.”

	“I have no doubt,” said Mason. “Can we get back to the case please?”

	“What did you learn about Al Whitten?” asked Mikey. “Did Max at least help with that?”

	Trick joined Mason on the couch, and they filled Mikey in on what they’d learned about Al and his embezzling, plus Trick’s late-night visit to Al’s apartment.

	“You found a teddy bear with a note?” asked Mikey.

	“He’s damn lucky he didn’t get caught,” said Mason.

	“Like you wouldn’t have done the same thing,” said Mikey. “Did anything else in the apartment stand out?”

	Mason’s eyes widened. “I should have known you’d be on his side.”

	Trick grinned and sipped his coffee. “Not really. I saw a couple of pictures, but it was dark, and I didn’t want to turn on the lights, so I did my best with a small flashlight.”

	Mikey nodded, eyeing her notes.

	“We think you should do some checking on Margot’s background. See what you can find,” said Mason. “We’re wondering if she’s aware of Al’s schemes, and that’s why she’s looking for him.”

	“We could call her,” said Trick. “Give her an update on the case. Tell her what we learned and see how she reacts.”

	“Maybe,” said Mason, “but if she knows about Al, she’ll likely lie, and if she doesn’t, it doesn’t get us anywhere. If we had something to show she’s involved, that would help.”

	Mikey tapped her pen on her paper. “I’m way ahead of you two. I did some digging while you were out.” She flipped back in her notes. “Margot was telling the truth about their mother. Eleanor Whitten died last month, apparently of natural causes, and left a rather large estate to three of her children, although she had four. The fourth was left out of the will. There’s Margot, Alistair, Wilhemina, and Rory. Rory’s the one who got disinherited. Wilhemina lives on the east coast and is married with two kids. Rory, Margot and Al live here.” She flipped to another page. “Al and Margot both went to UCLA, but Al graduated summa cum laude, and Margot barely made it with a C average. Rory went to an art school.”

	Mason stared at her, his eyes wide. “How the hell do you learn these things?”

	“You did this while we were out?” asked Trick.

	“Grasshopper is wise and wondrous,” said Mikey. She pointed at Mason. “Remember that when it’s time to give me a raise.”

	“I will,” said Mason.

	“Anyway,” said Mikey, returning to her notes, “neither Al nor Margot is married, nor have been, based on what I’ve found. Al had a significant other for a time, but they broke up. Her name is Charlotte, and apparently the break-up was ugly because she called him some nasty names on social media.” She turned the page. “I can’t find much on Margot in terms of relationships. She does a better job of staying off the radar than Al. The good news is I didn’t see any evidence of violence in their past, although Al bounces around to different employers, but now we know why.”

	“He gets hired, siphons the money, and disappears before the employer even realizes what’s happened,” said Trick.

	“Al’s not stupid,” added Mason.

	“It’s a pretty slick game, until Jean caught him before he could get away,” said Trick. “And he panicked.”

	“But if he’s doing this,” said Mason, “then why does he live in a shitty apartment?”

	“Low profile,” said Trick. “He can’t very well flaunt his wealth when he doesn’t have the apparent means to support it. It’s probably just the address he uses for his employment applications and whatever else requires it. He’s probably holed up in some fancy hotel, waiting for this to blow over before he finds another victim.”

	“Not necessarily,” said Mikey. “Al has more issues other than embezzling. He’s a gambler. Likes the horses. I suspect that’s what his embezzling is bankrolling and why he lives in a shitty apartment.”

	“A gambler, huh?” said Trick. “That makes this more interesting. Maybe that’s where we look for him. At the track.”

	“I don’t see us standing around a crowded racetrack as the best use of our time, especially if he’s laying low,” said Mason. “If he’s out of money, or trying to stay out of sight, he’ll probably avoid the track. Especially if someone else is looking for him.” Mason rubbed his temples. “It sounds like Charlotte and Rory may be our best shot. We should go talk to them. Maybe Al’s been in touch.” He raised his head. “Mikey, can you─”

	Mikey held up a hand. “Let me save you a breath.” She held up her paper. “Charlotte’s at home. Said we could stop by any time this afternoon, and Rory agreed to meet with us this evening, provided we buy him a beer.”

	Trick chuckled. “Damn.”

	Mason stared for a moment. “We?”

	Mikey smiled. “Yes. We. I’m going with you.” She stood and grabbed her jacket and purse. “You ready?”

	“Mikey─,” said Mason.

	“Don’t argue with me Mason, because you’ll lose.” Mikey put a hand on her hip. “I’m the one having these dreams, and I want to be there when you talk to them. I can get a feel for their mojo, and if they’re involved, hopefully I’ll know. Besides, I’m the one with the addresses, so I’m going whether you like it or not.”

	“She’s got you there, Red,” said Trick, taking a big gulp of his coffee and standing. “Let’s go talk to Miss Charlotte.” He grinned. “Maybe I’ll get lucky again. Three lovely ladies’ numbers in one day.”

	Mason stood wearily. “What’s the record? Five?”

	Trick scrunched his face. “I believe it’s six, but I was drunk that night, so don’t hold me to it.”

	Mason groaned. “Between Max, you and Mikey, I’m going to need to get drunk myself.”

	Trick patted him on the back. “You just say the word, and I’ll have your back.”

	Mason stood and grabbed his hat. “I hope Miss Charlotte has bad teeth and ugly hair.”

	Trick raised the side of his lip. “It’s never stopped me before.” He waved a hand toward the door. “Let’s go find out, partner.”

	 


Chapter Eight

	Mason eyed the dingy bar from the sidewalk. A neon signed that said Barkie’s flickered on and off, trash littered the walkway, and Mason could hear yelling just as a large man with hulking shoulders and tattoos on his bulging neck and arms appeared at the door, gripping the shoulder of a smaller man.

	“Get lost, Foxie. Go sober up,” said the big man before shoving Foxie into the street and narrowly missing Mikey, who stepped to the side.

	Foxie straightened and slurred. “Come on, man. That guy insulted me.”

	“You were hitting on his lady and then puked in the john,” yelled the big man. “You’ve had enough. Go sleep it off.”

	Mikey stepped away from Foxie, but he saw her and smiled. “Hey, cutie.”

	The big man didn’t hesitate and stepped in front of Mikey, Trick and Mason. “I said get lost.”

	Foxie glared, shot the finger at the man, and sauntered down the street, using cars, light poles and whatever else he could find as leverage to stay upright.

	“This is my kind of establishment,” said Trick.

	Mason watched Foxie for a second, ensuring the man didn’t return. “Maybe, if you want to get robbed.”

	“Or worse,” said Mikey.

	“Sorry about that.” The big man turned and waved a hand toward the door. “Welcome to Barkie’s. Come on in. The first drink’s on me.”

	“Let me guess,” said Trick. “You’re Barkie?”

	“I am. Owned this place for ten years.” He eyed Mikey. “I apologize ma’am, for Foxie’s behavior. He comes around when his old lady kicks him out. I put up with him until he gets too drunk and gets a little handsy. Then I kick him out and he comes back the following week.”

	“I’m hoping your other customers are better behaved,” said Mason.

	“Why don’t you have a drink and find out for yourself.” Barkie looked them over. “You two from Texas?”

	Trick tipped his hat. “All three of us, in fact.”

	“Those Justins?” He pointed at Trick’s boots.

	“They are,” said Trick.

	“A fine boot.” Barkie ushered them into the bar. “My cousin owns a bar in Austin. Down on Sixth Street. Called Sophie’s. He inspired me to buy this place.”

	Trick stopped short. “Sophie’s?” He narrowed his eyes. “Shots is your cousin?”

	Barkie grinned. “Shit. You know Shots?”

	“I closed Sophie’s down a time or two. It’s a hair-raising place,” said Trick.

	They stepped inside, and Mason eyed the small bar with red barstools, a smattering of nicked four-top tables, a jukebox, a small TV in the corner playing a wrestling match, and a pool table near the back wall.

	“You know why they call him Shots, don’t you?” asked Barkie.

	“I do,” said Trick, his face falling. “I tried to beat him once drinking tequila.” He rubbed his stomach. “I failed.”

	“I could have told you that. Nobody beats Shots when it comes to tequila.” Barkie hooted and yelled. “Texas is in the house, folks. Next round is on me.”

	The few patrons in the place hooted back and shouted Barkie’s name.

	Trick smiled. “I believe I’ve found my new favorite place.”

	Mason made eye contact with Mikey, who shook her head.

	“Excuse me, Barkie?” asked Mikey. “We’re actually meeting someone here. His name’s Rory Whitten.”

	“Rory?” Barkie’s eyes widened. “Yeah. I know him. Hey, Ror,” he yelled.

	Mikey jumped and Mason turned to see a man who looked to be in his thirties, sitting at a table in the corner and reading a book. He had ear plugs in, but he heard Barkie’s bellow and pulled them out.

	“You got company,” said Barkie.

	“Thanks, Barkie,” said Trick.

	“I’ll bring you a round of beers,” said Barkie, and he turned and headed to the bar.

	Mason, Mikey and Trick headed over to Rory’s table. Rory stood and introduced himself. “You’re looking for Al?” he asked, sitting again.

	Mason, Mikey and Trick sat with him. “We are,” said Mason. “Your sister, Margot, contacted us.”

	“Margot?” Rory asked. “Wants to find Al? Why?”

	“She told us your mom died,” said Trick. “Left you some money.”

	Rory snickered. “Not me. She cut me out.” He held a half-filled beer and took a drink. “God rest her soul, but Mom and I never found a subject we couldn’t argue about.”

	“What about Al, Wilhelmina and Margot?” asked Mikey.

	Rory raised his brow. “You obviously know the family.” He put his glass down. “Willie moved out to the east coast. Got married and has two kids. Has her own fancy real estate business and her husband runs a hedge fund. They throw away more money than I can spend. Mom could never say enough about Willie, and how we should all be like her.”

	“And you?” asked Mason.

	“I’m the exact opposite,” said Rory. “Never wanted Mom’s money. I wanted to be an artist. Live with the street people. If I make money, I’m more likely to give it away.” He traced the edge of his glass. “Mom said I was worthless. She wasn’t going to give me anything if I couldn’t be trusted with it.”

	“Sounds like what Margot said about Al, that he didn’t want the money,” said Trick.

	Rory scoffed. “Al? What the hell are you talking about? Al and Margot are moochers. They love money and all the perks that come with it. Mom spoiled them. Gave them what they wanted when they wanted it. Those two wouldn’t know a donation if it walked up and pinched them in the ass.”

	Mason and Trick eyed each other. “Margot said the opposite,” said Trick. “Said Al wanted to make his own way in the world and didn’t want his inheritance.”

	“Margot said that’s why she’s looking for him,” said Mikey. “To ensure Al gets his share.”

	Rory smiled and broke out into a laugh. He held his stomach as his laughter grew louder. “Oh, that’s funny. That’s really funny.”

	Barkie walked over with a tray of beers and handed them out. “Like I said. On the house.”

	“Thanks, Barkie,” said Trick, taking a beer. “Hey. You talk to Shots, you tell him Trick Monroe says hi.”

	“Will do, Trick,” said Barkie, handing a beer to Mikey. “And any friend of Shots, is a friend of mine.” He handed Mason a beer.

	Mason took it and Barkie left, while Rory laughed some more. “I’m guessing Margot may not have told us the truth,” said Mason after taking a sip of his drink.

	Rory composed himself. “Hell, no. Al and Margot love money more than Barkie likes beer.” He dabbed a watery eye with a napkin. “What Margot told you was my story. Not Al’s. Al’s a schemer, and what’s worse, he’s smart. He’s a computer whiz kid. He just doesn’t want to make money the old-fashioned way. He likes it fast, easy and lots of it. You know he plays the horses?”

	“We’ve heard,” said Mason. “Does he win or lose?”

	“If his apartment is any indication, he loses. A lot,” said Trick.

	 “He does,” said Rory. “He took me once. To the track. I just watched. But Al played and lost ten grand.”

	Trick whistled. “That’s not chump change.”

	Mason leaned an elbow on the table. “Why would Margot be looking for Al then?”

	Rory shrugged. “You got me.”

	“When’s the last time you saw Al?” asked Mikey.

	“It’s been a couple months,” said Rory. “We don’t exactly hang out. I don’t see Margot much either. She doesn’t like being seen in this part of town. It might get dirt on her pants.”

	“I can believe that,” said Trick. “I don’t think her hat would fit through Al’s door.”

	“Al has a girlfriend. Charlotte. Did you talk to her?” asked Rory.

	“Had a girlfriend,” said Mason. “Yeah. We talked to her.”

	Trick sat back in his seat. “Not the most pleasant person I’ve ever met.”

	“You’re just mad because she didn’t bat her eyes at you,” said Mikey. “She read you like a book.”

	“I think she’s still pissed with Al, and had no patience for your games,” said Mason.

	Rory smiled. “That’s Charlotte. She’s not one for flirtation. I had a Glamour magazine once and she flipped through it and yammered on about the exploitation of women in our male-dominated culture. A guy like you would no doubt set her off, especially if you tried to charm her. Charlotte prefers shy nerds who keep to themselves. She and Al were a perfect match, until Al must have screwed it up.”

	“Needless to say, she wasn’t any help,” said Trick. “Told us if we found him, to tell him to take his worthless ass back to Mama, the only woman who would ever love him.”

	“Man, she does sound pissed,” said Rory. “Al always was a momma’s boy, though.”

	“That leaves you,” said Mason. “Any idea where to look for Al? Any friends he might stay with?”

	“We can’t forget about Margot,” said Trick. “She lied to us.”

	“If Al’s hiding from Margot, then it’s got to be about money,” said Rory. “My guess? He owes her some, and she wants to collect.”

	“But why lie about that?” asked Mikey.

	“Because Al’s up to something, and it’s no good,” said Rory. “I know Mom gave him money, but he still had too much to account for his gambling losses. I bet Margot knows what’s up, and she’s not talking.”

	Mason nodded, and Trick tapped the tabletop with his finger. Neither of them mentioned the embezzling. Mikey stayed silent, too.

	A cell phone rang, and Rory pulled it out of his pocket. “Speak of the devil. It’s Margot.”

	“She’s probably calling to ask you about Al,” said Mason.

	The jukebox music playing a loud tune, Rory stood. “I’ll be back.” Holding his hand over his ear, he went outside.

	“Well, we’re officially getting nowhere,” said Mason.

	“You getting any bad vibes?” Trick asked Mikey.

	“No. Nothing dangerous, at least. Charlotte didn’t have any either,” said Mikey.

	“Maybe this is for the best,” said Mason. “With Al’s embezzling, and Margot’s lying, we should cut them loose. Let the law handle it.”

	“I agree,” said Mikey, sitting straight.

	“Hold up,” said Trick. “What about if she pays double our rate?”

	“She lied about Al,” said Mason. “How do you know she’s not lying about that?”

	“We won’t know until we find him,” said Trick. “And when we do, we can turn him over, and then let the law deal with him. But at least then, we’ll get paid.”

	“In case you haven’t noticed, we’re running out of leads,” said Mason. “Unless your curler lady comes through, our next option is hanging out at the racetrack.”

	“If Rory can tell us which racetrack, then it narrows where to look. That’s something to consider,” said Trick.

	“If Rory knows, then so does Margot,” said Mikey. “If Al’s avoiding her, he’ll avoid the track like the plague.”

	“Al doesn’t sound like the brightest highlighter in the box. If he’s got a gambling problem, he’ll go.” Trick sipped his beer.

	Rory reappeared, holding his phone, his face serious. “Let me call you back.” He hung up and stared at them. “Who are you people?”

	Mason swiveled. “What are you talking about?”

	“You said Margot came to see you? She’s looking for Al?” asked Rory.

	“Yes,” said Trick. “I met with her myself.”

	Rory waved his phone. “Then how come I just spoke with her, and she’s out on the east coast, visiting Willie. She’s been there for a week.”

	Trick gripped his glass; Mason went still, and Mikey dropped her jaw.

	 


Chapter Nine

	Trick held his hat and paced the sidewalk beside the car outside Barkie’s. “What the hell is going on here?”

	“That’s a great question,” said Red. He looked at Mikey, who leaned against the car. “You didn’t see a picture of Margot in your research?”

	Mikey chewed a nail. “Nothing up close. Just some grainy pictures of her with other women, mainly charity groups she’s a member of. But I didn’t notice anything unusual. The woman at SCOPE had her hair pulled back, was wearing that big sun hat, and to be honest, I was staring at her necklace, not her face.”

	Trick cursed and ran a hand through his hair. “This woman is making us chase our tails. Who is she and why did she come to us, and what does she have to do with Al?”

	“It has to be the embezzling,” said Mason. “She knows Al’s involved. Maybe she’s a partner and he duped her like he did Max. Now she wants her money, so she pretended to be Margot to hide her own identity to protect herself.”

	“She probably hoped we’d find Al fast,” said Mikey. “She’d collect from him, hopefully pay us, and then disappear.”

	“Those are big assumptions,” said Mason.  “You dreamed of a dead guy, remember? Maybe her motives aren’t so innocent.”

	“Then we should stay on this,” said Trick. “Not to just find Al but protect him.”

	“We have this woman’s contact information,” said Mikey. “She doesn’t realize that we know she’s not Margot. Should we call her? Tell her we found Al. Then wait for her to show up and confront her?”

	Trick stopped pacing. “It’s not a bad idea.”

	“Especially since we can’t find Al,” said Mason. “Rory’s not going to help, not after learning that some stranger is looking for his brother.”

	“Not only that, but now he’ll likely alert his brother that someone’s looking for him,” said Trick. “I doubt Al will be showing his face any time soon.”

	Mason rubbed his temples. “God. What a mess.”

	“I say we call this woman. I want to know what she’s up to,” said Mikey. “And who she really is.”

	Trick pulled out his phone. “Where should we ask her to meet?” Before he could access her number, his cell rang. “Hold that thought.” He answered and realized it was curler lady from Al’s apartment complex. He spoke to her, ensured her the reward was still available, hung up and smiled.

	“What is it?” asked Mason.

	Trick headed to the car. “Come on. We caught a break. Curler lady said she saw Al at his apartment.”

	Mikey pushed off the car. “Crap. And we’re half an hour away.” She opened the door and sat in the back seat.

	Mason got in behind the wheel. “We’ll have to hurry. Let’s hope he hangs out for a while.”

	Trick slid into the passenger seat. “Let’s hope.” He shut the door and Mason took off down the street.

	 

	**

	 

	Mason pulled into the parking lot at Al’s apartment. He parked, and they got out of the car. The complex was quiet and dark, and Mason followed Trick to Al’s door.

	“Curler lady lives there,” said Trick, shooting out a thumb.

	As if on cue, the neighbor’s door opened, and a woman stuck her head out. The curlers were gone though, and her hair was pulled back in a bun. “That you?” she asked.

	Trick walked over. “Yes, ma’am. Thank you for calling. Has he left?”

	“Not that I’ve noticed, but my game show’s on, so I can’t promise,” she said. “You got my money?”

	Trick pulled out his wallet. “Mason, you have any cash?”

	“Why do we need cash?” asked Mason.

	“Because I owe this nice lady here a hundred bucks for leading us to Al.” Trick pulled out some money. “I’ve got forty.”

	Mason shook his head. “I’ve got fifty.”

	“Here,” said Mikey. “I’ve got a ten.”

	“Great. I owe you both,” said Trick. He gathered the cash and handed it to the woman, who took it. “Thank you for─”

	The woman didn’t bother to wait and closed the door.

	“Nice neighbors,” said Mikey.

	Trick returned his wallet. “They’re not a friendly sort around here but thankfully they’re nosy.”

	Mason approached Al’s door, and Trick went to knock. “Mikey,” said Mason. “Wait out here.”

	“What for?” asked Mikey.

	“Because we don’t know what we’re─”

	“Red,” said Trick cautiously.

	Mason looked to see Al’s door slightly ajar. He made eye contact with Trick, who put a finger to his lips. Trick stooped low and pulled a gun from an ankle holster. Mason took Mikey’s arm and pulled her away from the door. “Stay here,” he whispered. “Don’t move until you hear from me.”

	Mikey’s eyes widened when she saw Trick with his weapon and Mason reached for his. “What are you doing?” she asked.

	“The door is open,” said Mason. “Something’s up. I don’t want you close. You hear me?”

	Mikey nodded and stood against the wall. “Be careful.”

	Ensuring she was back far enough, Mason neared the door, holding his gun. Nodding at Mason, Trick pushed the door open. Mason peered around the frame, seeing a messy front room, and a dirty floor.

	“Al Whitten?” Trick called into the room, as he slid around the frame, his gun up.

	There was no response, and Mason followed Trick inside. He listened for any sound but heard nothing. They walked farther in, and Mason saw the food wrappers and trash. Trick checked the small kitchen but shook his head at Mason. The apartment was dark, and Trick pulled out his small flashlight and clicked it on, aiming it toward the bedroom.

	Mason followed the light and approached the door but stopped. “Trick. Aim the light.” He pointed and Trick pointed the light down. Drops of blood led into the bedroom. Mason held his breath. “Careful. Don’t step in it.”

	“Roger that,” said Trick.

	Mason moved carefully up to the bedroom door and Trick swiveled the light inside the room toward the bed. It was unmade and the room disheveled. More blood tracked toward the far corner of the room. Mason followed it with his gaze, took a few more steps in with Trick behind him, and froze when he saw the body on the floor beside the bed, a pool of blood beneath the head.

	“Shit,” said Mason. Careful of his movements, he walked into the bathroom, ensuring it was empty while Trick checked the closet.

	“It’s clear,” said Trick.

	“Here, too,” said Mason. He holstered his weapon along with Trick, who moved closer to the body, shined the light, squatted and checked for a pulse.

	“He’s dead,” said Trick, standing.

	“Is that Al?” asked Mason, trying to get a better look.

	“I think so. It matches his description.”

	“We need to call the police.”

	“Hold up. Let’s look around first,” said Trick.

	Mason jabbed out his hand. “He’s dead. Whoever’s looking for him got to him first. We found our guy. I say it’s time we call it a day and let the cops handle this mess.”

	Trick stepped over Al’s body. “Red, whoever did this tried to use us to do it. And that pisses me off. I want to know what the hell is going on.” He pulled out his phone and started taking pictures.

	“What are you doing?”

	“Taking crime scene photos. Once the cops get here, we’re out of the loop.”

	“Trick, there’s nothing else for us to do. My guess is the Margot imposter took him out. Maybe she got her money and maybe she didn’t, but it isn’t our problem anymore.”

	Trick clicked a photo.

	“Mason?” said a whispered voice.

	Trick shined the light and Mikey poked her face around the bedroom door.

	“Mikey, go wait outside.” Mason tried to block her view of the body, but it was too late.

	Her eyes widened. “Is that Al?”

	“You should not be in here,” said Mason. He tried to guide her away.

	“That’s the image from my dream,” she said. “That’s what I saw.” She pointed. “Is he dead?”

	Trick clicked another photo. “Al’s days are done. No more ponies for him, sadly.”

	“Mikey, please. Go outside.” Mason tried to distract her. “In fact, call the police. They need to know.”

	“Who did it?” asked Mikey.

	Mason huffed. “Who knows? Al seems to have had some enemies. But it’s not our problem anymore.”

	“Red…” Trick pushed aside a bedsheet that touched the floor. “…you’re wrong. We do have a problem.”

	Mason took a careful step closer toward Trick. “We have to get out of here before the somebody finds us in here, snapping photos.”

	“You need to see this first and then you can thank me later.”

	“Thank you?” asked Mason. “For what?”

	Trick pointed. Mason narrowed his gaze, but then froze. Lying under the bed, smeared with blood, was a round amethyst geode.

	 

	**

	 

	Mason paced beside his car as police lights flickered, lighting up the parking lot like a Fourth of July party. Neighbors stood in bathrobes out on the lawn and on their balconies as the police came and went, putting up crime scene tape and talking on their phones.

	“You sure you don’t want to call him?” asked Trick.

	Mason glared. “You know I do, but I’m trying to think this through.”

	“Think what through?” said Mikey. “Max has a ton of those geodes in his office and at home. Whoever did this is framing him. He needs to know.”

	“I know that,” said Mason, frustrated. He ran a hand through his hair trying to think. “But the cops don’t.”

	“Not yet,” said Trick.

	“Do you remember if that geode was there when you went through Al’s place the first time?” asked Mason. “Al could have taken it from Max’s office, and the killer grabbed it and used it to kill Al.”

	Trick shrugged. “Maybe, but I don’t recall seeing it.” Watching Mason, he sighed. “We need to get out ahead of this, partner. If that geode has Max’s prints on it, Max is in trouble.”

	“I know. I know.” Mason stopped and put his hands on his hips. “But if I call him now, at some point down the line, whoever is investigating will check cell phone records, and it won’t look good when they see my number calling Max’s on the night of the crime.”

	“He still needs to know,” said Mikey. “He’s our brother.”

	“And I’ll tell him,” said Mason, “but right now, we just reported a dead body. We can’t exactly disappear from the scene without answering their questions first. They won’t connect that geode to Max anytime soon. We have a little time.”

	Another car pulled up with a light flashing from the dash. After discovering the geode, Trick had taken more photos while Mikey called Lozano. Within ten minutes, the police had arrived and the three of them were out on the lawn. They’d told the officers about the body and had been waiting since.

	“Looks like the detectives are here,” said Trick. The door opened and a man and a woman stepped out of the vehicle.

	Trick’s face fell. “Oh, hell. Not those two.”

	Mason saw Detectives Bevins and Winkler standing beside their car. Bevins and Winkler had been the detectives assigned to the case against Trick’s sister-in-law, Cissy Howard, that Trick and Mason had recently investigated. Their one interaction with the detectives had not been a friendly one.

	“Crap,” said Mason. “Why couldn’t it have been Daniels and Remalla?”

	“I told you. They’re taking time off,” said Mikey. “Is that the detective you sent the hat to?” she asked Trick. Bevins had told Trick that if Trick solved the Cissy Howard case, Bevins would buy himself a cowboy hat and eat it.

	“It is,” said Trick. “I threw in some barbecue sauce, too.”

	Bevins and Winkler spotted Mason and Trick. They eyed each other before walking over.

	“Well, look who’s here,” said Bevins. “The cowboys.” He pulled his pants up over his round belly.

	“Detectives,” said Trick, glowering at Bevins. “I hope the hat was tasty.”

	Bevins smirked, and Winkler crossed her arms. She looked the same as before. Her dark, curly hair framed her round face and her short sleeves revealed buff shoulders and biceps. “You guys reported the body?” she asked.

	Mason nodded. “Yeah. We did.”

	Winkler eyed the three of them. She pulled out a notepad and wrote something. “You want to tell us what happened?”

	“I can’t wait to hear this,” said Bevins.

	Trick squinted, and Mason explained how they’d been investigating Al’s disappearance, been hired to find him and discovered the body.

	“Trouble finds you two, doesn’t it?” asked Bevins.

	Winkler closed her notepad. “Anything else we need to know? Any suspects that you can think of?”

	“You can certainly start with the Margot imposter. I’d say she’s your gal,” said Trick. “I can give you the information we have on her.”

	“That would be great. Thanks,” said Winkler. She paused. “You didn’t happen to mess with the crime scene, did you? Before we got here?”

	“In some lame attempt to find a clue and catch the killer?” asked Bevins.

	Trick snickered. “What for? It’s not our problem anymore. Our case is closed. Now it’s up to you to catch a killer. I hope he knows how lucky he is you’re on the case.”

	Bevins paused, but then he opened his mouth and pointed a finger, but Winkler put a hand on his arm. “We’re gonna check the scene,” she said, interrupting him. “You guys stay close.”

	“Like Trick said,” replied Mason. “Our job here is done. We found the guy, he’s dead, and it’s late,” said Mason. “You know what we know. Can we head out?”

	Bevins and Winkler studied them. “Sure,” said Winkler. “Just don’t leave town.”

	“I’ll cancel my Caribbean cruise immediately,” said Trick.

	Bevins snorted and Winkler nodded, and they turned and headed toward the apartment.

	 


Chapter Ten

	Mason pulled up into Max’s long driveway and parked outside the front door. Max lived on a two-acre property in a Mediterranean style house with big stucco walls, a red-tiled roof and large trees. Mason didn’t see Max’s car but assumed it was parked in one of the four garages.

	Eyeing his watch, he saw it was almost midnight. He still hadn’t called Max because he didn’t want the call recorded, and he figured it was better to tell Max this kind of news in person. He’d dropped Trick and Mikey off at the office because if this went bad and Max ended up accused of a crime, he didn’t want Mikey and Trick to have to explain why they’d gone to Max’s after discovering the body. Mason wanted to be the one doing the explaining. Mikey had argued but he’d refused to give in. He halfway expected her to show up anyway, but so far, he was alone.

	He strode up to the door, knocked and rang the bell. Max was likely asleep, but Mason needed him to answer. He rang and knocked again after waiting and finally, the lock turned, and the door opened. Max stood there in a robe, looking annoyed.

	“What the hell are you doing?” asked Max. “Do you know what time it is?”

	“I’m not here for a social visit.” Mason pushed past him and walked inside. “We need to talk.”

	Max shut the door. “Have you heard of a phone?”

	Mason walked into the spacious living area. “Where were you tonight?”

	“What are you talking about?” Max tightened the belt on his robe. “Have you lost your mind?”

	Mason told himself to relax, but then recalled the geode covered in blood. “We found Al Whitten.”

	Max stopped beside a long glass table with a pink crystal stone in the center of it. “So? Did you come here to gloat?”

	“He’s dead.”

	Max widened his eyes. “Dead?”

	“Yeah. Dead. Someone bashed his head in tonight. With an amethyst geode.”

	Max stared for a moment. “A geode? Are you serious?”

	“You think I’d be here otherwise? You missing any geodes at your office?”

	Max dropped his jaw. “What are you saying? You think I did it?”

	“I think that’s what the killer wants the cops to think,” said Mason. He paced. “It won’t take long for them to learn that Al worked for you. If they show up at your office and see those geodes, or even come here,” he waved a hand at a shelf with various types of rocks atop it, “they’ll suspect you. And once they learn Al embezzled from you, that’s motive.”

	“Are you kidding? That’s outrageous. I didn’t kill Al.”

	“Then you better have an alibi. Which is why I’m asking where you were tonight. Can anyone vouch for you? Did you go anywhere?”

	Max shook his head. “No. I came home after work. Been here all night.”

	Mason cursed. “Can anyone verify that?”

	“I don’t know. Maybe the neighbors saw me drive in? How should I know?”

	“That’s not enough.” Mason rubbed his temples. “What about the geode? Do you know if one is missing? Could Al have taken it and brought it home?”

	“Mason, have you seen my shelf? I don’t count them and see if all my rocks are there each night. It’s possible one went missing and I don’t know it.”

	“That’s not good, Max. You need to get out ahead of this. Talk to an attorney.”

	Max stared, his eyes narrowed. “I think you’re getting way too ahead of this. Just because he was hit with a geode, doesn’t mean I did it. Other people own geodes.”

	Mason stopped his pacing. “Would you listen to what I am saying? Al isn’t the type to buy pretty rocks and other people who own geodes didn’t get a hundred grand stolen from them by Al.” He stepped closer. “It’s only a matter of time before the cops put two and two together.”

	Max straightened. “Are you questioning whether I did this?”

	“No. I don’t think you did it. What kind of question is that?”

	“The way you rushed over here, and the way you’re looking at me, it seems maybe you doubt me.”

	Mason tried to stay calm. “We’re talking a murder charge here. That’s why I came immediately. Would you rather I’d waited until you got your beauty sleep?”

	Max turned and put his hands on his hips.

	“Who would want to frame you?” asked Mason.

	Max stayed silent for a moment. “I’m a businessman, Mason. I deal with people all the time. Negotiations can get rough, but I certainly don’t believe any of it would be worth killing Al and framing me.”

	“Have you recently pissed somebody off?”

	Max whirled. “Mason, this is ridiculous.”

	“No, it’s not.”

	“Al undoubtedly had enemies. I can’t be the only suspect.”

	Mason thought of Bevins and Winkler and the issues he and Trick had experienced with them. “Max. You are a wealthy business owner who Al stole from, the murder weapon likely belongs to you, and you have a lousy alibi. You are low-hanging fruit. If they can get you on this, they will.”

	Max stood quietly and held his head. Mason hoped the shock of the news was finally penetrating. Max sighed. “If what you’re saying is true, how much time do you think I have, before they start to zero in on me?”

	Mason thought about it. “Two, maybe three days.”

	Max walked over to his shelf of stones. He picked a blue one up and held it. “Okay.”

	“What are you going to do?”

	Max put the stone down. “What should I do? Escape to Bolivia? Hole up until the dust settles?” Max turned toward him, his face solemn. “What would you do if you were in my shoes?”

	Mason opened his mouth to speak but stopped when he realized he didn’t have an answer.

	 

	**

	 

	Sweating, Mikey sat up, breathing hard. Her heart thudding, she tried to get her bearings. A light was on, and she heard a low murmur of voices. Confused, she realized she’d fallen asleep on the couch. After coming home late, she’d sat in front of the TV, wondering what to do and worrying about Max. She’d even called Rem, but he hadn’t answered, and she didn’t leave a message. A weird reality show with naked people walking through a jungle had been on but she’d barely noticed because she’d been thinking about Max. She wished she’d gone with Mason to see her brother but understood that Mason was trying to protect her, and there was little she could do anyway other than worry.

	Surprised she’d had another nightmare, Mikey held her head. She’d figured after finding Al’s body, that her dreams were over, but apparently, they had other ideas.

	Unsettled, Mikey rubbed her arms, trying to remember what she could. There had been more blood. Someone was losing a lot of it, but she didn’t know if they were dead or alive. She recalled walking through a house, or had she only been looking through the eyes of the killer? Mikey couldn’t be sure. She’d sensed a female’s presence, but if this person intended help or harm, Mikey didn’t know. The dream fading fast, Mikey fought to remember as much as possible.

	In her mind’s eye, she retraced her steps through the house, seeing furniture, and a big window. Drips of blood marked the floor and turning a corner, she followed them and walked into a bedroom. Water, she thought. There’s water. She didn’t see any water from her viewpoint, but sensed it was important.

	As the details of the room slowly dissolved, she hastily scanned the area and spied an object on a side table. Moving closer, she saw it was a small gold earring. It sat alone; its partner was not in sight.

	Studying it as her memories faded, she noted it was in the shape of a butterfly.

	 

	**

	 

	Mason laid in bed, staring up at the ceiling. He’d left Max’s not long after he’d arrived. Once Max had understood the seriousness of his situation, he’d gone strangely quiet. He’d thanked Mason for telling him about Al, said he’d contact an attorney in the morning and then told Mason to go home.

	Mason had wanted to stay and see if they could determine who might want to frame Max, but it was after midnight, and that conversation would be better held in the morning when they had clearer heads. So, he’d left and come home. But his mind wouldn’t settle, and all he could think of was Al’s body, and the bloody amethyst geode beside it. He wondered what Bevins and Winkler would do next. The obvious steps would be to fingerprint the geode, track down Al’s movements from the last few days, and check his phone records. If Max’s fingerprints were on the geode and also on file, then his two to three days’ timeframe would be sharply reduced. If they weren’t on file, then they still had some time.

	The next step after that would be to check Al’s background, family and employment history. Mason guessed they’d also try to locate the Margot imposter, but if they couldn’t find her, they’d move forward and talk to Rory and the real Margot, and probably ask Mason and Trick more questions, but ultimately, they’d make their way to Max, and once they saw the geodes, and learned of the embezzling, which Max wouldn’t lie about, Max would end up in handcuffs, the imposter forgotten.

	Exhausted, Mason rubbed his eyes. He rolled to his side, telling himself to stop worrying. They would figure out who was after Max, and clear Max’s name. Mason had the thought that now that Al was dead, maybe Mason could talk to him. If he could connect to Al in spirit, then maybe Al would communicate who’d killed him. That encouraged Mason, and he closed his eyes, feeling a little better.

	A loud bang, followed by what sounded like breaking glass shattered the silence, and Mason abruptly sat up, his senses alert. While he was always attuned to spirit, the Ranger side of him remained, and he considered that someone could be breaking in. Slowly, he slid out of bed and grabbed a robe. He put it on and stuck his feet into a pair of sneakers. If he ended up chasing someone, he needed to be ready. The house remained quiet, but Mason listened intently for any more noise. A few seconds passed when he heard what sounded like a footstep. It went quiet but then he heard it again. A footfall, made by someone wearing a heavy shoe.

	His heart rate picking up, he squatted low and opened the bottom drawer of his nightstand. Inside it was a locked box. Using his thumbprint to access it, he pulled out his gun and stood, his weapon raised, and took slow steps toward the door.

	His senses on high alert, he continued to listen, heard another footfall, and for the briefest moment, a quiet laugh, and then silence. Mason approached the door and swiveled, seeing his dark hallway, but nothing else. He moved forward, darting his eyes toward his guest bathroom. He checked it, kept moving, and rounded the corner into his living room.

	Nothing moved. The footsteps had stopped, but Mason sensed an eerie presence and knew he was not alone. Stepping into the living room, he could see his kitchen, and a short hall that led to a second bedroom. Scanning the area, he saw no signs of a break in. The windows were intact, and the doors closed. Opening up, he let his senses guide him, and felt the presence once more. Deciding to check the other bedroom, he took a step and heard and felt a crunch beneath his sneaker.

	He stopped and looked down. In the muted light, he saw broken glass. Staying aware, he stooped low, picked up a piece, and spotted the picture frame. It had been on his mantel. Mason dropped the piece of glass, reached for the frame and picked it up. It held a picture of him and his family from years earlier, when his mother was alive. They’d been celebrating a birthday and they were all together, even Max. His mother had insisted that a guest at the party take the photo.

	Mikey stood in front, making a funny face. Mason stood next to his mother with Max on the other side of her, and Margaret stood behind Mom, her face a mixture of annoyance and weariness. Margaret had never liked family get-togethers. Their father even stood to the side, looking out of place, but mom had insisted he be in the picture. They’d divorced three years earlier, but had remained friends, even though dad had moved away and remarried one of Mom’s old girlfriends.

	Mason held the photo and carefully pulled it out of the broken glass. Now keenly aware that his house was not under assault by any physical presence, he tuned in. Who had knocked the picture off the mantel, and then stepped through his house loudly enough to get his attention?

	A movement caught his eye and, alarmed, Mason stood. He set the broken frame and picture on the couch as a dark shape darted into a far corner.

	“Who are you?” he asked. Still holding his gun, he lowered it. Whatever was in the corner couldn’t be shot. “What do you want?”

	It didn’t move or make a noise. Mason stepped closer, his breathing shaky. He recalled his previous evening with Valerie and recalled the movement behind her while he’d sat on the couch with her. Is this what he’d seen?

	“Hello? Are you there?” he whispered, taking another step. Mason opened up more, trying to get an idea for whatever hid from him, but desired his attention enough to scare him out of bed and break his family picture. “You wanted me out here and here I am.” He gripped his gun. Although it could do nothing to protect him, he felt better holding it. “Tell me why you’re here. I’m all ears.”

	He waited, but it remained eerily silent. Mason’s heart still thumped though, and he didn’t move. Sensing the spirit wanted Mason to keep his distance, Mason tried a different tactic. “Listen. You came to me. If you want to talk, let’s talk. But I have boundaries. No scaring me in the middle of the night is a big one.”

	The spirit didn’t respond.

	“Communication is on my terms. Not yours. You got it?”

	Nothing.

	Mason forced his shoulders and neck to relax. “Okay then, it’s late. If you don’t want to communicate, I’m going back to bed.”

	Slowly turning, he heard a soft laugh. His hair raised again, and Mason glanced back just in time to see a black mass rush out of the corner at him. Mason startled out of his stance and dove onto his couch. His only objective was to get out of the way and not get hit. In his peripheral vision, he saw the black shadow rush past him, and his skin broke out in chills when a freezing blast of air enveloped him. Glass crunched again as if the thing had stepped on the remnants of his picture frame, and then it went quiet.

	Mason sat up, breathing hard, trying to determine what had just happened. He reached out again mentally, but now his house felt empty. He sensed no presence. Whatever it was, it had left. But Mason didn’t doubt for a second that it would return. And what was worse, when the thing had darted past him, he’d felt the energy of it, and it was familiar. Swallowing, Mason realized why.

	It was the shadow creature from the house he’d cleared. It had followed Mason home.

	Mason sat quietly, trying to collect himself. A minute or two passed, and then he stood, walked over the glass, returned to his bedroom, and entered his bathroom. He opened his medicine cabinet, found a bottle of pills and opened it. He shook two pills out, popped them dry into his mouth, and swallowed, then recapped the bottle and returned it to the shelf. 

	Unsteady and clasping his shaking hands, he stared at his pale reflection in the mirror.

	 


Chapter Eleven

	Mikey tapped her pen on her notepad, thinking. Not that it was helping. Trick sat at his desk on the opposite side of the room, staring at a laptop. Periodically, he’d shoot a glance at her, but then go back to his computer.

	Sighing, Mikey eyed the time. “Where is he?”

	Trick studied his screen. “He had a late night with Max. He said he’d be in later. Let him rest. He needs it.”

	Mikey rested her chin in her hand. “Mason sleeping in is like a T-rex eating veggies. It never happens.”

	Trick sat up. “It’s rare but not impossible. I’m sure a T-rex occasionally snacked on a carrot or an apple. Besides, I bet he didn’t sleep much because he’s worried about Max.”

	“All the more reason he’d be here.”

	“It’s fine. Besides, it’s not like we can’t do exactly what he would do.”

	“And what’s that? Try and contact the fake Margot? We tried and no luck. Whatever number she gave us, she’s not answering. And her address is a recycling plant.” She tapped again on her paper.

	“If you’re going to keep up that tapping, I may have to shoot you.”

	Mikey moaned. “This sitting around is killing me. Aren’t you worried about Max? We need to do something.” She waved a hand. “The woman who came in here and said she was Margot is just walking around out there, probably thinking she got away with murder and Max will take the fall. We can’t locate her and what’s worse, we can’t prove Max’s innocence.” She huffed. “And now I’m having more dreams with blood in them, which doesn’t bode well for Max, or any of us.”

	Trick frowned. “You had another dream?”

	“I did. But before you ask, I didn’t see anything helpful, but somebody’s bleeding. A lot. And I saw an earring if that helps.”

	“An earring? Like one of Margot’s big hoop ones?”

	“No. A small gold one, in the shape of a butterfly, and by itself, like its match was missing.”

	“I’ll keep that in mind.” He went back to studying his screen.

	“What are you doing over there?” she asked. “You better not be on a dating site.”

	He raised the side of his lip. “Never had the need.”

	She rolled her eyes.

	Trick stood, holding the laptop, and sat on the couch. “Come here. Take a look.”

	“I really don’t want to see selfies of you flexing your muscles in the mirror.”

	“Those are on my phone.” He patted the couch. “Sit your butt. I need your sharp eye.”

	Mikey stood and went to sit beside Trick. “What is it?” She eyed the screen and saw a dark photo of the side of a couch. “You’re a terrible photographer.”

	Trick offered her a sideways glance. “These are the photos I took at Al’s before the cops arrived. And the few I took when I visited the first time.”

	“You mean when you broke in.”

	“Semantics,” he said. “I apologize I didn’t have proper lighting.” He handed her the laptop, and she set it on her lap. “Flip through them. Check everything. Zoom in and out. See if you can find anything that might lead to a clue.”

	Mikey felt guilty when she realized Trick had been doing something useful and she’d been complaining. “You took a lot of pictures.”

	“Better to be thorough.”

	Mikey took her time and studied the photos. She saw Al’s front room with the trash and his messy kitchen. “He’s a slob.”

	“Not anymore, he isn’t.”

	“Good point.” She flipped to a picture of a shelf containing two photos. Zooming in, she saw what looked like Al sitting in a restaurant with the woman who looked like the Margot imposter, so Mikey assumed it was the actual Margot. The other photo was Al with an older woman who Mikey guessed was his mother, on a cruise ship. “Were these the only photos he had?”

	“From what I saw.”

	Mikey scrolled through to the pictures of the crime scene. Cringing at the sight of Al’s body, she made herself look. Max’s defense, should he need one, depended on it. Al was lying face down in a pool of blood, but there’d been drips of blood leading into the bedroom. “He must have been hit out in the living room, because the blood tracks into the bedroom,” she said.

	“My guess is he was attacked by someone he knew, then he runs into the bedroom to get away, the killer follows, and finishes the job.”

	“Did he fight back? Does he have defensive wounds?”

	“Don’t know.”

	“So the killer may be walking around with a scratched or bruised face?”

	“Who knows? Al’s not a big guy. He may have collapsed in the bedroom and the killer whacked him a few more times and left. He, or she, may not have a mark on them.”

	Mikey studied the areas around Al’s body but didn’t see anything helpful. “How long do you think he was dead?”

	“Not long. He was still warm.”

	“We’d just missed the killer?”

	Trick sighed. “If we hadn’t been across town when curler lady called, we might have caught him in the act.”

	Mikey thought about it. “So, Al comes back to his apartment. Somebody’s watching, though, and sees him go in.”

	“Or they did what we did. They asked somebody to call when they saw Al, but I doubt it because it’s not reliable, and it’s risky because then somebody can connect them to the scene. My guess is they waited, or they lured Al in. They got in touch with him and agreed to meet. Only it didn’t go the way Al thought.”

	“Either way, Al shows up,” said Mikey. “There’s an argument, and the killer hits him with a geode? That’s not something you carry in your pocket.”

	“No. Which indicates premeditation. The killer brought it with them. Whether the intention was to murder Al, I don’t know, but just in case, the killer was ready. There’s no geode on Al’s shelves in my pictures from my first visit, so unless this is some random killing with a random geode, which is unlikely, then this is a deliberate attempt to frame Max.”

	“Where is Mason? He needs to see these.”

	“He will eventually.”

	Mikey moved on to the picture of the geode, partially hidden behind a bedsheet, and then a close-up of it when Trick had pushed the bedsheet aside. “Ugh. Is that hair? That’s gruesome.”

	“It’s not pretty. The killer’s got a mean right hook. They meant business.”

	“You think they’ll find fingerprints?”

	“If they do, they’ll be Max’s. The killer likely wore gloves. But if it is from Max’s shelf, then Max will have touched it.”

	“Damn it. Anyone could have taken that from Max’s office.”

	“Not really. Not everybody can get into Max’s office.”

	“How hard can it be? Hell, it could be a maintenance man, a member of the cleaning crew, you name it.”

	“Maybe, but they’re not your killers. This person knows Max. They’re pissed. You don’t frame somebody you like.”

	“But why? Why are they so angry?” She zoomed in on the geode and the area around it.

	“In my experience, it’s involves either love or money. Those are the two big ones.” He tipped his head. “Is Max seeing anyone?”

	“Not that I know of, but he wouldn’t tell me. He’s tight-lipped about that stuff. Unless he’s ready for her to meet the family, we’d likely never know about it.”

	“I think now’s the time to ask.”

	“Maybe Mason knows.”

	Trick snickered. “Based on my observations, Max isn’t sharing any secrets with Red.”

	“Yeah. I know.” Mikey flipped to another pic and zoomed in again. “I’ll call Max. Maybe we can go talk to him. Ask him these questions, except Mason will want to be there, too.”

	“We’ll call Red if he’s not here soon.”

	Mikey considered something else. “What happens when the cops learn we warned Max? They’ll put two and two together and know we saw the geode. Could we get in trouble?”

	“With Bevins and Winkler? Perish the thought. But that’s the least of our worries. If they ask, we’ll just tell them the truth. Unless Max leaves the country, it won’t matter, although it might piss Bevins and Winkler off, which might make it worth it.”

	Mikey flipped to the next photo. She was getting to the end and hadn’t caught anything. Trick had taken a picture of the carpet beside the bed near the geode. She zoomed in. “What’s that?”

	“What?” Trick leaned over. “Where?”

	“Here.” Mikey focused on something shiny stuck in the carpet. It was probably trash, but she got in as tight as she could. The image blurred and she swiveled the laptop to look at it from a different angle. Trick tried to look, too.

	The object suddenly took on a recognizable shape and Mikey gasped. “Do you see that?” She handed the laptop to Trick, who fiddled with the zoom and also moved the laptop. 

	“I’ll be damned. Is that…?” he asked.

	“Call me crazy, but that’s a butterfly earring stuck in the carpet.”

	Trick’s mouth opened and his eyes narrowed. “Hell. Somebody’s missing an earring.”

	“And the match to it is in someone’s house.” She poked him in the shoulder. “I saw it in my dream.”

	Trick studied the photo and then zoomed back out. “It’s curious, but not necessarily a smoking gun.”

	“Trick, I saw that exact same earring. You can’t tell me that it doesn’t have some significance.”

	“That earring could have been dropped there months ago. I doubt if Al even owned a vacuum. There’s no telling who it belonged to, and even if Bevins and Winkler found it and bagged it, there’s no way they’ll figure out who it belongs to either.”

	“I dreamed about Al’s body, and it happened. Now you’re telling me I’m dreaming about some woman’s lost earring, and it doesn’t matter? What about the blood? I saw blood in the same house with the earring. I’m telling you. It’s important.” She shifted on the couch. “Mason would agree with me. Bevins and Winkler might ignore it, but we can’t. I think it belongs to the killer.”

	Trick set the laptop on the coffee table. “I’m not saying it doesn’t. I just think we need to keep our options open. Men wear earrings too, you know.”

	Mikey almost argued, but then realized that had to be considered. She hadn’t gotten a hundred percent hit on whether she’d been in a man or woman’s house. “Fair enough. But if you find that earring, be careful.”

	“You got it. I see anyone wearing a gold butterfly earring with no matching butterfly, they’re toast.”

	“I’m serious.”

	“So am I. I promise, I’ll be careful, but the same goes for you. Don’t go tackling any would-be killers just because they’re missing an earring.”

	“Don’t worry. I’ll leave the rough stuff to you and Mason.” She rubbed her neck, recalling her harrowing experience in the Cissy Howard case. She looked back toward the door. “I’m calling Mason again. He should be here. I’m starting to worry.”

	Before she could get up, she heard the outer door open and close.

	“That must be him,” said Trick.

	The inner door opened, and Mason entered, looking disheveled. His clothes were wrinkled, and dark circles hung beneath his eyes.

	Mikey stood. “Mason. What’s wrong?”

	Mason tossed his hat in a chair and sat beside Trick on the couch. “Nothing. I’m fine.” He rested his elbows on his knees and rubbed his face. “Didn’t sleep much.”

	“You look like you’ve been wrestling a boar,” said Trick. “And lost.”

	“It’s nothing. Just a bad night.” He looked up with weary eyes. “You talk to Max?”

	Mikey eyed her brother, knowing something was up. “I left a message this morning, but he hasn’t called back. I figured when you got here, we could go over there.” She returned to her seat at the couch. “How’d it go with him last night?”

	Mason snorted. “You know Max. Mr. Calm, Cool and Collected. You’d have thought I’d told him we were going to dinner. He seems pretty sure this will all work out, and that Bevins and Winkler will find the appropriate bad guy.”

	“They will,” said Trick. “But unfortunately, it will be Max.”

	“Try telling him that,” said Mason. “Although he did say he would contact an attorney, so that’s something at least.” He stifled a yawn and Mikey and Trick made eye contact. “What have you two been doing this morning?” asked Mason.

	Mikey launched into an explanation of her dream, and then showed him Trick’s picture of the earring in Al’s carpet.

	Mason stared at it. “You think that’s going to find the person framing Max?”

	“I don’t know if it will find him, but it might identify him, or her,” said Mikey.

	“It’s an earring, Mikey.” Mason squeezed his temples. “You could be dreaming about one of Al’s old girlfriends. Hell. It could belong to Charlotte, Al’s ex.”

	“Do you think that woman would wear a butterfly earring?” asked Trick with a smirk. “Not likely.”

	“I’m just saying Mason,” said Mikey. “I think we need to─”

	“We need to get serious, is what we need to do, and stop chasing dreams.” Mason stood. “Where’s the coffee? Did you make any?”

	Mikey stilled and Mason stomped over to the coffee machine.

	“I made some earlier,” said Mikey.

	“But I drank most of it,” said Trick. He looked at Mikey with concern, and Mikey returned the look. “You sure you’re okay, Red?”

	Mason grabbed the almost empty pot. “I’ll make some more. And stop asking me if I’m okay. I told you, I’m fine.” He went to the closet to refill the pot from a water dispenser.

	Concerned, Mikey stood and went to the desk and rested a hip against it. When Mason returned, she crossed her arms. “You want to take the day? Go get some rest?” 

	Mason started to fill the coffee machine but whirled toward her and water sloshed in the pot. “Damnit, Mikey. If I wanted to stay home and rest, I would, but I think we’ve got a few things to do. Like try and save Max from a life in prison.” He added the rest of the water and banged the pot down. “You think we can focus on that instead of me?”

	Mikey bit back a retort and Trick stood. “That’s not fair, Red. Mikey and I have been working, but unless you’ve got some better ideas, we’re at a standstill. We need to talk to Max.”

	His face taut, Mason tossed in a filter and splashed grounds into it, then slammed it in, and flipped the machine on. “Thank you for that brilliant insight. What would I do without you?”

	Trick set his jaw and Mikey tensed. “What is going on, Mason?” she asked.

	The coffee began to percolate, and Mason stared at the machine, his hands on his hips. He stood quietly before he dropped his head and let go of a deep breath. “I’m sorry. I’m not myself this morning.”

	Mikey’s worry increased. “Did something happen last night?”

	Mason looked up. “It’s just…this case, I think. I barely slept, thinking about Max, and I’m mad at myself because the more I think about what to do, the more helpless I feel.” He paused. “It’s just a matter of time before he’s arrested.”

	Trick’s shoulders came down. “Let’s not think the worst. We need to talk to him. Mikey and I were discussing it. Something like this usually comes down to either love or money. Was Max dating anybody?”

	Mason looked between the two of them. “Max and I don’t exactly share personal stuff.”

	“Then it’s time that ended,” said Trick. “Get some coffee and try and become human again. You go to Max’s like this,” he waved a hand,” and you won’t get inside the door before you two start to argue. If you want to get through to him, you’re going to have to do it with a much cooler head.”

	“I’ll be fine.” Mason turned toward the machine. “I can handle Max.” He sighed. “You find anything else on those photos besides a silly earring?”

	Mikey bit her tongue, knowing her brother was in no shape for her to go off on him.

	“Nothing other than what we already saw,” said Trick.

	“Figures,” said Mason, under his breath.

	Mikey returned to the couch and picked up Trick’s laptop. Before her frustration got the better of her and she started yelling at Mason, she had to distract herself. She flipped through the photos again and stopped on the one of Al’s shelf and his two pictures. Looking at the photos, she lowered the laptop, thinking. “Trick,” she said.

	Trick had started toward his desk, but he stopped and turned. “What?”

	Mikey chewed her lip. “This picture…”

	Trick leaned over her shoulder. “What about it?”

	“Who is she?” She tapped at the photo with Al and the younger woman. “I was thinking it was Margot, because she looked like the imposter, but what if it’s the opposite?”

	Trick studied the picture. “You think Al is dining with our imposter? It’s possible.”

	“That makes no sense,” said Mason with a grumble behind them.

	Mikey ignored him. “Based on what I saw online, this woman looks like the imposter, who looks like Margot.”

	Trick stared. “What are you thinking?”

	A thought occurred to Mikey. “What if─?” She tapped her chin.

	Trick studied the picture and his eyes widened. “…that is actually Margot?”

	“What the hell are you two talking about?” asked Mason.

	Mikey put the laptop down. “What if we’ve been trusting the wrong person? What if that was the real Margot who hired us that day?”

	“Hell.” Trick straightened. “What do we know about Rory?”

	“Not much,” said Mikey. “But I can do some digging.” She stood, went to sit at the desk and shook the mouse. The monitor brightened.

	“Does someone want to tell me what is going on?” Mason squeezed his temples again. “Damn this headache.”

	“There’s aspirin in the drawer,” said Mikey. “But don’t take it on an empty stomach.” She suspected Mason hadn’t eaten breakfast. “And you should drink some water.”

	“Mikey…,” said Mason.

	“Don’t argue with me,” said Mikey. “You’re lucky I’m being nice.”

	Trick came around the desk and leaned over her. “You checking out Rory Whitten?”

	“Damn straight,” said Mikey, typing and clicking.

	Holding an empty mug, Mason came over and eyed the screen. “What are you two doing?”

	Trick looked over. “Something tells me Rory Whitten lied to us.”

	“About what?” asked Mason.

	Trick rolled his eyes. “About Margot being out of town.”

	“But why?” asked Mason.

	“You really need to get some sleep, partner,” said Trick.

	“Bingo,” said Mikey. “Look. It’s a mug shot.”

	“I’ll be damned,” said Trick. “What was he arrested for?”

	Mikey clicked again. “Check fraud and identity theft.”

	“Looks like Rory isn’t so poor and innocent after all,” said Trick.

	“Just because he has a record doesn’t mean he’s lying,” said Mason. “Margot could have easily been out of town.”

	“Wait a minute.” Mikey put her hands on her head. She grabbed her notebook, flipped through it and stopped on a page. “Here.” She picked up the phone.

	“Who are you calling?” asked Trick.

	“Rory said Wilhemina worked as a real estate agent,” said Mikey, dialing. “When we talked to Charlotte, she mentioned meeting Willie once when she and Al went to New York one summer. She had one of Willie’s cards, remember Mason?”

	Mason mumbled something and Mikey listened as the phone rang. “I asked to see the card when you used the bathroom, Trick. She found it and I wrote the number down.”

	“You think of everything, don’t you?” asked Trick.

	“It’s annoying, isn’t it?” asked Mason.

	Trick scowled. “You want to save your brother, or not?”

	“How is this saving Max?” asked Mason. He grimaced. “How long does it take to make coffee?”

	Trick pointed. “Because if Rory lied to us, and it was Margot who was here, then my gut says they’re working together, and my guess is she’s hiding out at Rory’s. And if you want to find Al’s killer, I’d say that’s a big first step.”

	Mason’s face fell. “Shit.”

	Mikey heard the phone pick up and a receptionist at the Wilhemina Real Estate Agency answered. Mikey told her a quick story about needing to talk to Willie about her brother in the wake of his sudden death. She hated lying but she had to talk to Willie. The woman put her on hold, and within a minute, Willie answered the phone.

	Mikey didn’t miss a beat and spoke to her, making up a sad story about being Al’s friend and offering her condolences. Margot sniffed and thanked her, and Mikey asked if she and her sister Margot would be flying back together for the funeral. Willie sniffed again and responded. Mikey eyed Trick and Mason, who were watching. She spoke for another few seconds, then offered her condolences again, and hung up.

	“Well?” asked Trick.

	Mikey tapped the phone. “Willie hasn’t seen Margot in almost a year. That bastard lied to us.”

	 


Chapter Twelve

	Mason sat in the passenger seat of Trick’s car, gripping an insulated thermos of coffee, and holding his pounding temples, while Trick held a pair of binoculars and watched Rory’s building.

	Mason rested his head back and closed his eyes. “You sure Barkie gave us the right information?”

	“You’d be surprised what a good bar owner knows about his customers,” said Trick. “I’m quite sure we’re at the correct address. Barkie’s played a few poker games here.” 

	Mason massaged his tight neck. “How long have we been sitting in this car?”

	“About an hour.”

	Mason blew out a breath. “It feels like four.”

	“Chin up, Red. Rory doesn’t know we’re on to him. He’s not the one hiding.”

	“Then why don’t we go in there and confront him? If Margot’s with him, we’ll confront them both.”

	“It’s tempting, but I think it’s better if we talk to Margot alone. She’ll be more intimidated without her brother to back her up, and less likely to keep up the lie.”

	Mason cracked an eye open. “We could call Bevins and Winkler. Tell them about Rory. Then they can come and arrest them both.”

	Trick lowered the binoculars. “In what world do we believe that Bevins and Winkler will get to the bottom of this? We could walk them by the hand to these two, and they’d laugh at us. Right now, unless Margot or Rory’s fingerprints turn up at the scene or a witness saw them murdering their brother, we’ve got nothing that ties Margot and Rory to Al’s murder other than they are related. What we need is a confession.”

	Mason snorted. “Good luck with that.”

	Trick frowned and faced Mason. “Listen. I get you’re tired and worried about Max, but there’s something else going on here. What’s with the surly attitude?”

	Mason tensed. “I’m not surly.”

	“The hell you’re not. You jumped down Mikey’s throat this morning, and you’ve been belligerent with me. That’s not like you.” He raised a brow. “Is it the lovely Miss Vain? Did you two have a fight?”

	“No. Valerie and I did not have a fight. We’re fine.”

	“Someone crapped in your cornflakes, then, because you’re not yourself.”

	“You don’t know everything,” said Mason. He thought of his late-night visitor and clenched his jaw. The last thing he wanted to do was talk about his shadow man. Mikey and Trick would only badger him about it, and he didn’t want to hear it. He’d forced the ugly spirit out of one house, and he could do it again.

	“When it comes to you, I do.” Trick held the steering wheel but kept his eyes on Rory’s building. “Just like you know me better than anyone.” He paused. “It’s not the pills again, is it? Are you taking them?”

	His anger flaring, Mason sat straight. “Pills? Are you serious? My brother is framed for murder, and I have a bad night’s sleep, and you think I’m a drug user? Thanks a lot, partner.”

	“You know what I’m referring to.”

	Mason kept a flat stare on his face but couldn’t help but think back. It hadn’t been long into his Ranger days and his partnership with Trick before the combination of the job and his paranormal gifts began to take a toll mentally and physically. While he loved being a Ranger, seeing dead loved ones at crime scenes and around living family members had exhausted him, and he’d become depressed. At the time, he’d struggled to create boundaries with Spirit, and the more he worked to push them away, the worse it got, until he’d finally seen a doctor who’d prescribed some pills. They’d helped calm him, the spectral encounters decreased, but then the prescription had run out. His anxiety had returned around the same time that Mason had been injured by a speeding car driven by an escaping drug-dealer. His back had taken the brunt and he’d been prescribed pain killers. Those had worked wonders not just for his back but also for his stress. Once that prescription had run out, he’d found other doctors who could supply more pills.

	At the time, he’d thought he was handling it until he’d almost shot an unarmed teenage felon. Trick had confronted him after finding Mason’s hidden stash of prescriptions. The shame alone had forced Mason to stop. He’d found a shrink and had gone cold turkey. Trick had supported him through it and kept his secret, even though ultimately Mason made the decision to leave the Rangers, move to San Diego, become a PI, and use his gifts to benefit others. He hadn’t touched another pill until after his mother’s funeral, when the demons had reared their head again.

	“Mason?” asked Trick. “You there?”

	Mason sighed and rubbed his eyes. “Yeah. I’m here. And no. I’m not doing drugs.”

	“I know you’re not a hard-core user, Red.”

	Mason dropped his hand and met Trick’s gaze. “I am not popping pills, okay?” The lie seeped into his bones, and Mason held his stomach.

	Trick stared back, and Mason forced himself to hold the look. If he broke it, Trick would know the truth. But Trick’s gaze got the better of him, and he had to counter it before he weakened. “There’s something in my house.”

	“What do you mean? Like rats?”

	“No,” Mason groaned. “Not rats. That would be easy. I mean a spirit.”

	“What kind of spirit?”

	Mason debated how much to say, but he needed to keep Trick off the subject of pills. “The not-so-nice kind. It’s why I had such a horrible night. It shattered one of my picture frames from my mantel.”

	Trick paled. “Not a picture of me, I hope.”

	“God forbid. No. It was a family photo.”

	“Why is it targeting you?”

	Mason shrugged. “Probably because I tried to banish it from a client, and I pissed it off.”

	Trick narrowed his eyes. “This isn’t the bad guy from the closet, is it? The one that locked you in, turned out the lights, and scratched you?”

	“Yeah. It might be.”

	Trick gripped the wheel. “Is this common when you banish something?”

	“No. Not really. I guess it likes me.”

	“What are you going to do about it?”

	“Banish it again.”

	“Will that work?”

	“I guess I’ll find out.” Mason pointed. “Not a word of this to Mikey. You got it? She’ll drive me nuts about this and only worry.”

	“Does she have reason to be concerned?”

	“Promise me you won’t tell her.”

	Trick hesitated, but then nodded. “Fine. Mum’s the word. But what’s your plan to rid your house of this thing? You can’t live like this for long.”

	“I smudged the house last night and told it to leave. We’ll see if that worked. Hopefully, it got the message and it’s gone now.”

	“But what if it isn’t?”

	“I’ll figure it out. You know me. I don’t give up easy.”

	Trick studied him. “It sounds like this thing doesn’t either. By the looks of you, it won round one.”

	“It took me by surprise. But now that I’m onto it, I’ll be more prepared.”

	“You need my help?”

	Mason chuckled. “So you can run like hell when you see it?”

	“I can stand my ground. I may pee myself, but I’ll risk it if it means getting rid of this thing, just so long as it doesn’t hang out at my place.”

	“There’s no room at your place.”

	“There’s a small spot in the closet between the shoes and the shirts, but it would be snug.” Trick raised a brow. “Maybe that’s your answer. Make it uncomfortable enough that it wants to leave.”

	“That’s the plan.” He stared out the window at Rory’s building, still feeling Trick’s stare.

	“You sure that’s all, Red?”

	Mason didn’t look back, but didn’t answer, either. For a brief moment, he considered coming clean and spilling the ugly truth, but then he spotted a man leaving the building and sat straight. “That’s him.”

	Trick raised the binoculars. He watched for a second. “That’s Rory, all right.”

	Mason looked back at the building. “You sure she’s in there?”

	“I’d bet my hat and boots on it.”

	Rory walked to the intersection and crossed. Trick put the binoculars down and popped open the car door. “Let’s go talk to our lovely client.”

	 

	**

	 

	Mikey approached the receptionist’s desk outside Max’s office, holding two disposable cups of coffee. She’d stopped and purchased them on the way, figuring Max would need one after they talked.

	“Hey, Dana. Is he here?” She nodded toward Max’s door. Once she, Trick and Mason had learned that the real Margot had been their client, they’d decided that Trick and Mason would go to Rory’s and Mikey would find Max, since she’d be more likely to get information out of him. Since Max had chosen to ignore her call, Mikey had decided to just show up. She understood her brother well enough to know that he’d bury himself in his work and act like nothing was wrong. It was how he dealt with most stressful situations.

	Dana looked up from a folder. Her pretty blue eyes widened. “Hey, Mikey. How are you?”

	“I’m good.” She eyed the door. “How’s Max?”

	“Fine. A little quiet, but that’s not unusual.”

	Mikey nodded. “You ever go on that date with that scuba instructor?”

	Dana smiled. “I did, but he wasn’t my type. Although I got a free lesson out of it.”

	“That’s something, I guess.”

	“What about you? You seeing anybody?”

	Mikey thought of Rem. “No. Not at the moment.”

	“I can set you up with the scuba instructor. He’s cute.”

	Mikey shook her head. “I’m not much for examining the deep blue sea. I prefer the big blue sky and plenty of oxygen, but thanks.”

	“You change your mind, let me know.”

	“I will.”

	“Hey.” Dana leaned in. “What’s the story on your brother’s partner?”

	“Trick? You met him?”

	“The other day. When Mason came to talk to Max. He’s hot.” She raised a hand. “Unless you like him.”

	Mikey laughed. “Uhm, no. He’s not my type. Just be warned, he’s more interested in fun than commitment.”

	She twirled a tendril of blonde hair. “I like fun.”

	Mikey debated saying more but figured Dana was a big girl and could handle Trick just fine. “Is Max busy?”

	“I think he’s on the phone, but that’s never stopped you before.”

	“True. It hasn’t. Thanks, Dana.”

	“You’re welcome.” Dana went back to her folder.

	Mikey walked to the office door, adjusting the cups in her hand, and opened it. Max sat his desk, speaking into his phone. Seeing her, he glowered.

	Mikey closed the door behind her, walked over and put one of the coffees on his desk, and sat across from him in one of his chairs. She crossed her legs, bobbed her foot and sipped her drink.

	“Sure thing, Bill. I’ll do that,” said Max, his gaze still on Mikey. “Listen. I’ve got to run. I’ll call later you if I need to.” He sighed softly. “Yeah. I know. Thanks.” He hung up and interlaced his fingers. “Mikey, what the hell are you doing here?”

	Mikey put her coffee cup on his desk. “Why didn’t you call me back?”

	“Because I’m busy. I’ve got a business to run.”

	“Your business is the least of your problems.”

	“Ah, hell,” said Max. “You talked to Mason.”

	“Talked to Mason? I work with him, you idiot. I was there when they found Al’s body.”

	“You were there?” He pointed a pen at her. “That’s exactly why I don’t like you working with him. He puts you at risk.”

	“In case you haven’t realized, I’m quite capable of taking care of myself.”

	“Is that why you were almost killed on your last case?”

	Mikey went quiet. “I didn’t die, though, did I? And we caught the bad guy.”

	“You should have never been there in the first place.”

	Mikey leaned forward. “What do you want to do? Put me in a box so you know where I am at all times? It doesn’t work like that. I like what I do, and I like working with Mason. Get over it already. And no more talking about me. I came here to talk about you, who’s managed to get himself into his own pickle, and now refuses to do anything about it.”

	“There’s nothing to do. The law will figure it out.”

	“The law will figure it out? Is that what you’re hanging your hat on? Then get ready to do twenty-five to life, brother, because the detectives on your case want a conviction, and if they find the evidence we think they will, you’re ripe for it.”

	“I didn’t do anything.”

	“I know you didn’t, but you have to prove that.”

	“No. They have to prove I’m guilty.”

	Mikey shook her head. “You know, for a man who built up a million-dollar business from nothing, you sure can be an idiot.” She held up a finger. “One, the murder weapon is an amethyst geode that, hmm,” she waved at his shelves full of colorful geodes, “might have just come from here and probably has your prints on it.” She held out a second finger. “Two, Al stole money from you, and three, your alibi is that you were home alone. How hard is it based on that to prove your guilt?”

	Max sat back in his seat. “If Al stole from me, then he stole from others. There must be other suspects.”

	“Unless they own a collection of geodes and their fingerprints are on the murder weapon, then forget about them. Nobody cares. Especially Bevins and Winkler.”

	“Bevins and Winkler?”

	“The detectives on Al’s case. Let’s just say Mason and Trick have a history with them, and it’s not all roses and daffodils.”

	“So, they’ll come after me because they have a beef against Mason?”

	“Once they realize you’re Mason’s brother, it won’t help.”

	Max crossed his arms. “What a wonderful profession you’re in.”

	“Don’t start, Max.”

	“You know, you could work here. I’ve told you a thousand times─”

	“I don’t want to work here. A desk job is akin to shooting me in the chest with arrows.” 

	“But you have a business degree.”

	“My mistake,” said Mikey. “Can we get to the point of my visit now?”

	“I thought we did. Everybody thinks I’m guilty.”

	Mikey tried not to show her impatience. “That is not why I’m here. We need to talk about who would have motive to frame you. If Bevins and Winkler refuse to go down this road, then we have to.”

	“I don’t know anyone who would want to frame me.”

	Mikey did her best to stay patient, but her two brothers were pushing her limits. “Trick says that murder usually comes down to money or love. Since we know you didn’t kill Al because of the money, and assuming you don’t owe him money, we have to ask if you’ve been seeing anyone recently. Have you dated or had a relationship with somebody who might be capable of this?”

	Max scoffed. “Trick said? That’s another reason you shouldn’t be working with Mason. Now he’s brought that charlatan in with him. Monroe is trouble.”

	Mikey set her jaw. “That charlatan is out with Mason right now trying to prove your innocence. So stop being an asshole and answer my question.”

	“Don’t call me an asshole.”

	“Then stop acting like one.”

	Max glared and Mikey glared back. “One more time,” said Mikey. “Are you dating anyone?”

	Max didn’t answer, and Mikey half-expected he might throw her out, but then his shoulders relaxed. “No,” he said.

	“What about recently? Anybody you broke up with who might hold a grudge?”

	“Mikey─”

	“What is the big deal? I’m trying to help you, you know?”

	Max groaned and blew out a heavy breath. “I don’t like being the one who needs help.”

	“I’m getting that. But maybe it’s time to get over it.” Mikey waited.

	Max finally nodded. “Fine. About six months ago, I joined a dating service. The fancy kind, where they ask a lot of questions and match you up with other professionals based on your personality traits and then you go to lunch.”

	“How’d that go?”

	Max shrugged. “Not bad. I met some nice women. Went on some nice dates, but nothing much came of it other than I spent a lot of money. I did meet one woman though, and we went out for a few months.”

	“Really?” Mikey pulled out a small notepad from her purse. “Why’d you stop seeing her?”

	Max opened his mouth but paused. “She…uh…she got weird.”

	Mikey’s heart thumped, and she found a pencil. “Weird? Weird how?”

	“I don’t know. She was calling a lot. Got a little clingy. She’d get upset when I didn’t respond to her messages fast enough. Got mad when I canceled on her because of a work meeting. I…” He stopped. 

	“What?”

	“I broke it off when I caught her snooping through my wallet.”

	Mikey scribbled on her paper. “What’s her name?”

	“It was Linda. Linda McAllister.”

	“Had she been in your office?” asked Mikey.

	Max stared off. “Yes. Once.” His mouth opened. “She admired my rock collection.”

	“You have her contact information? Address? Have you been to her house?” Mikey had to wonder if Linda McAllister’s home was the one from her dreams.

	Max stammered. “I…yes. Once.”

	“Sorry to ask this, but did you sleep with her?”

	Max hesitated. “Mikey…”

	“Don’t think of me as your sister, Max. Think of me as an investigator. Bevins and Winkler would ask you the same questions. Besides, I know you’re not chaste. You used to date Rachel Dunlop in high school. I read what she wrote in your yearbook.” She smiled. “As I recall, she made a reference to nibbling your─”

	“Never mind that,” said Max with a huff. “Fine. Yes. I slept with Linda.”

	Mikey made more notes. “When’s the last time you saw her?”

	“I don’t know. It’s been a few months. I think it was at the grocery store.”

	“Grocery store? Why the grocery store?”

	“She pretended to bump into me and wanted to talk, asked me what I was doing, but I didn’t bite. I told her I was seeing someone else, and that it was over between us.”

	“Were you seeing someone else?”

	“No. I lied to get her off my back.”

	Mikey nodded. “Where’s her contact info?”

	“Dana can get it for you.” He paused. “Linda doesn’t strike me as a killer though. She may be a little unstable, but she’s just looking for love in all the wrong places.”

	“I suspect most killers are.”

	“Come on. Give me some credit. I can read people too, you know?”

	Mikey put her pencil back in her purse. “Since when? I thought you swore off all that woo-woo stuff.”

	Max studied the pen in his hand. “Maybe not all of it.”

	Mikey closed her notebook. “Then why do you give Mason such a hard time? You know what he can do. He’s extremely gifted. Why do you throw it in his face?”

	“I don’t throw it in his face. He throws it in mine. He’s mad because I don’t become some paranormal businessman and tell everyone their fortunes.”

	“He embraces his gifts, Max, while you snicker at them. And he doesn’t tell anyone their fortunes. You know that.”

	“Mason is smart, Mikey. Probably smarter than me, but he chooses to pursue demons, ghosts and Big Foot. It’s silly, and a waste of his talents.”

	“You’re smart, too, Max. Maybe smarter than Mason, but you choose to pursue business deals, corporate bigwigs and money. Maybe that’s a waste of your talents.”

	Max picked up his coffee. “You always take his side.”

	“I’m on both your sides. I just wish you two could see each other differently and accept each other for who you are. You’re brothers, you know? You’re never going to have another one.”

	Max leaned back and rocked in his chair. “He’s out there, trying to prove my innocence?”

	“He is. He’s worried about you. And so am I.”

	Max sipped his coffee and set it down. “It doesn’t stop me from wishing you worked somewhere else. I mean, look at what happened to Margaret.”

	Mikey scowled at him. “Marge has been a hot mess from day one. You can’t blame Mason for that.”

	“If it hadn’t been for that Victor D’Mato, you and Margaret would have been saved from a lot of suffering.”

	“Come on, Max. That’s not Mason’s fault either.”

	“Victor was Mason’s best friend.”

	“And the minute Mason realized what was happening, he broke ties with Victor.”

	“It didn’t save Mom though, did it?”

	Mikey straightened. “Don’t you dare blame Mason for what happened to Mom. He does enough of that himself.” She put her notebook back in her purse. “God. Why do you have to keep throwing the past in his face? Hell. If you’re going to blame someone, blame me and Marge. We were both with Victor when we should have known better.”

	“You never would have known Victor if it weren’t for Mason.”

	Mikey stood. “Would you listen to yourself? It’s like you want to be mad at the one person who has your back. Why is that? God knows I’ve made loads of mistakes. God knows you have, too. Why do you look past those, and bring Mason’s into glaring focus?”

	He stared off. “I don’t look past my mistakes.”

	“It sure looks like it from where I’m standing.”

	Max didn’t answer, and Mikey put her hands on her hips. “Life is too short for this bullshit, Max. You’re either going to figure that out and find a way to accept the ones you love, or it’s going to get pretty lonely out there.”

	Max sighed. “You have any more questions for me?”

	“Not unless you can think of anyone else who might be capable of framing you.”

	He sat up and appeared to think. “Listen, maybe I should tell you─”

	The door banged open and Jean, Max’s assistant strode in. “Max. Two detectives are downstairs. They’re on their way up. They want to talk to you.”

	 


Chapter Thirteen

	Trick stepped up the stairs and found the door to Rory’s apartment. Red followed and Trick pointed at him. “You knock.”

	“Why me?”

	“Because she’s seen me before.” Trick hoped Red was up for this because his friend’s brain seemed to be a few steps behind. Trick paused in the hallway. “Are you sure you’re okay?” He kept an eye on Red and hoped Red had been truthful with him in the car. “If you want to wait outside, that’s fine.”

	“Damn it. Stop talking to me like I’m twelve,” Red whispered. He exhaled and shook out his shoulders. “I’m fine. Can we just do this?” He turned toward the door.

	Trick sighed. “What are you going to say?”

	“I don’t know. I’ll be the pizza guy or something.”

	“You don’t have a pizza.”

	Red glared and knocked.

	Trick stood to the side so anyone looking through the peephole wouldn’t see him.

	When no one answered, Red knocked again.

	Trick began to suspect that if Margot was in hiding, she wouldn’t answer.

	Red must have assumed the same because he spoke loudly. “Rory?” he asked. “It’s Phil from Barkie’s. I got that money I owe you.”

	Trick grinned. His partner wasn’t completely out of it.

	Another couple of seconds passed, and Red almost knocked again, when a chain rattled, and the door opened.

	“Hey,” said a woman’s voice. “Sorry. I was in the bathroom. Rory’s not here but he’ll be back soon.”

	Trick swiveled around the frame and saw Margot at the door. “Margot Whitten. How nice of you to offer. We’d love to come in.”

	Margot saw him and tried to shut the door, but Red stuck his foot out and the door banged against it. “I don’t want to talk to you,” said Margot.

	Trick pushed in, and Margot stepped back. “That’s unfortunate, because we sure as hell want to talk to you.”

	Red followed Trick inside and shut the door. “We just need a moment of your time.” Red eyed the TV. A soap opera was playing but the sound was muted. “I assume you’re not busy.”

	“Fuck you,” said Margot.

	Trick raised a brow. “Not exactly the stylish woman I met the other day, are you? Where’s the enormous hat and sunglasses?” The woman in front of him had frazzled hair, wrinkled clothes, and she wore a t-shirt and jeans with holes in the knees. “What’s the matter? Is Rory not providing house cleaning services?” He noted the dirty kitchen and grimaced at the floor strewn with clothes and other assorted items. “You’re definitely related to Al.”

	“I don’t want to talk to you,” she said, crossing her arms. “Rory will be back any minute.”

	“Wonderful,” said Trick. “Then we can all talk together.” He noted her worried look. “But something tells me he might be gone a little longer.” She shot an ugly look at him. “Is it poker? Does Rory have a problem similar to Al and his ponies?” He shook his head. “That’s a shame. No wonder the Whittens are in dire need of cash.”

	She gripped her elbows. “I’ll call the cops.”

	“Go ahead,” said Red. “I’m sure they’d love to know your connection to Al, his embezzling, and how you killed him.”

	Her jaw dropped, and she laughed. “Killed him? What are you talking about?”

	Red made eye contact with Trick. Trick hesitated but told her the truth. “Your brother is dead, Margot.”

	Her eyes rounded, and she stared. “No, he’s not. I…I…just saw him.”

	“I can assure you he is. We found his body. Last night, in his apartment.” Trick waited while the news sunk in.

	“But…that’s not possible.” Her eyes narrowed. “You’re lying to me.”

	Trick watched her, checking for deception, but couldn’t see it.

	“Have you talked to Willie?” asked Red.

	Margot shook her head. “No. She called me this morning, but I didn’t pick up, or listen to the message. Not yet.”

	“What about Rory?” asked Trick.

	Her eyes filled. “He…he left his cell at a poker game last night. He went to go get it.” She sniffed. “Al is dead?”

	Red groaned, and Trick knew what he was thinking. Margot wasn’t their killer, but that didn’t leave Rory out of the mix.

	“What…what happened?” She wiped a falling tear.

	“When did you last see him?” asked Red.

	She bit her lip and sniffed again. “Shit.” Margot shut her eyes and opened them. “I saw him last night.”

	“At his apartment?” asked Red.

	“Yes…I mean no.” She clenched her arms. “Outside of it. In the parking lot.” Another tear slipped down her cheek. “I can’t believe this.”

	“Why don’t you sit?” asked Trick.

	She moved as if on autopilot and sat on the couch. Red sat beside her, and Trick tossed a pair of jeans out of a chair and sat across from her. “Tell us what happened,” said Trick.

	Margot raised the edge of her t-shirt sleeve and wiped her nose. “I went to talk to him.”

	“You mean you were looking for him, weren’t you?” asked Trick. “Isn’t that why you hired us?”

	Her glare returned. “I didn’t do anything wrong.”

	“I wouldn’t go that far,” said Trick. “You lied to us.” He rested his elbows on his knees. “Let’s see if I can take a guess as to some of what’s going on here.” He figured he’d give Margot a moment to compose herself. “You show up at SCOPE looking for your brother Al, who you say is due some inheritance from his mother and it’s your job to ensure he gets it. Nice story.”

	She pulled at the hole in her jeans and wiped at a tear.

	“Only I’m guessing Al disappeared with the embezzled money and you and Rory wanted your share before Al lost it on the ponies.”

	She set her jaw and studied her hands.

	“Did you leave him the teddy bear with the note?” asked Trick.

	She looked up, her watery eyes wide. “How did you…?”

	“Call it exemplary investigative skills,” said Trick.

	Red made a snort and picked up the story. “When you couldn’t find him, you hoped we could, but you kept an eye on his apartment, just in case he showed. Al was doing a good job of staying out of sight, though, until last night.”

	“That stupid idiot,” she said, her voice catching. “I knew one of us would catch up to him eventually.”

	“What happened in the parking lot?” asked Trick.

	She paused. “I confronted him. Told him we wanted our money. It was too late though. He’d lost it.” She held her head in her hands.

	“How long has Al been embezzling?” asked Trick.

	She straightened and wiped a tear from her cheek. “Who said anything about embezzling?”

	Trick snickered. “Come on, Margot. We know what he’s been up to. Did you and Rory help? That’s why you were owed your share?”

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She bit her lip.

	Red sat back. “Then let’s call it gardening. Al liked lots of flowers and he knew how to get them, right from under the florist’s nose.”

	“And before the florist knew what was happening, Al would disappear,” said Trick. “By the time the florist realizes he’s missing a bunch of roses, Al is gone. The florist may not even realize who stole from his garden.”

	She studied the floor.

	“The question,” said Trick, “is where do you fit into all of this?” Trick tapped his knee with his fingers. “You came into SCOPE looking like a member of the Junior League. Do you help him find his vict…I mean customers?” He lowered his voice. “There’s a lot of people out there who have way too many roses—more than they need, am I right?”

	“And probably wouldn’t miss a few if they suddenly went missing,” added Red. “Is that where my brother comes in? Did you target him and his flowers?”

	Fresh tears spilled over Margot’s lashes and not seeing any tissues, Trick grabbed a t-shirt off the floor and handed it to her. “Here. Blow your nose.”

	Margot didn’t hesitate, took the shirt, and blew her nose into it. Trick scrunched his face. “Did you know Mason was Max’s brother?” he asked. “Is that why you chose SCOPE?”

	Margot wiped her eyes with the shirt. “Okay. I did target Max’s roses and I knew his brother was a PI.”

	“How did you know?” asked Red.

	“Because he told me,” said Margot. “We went on a few dates.”

	“You went on a date with Max?” asked Red. “When?”

	“I joined a dating service that specialized in meeting professional men,” she said.

	“You mean wealthy men,” said Trick. “Men with lots of flowers.”

	“Yes,” she said. “I set up a profile as Margot White. I’d go on a date or two and find out exactly how big their garden was. Men like that love to talk about their crops.” She looked up. “Your brother was no exception.”

	“I bet,” said Red.

	“Once I learned a little bit about them and their business, I’d let Al know, and he’d go to work. He’d check out the garden and the gardener. Look for employment opportunities and ways to tend the garden.” She sniffed. “With his brain, it wasn’t hard. He could usually find a way in.”

	“And he’d start smelling the roses,” said Trick.

	“Max told me about you during a date,” said Margot. “Said his brother was a private investigator, and a good one. He didn’t mention the paranormal stuff, though. I didn’t even know what SCOPE meant.”

	“Figures,” said Red.

	“How does Rory fit into all of this?” asked Trick.

	She wiped her tear-stained cheeks with the shirt. “He’d date the female professionals with untended gardens.”

	“Pretty slick operation you three had going,” said Trick.

	“Except my stupid brothers can’t hold onto cash any better than melted butter.” She cursed. “I told them to clean up their acts, but shit, they killed more roses than the damn Kentucky Derby.”

	“Sisters,” said Trick. “They seem to be only ones with brains and are always keeping their brothers in line.”

	Red scowled at him.

	“Now you’re stuck in this apartment,” said Trick, “waiting for your other brother, who will likely gamble away a few more flowers this afternoon, while Al is pushing up daisies.”

	Margot shot a look at him. “That’s not funny.”

	“No, it isn’t,” said Red. “And neither is this next question, Margot.” He paused. “Did you kill your brother last night?”

	Trick studied her reaction. Her jaw dropped and her eyes widened. “No. I didn’t. He was fine when I left. I might have yelled and used a few choice words, but I didn’t kill him. Why would I? Without him, there’s no money.”

	“What happened to your mother’s inheritance?” asked Trick.

	Margot scoffed. “That’s long gone.”

	“Does Willie know what you three were up to?” asked Trick.

	“Hell, no. She thinks we’re still spending Mom’s money. She’s too busy running her business, going to her fundraisers and raising her kids to give us a second glance.” Margot sniffed and a fresh tear fell from her eye. “God. Rory’s going to find his phone and learn that Al is dead.”

	“Could Rory have killed Al?” asked Red.

	“Absolutely not,” said Margot. “He was at a poker game.”

	“Actually, he was with us at Barkie’s, maybe an hour before Al died,” said Trick. “The timing could actually work if he headed to Al’s after leaving us and got lucky when he found Al home. They argued, things got heated, and Rory hit him a little harder than he meant to, and then he went to play poker to establish an alibi.”

	“No way,” said Margot. “Rory might get pissed, but he’d never kill his own brother. I’d swear it on my mother’s soul.”

	Trick traced a split seam in the arm rest. “Maybe we should wait until Rory returns and ask him ourselves.”

	“You can ask him all you want to, but it won’t matter. He didn’t kill Al, and neither did I.” She took a trembling breath. “He was my brother.” Her voice broke and more tears fell.

	Trick glanced at Red, who looked as hopeless as Trick felt.

	Red sighed as Margot wiped her face with the shirt. “Did you ever go to my brother’s office during one of your dates?” he asked.

	Margot blew her nose again. “Yes. I met him there for lunch. He was stuck in a meeting, and he told me to wait in his office.”

	Red perked up. “You take anything while you were there?”

	“Take anything?” asked Margot. “What would I take?”

	“Did you notice his collection of stones?” asked Trick.

	“Those things?” she asked. “Yeah. I noticed. But who the hell wants to own a bunch of rocks? I can think of better things to spend my money on.” She paused. “But that’s a florist for you. They’ll buy anything.” She held her head. “I need to call Willie. Are we done here, or are you going to turn me and Rory in?”

	Trick recalled the crime scene photos. “One more thing. Do you own a pair of small gold butterfly earrings?”

	Red shook his head, along with Margot. “No,” she said. “I don’t wear anything small, especially when it comes to jewelry, and I’m not much into butterflies. That dream necklace is about as small and sentimental as it gets for me.” Another tear trickled down her cheek and she swiped at it. “Anything else, or is this where you call the cops?”

	Trick raised a brow at Red, who raised one back at Trick. “Ball’s in your court, Red,” said Trick. “She stole from your brother, not mine.”

	“Hell,” said Red. “Maybe she’s right. Max should learn not to flaunt his roses to the wrong person.” His cell rang, “But it was a lot of roses.”

	“Almost a hundred thousand of them,” said Trick.

	“It’s Mikey,” said Red. “Let’s hope she has better news.” He answered. “Hello?” Listening, he widened his eyes and stood. “Now? They’re downstairs?”

	Hearing the alarm in Red’s voice, Trick stood, too.

	“Okay,” said Mason. “Tell Max to shut up and call his attorney. Right now. And you don’t say anything either. We’re on our way.” He hung up. “Bevins and Winkler are at Max’s office. They want to talk to him.” He headed for the door.

	Trick followed but looked back. “My advice, Margot…”

	She looked up.

	“No more flower picking. You got it?” said Trick. “Cause next time, we won’t be so nice.”

	Her eyes watered and she nodded.

	Trick nodded back and followed Mason out the door.

	 

	**

	 

	Mikey paced outside Max’s office, along with Jean. Dana sat at her desk and watched the door. “What do you think they’re doing in there?” she asked.

	Mikey eyed the door, too. After she’d heard Bevins and Winkler were on their way up, she’d contacted Mason, and advised Max to call his attorney and say nothing to the detectives.

	Max had argued, though, saying he had nothing to hide because he’d done nothing wrong. Jean had taken Mikey’s side and told Max to be smart and wait for the attorney. When Max didn’t seem to be in any hurry to make the call, Jean had called Max’s attorney herself. She’d spoken to a man named Bill, who Mikey recalled was the name of the person Max had been speaking with when she’d arrived. After hanging up, Jean told Max that Bill advised the same thing. Not to say a word until he could get there. 

	They’d been interrupted by a knock. Bevins and Winkler were at Max’s door. They asked to speak with him, and Mikey saw their eyes when they’d spotted Max’s rock collection. They’d looked like cats eyeing a mouse.

	Despite Mikey’s and Jean’s objections, Max had agreed to answer their questions, and the detectives had asked Jean and Mikey to wait outside. Mikey wanted to smack Max’s head to get him to listen, but she knew how obstinate her brothers could be when they’d made up their minds. Now pacing the hall, she prayed Max knew what he was doing.

	Jean paced, too. Mikey had told her about Al and the geode found at the crime scene, and Max’s lack of an alibi. She’d gone pale and stared at the door. “That stupid idiot. What is he doing?”

	“Maybe it’s nothing,” said Dana, nibbling her lip. “Maybe they’ll talk to him and leave. There’s bound to be other suspects. Why would Max want to kill Al anyway?”

	Jean and Mikey glanced at each other. “Al stole some money from the company while he worked here,” said Jean. “That’s why.”

	“Al stole from Max?” asked Dana. “Is that why he was fired?”

	Jean nodded and continued to pace.

	Dana’s face fell. “And Max doesn’t have an alibi?”

	“He was home alone,” said Mikey. “If that geode is his, it’s─”

	The office door opened, and Max walked out, his arms behind him, with Bevins and Winkler escorting him.

	“Max?” asked Mikey. She saw the handcuffs. “No.”

	Dana stood in shock.

	“Contact Bill,” said Max. “Tell him I’ve been arrested.”

	Jean paled and pulled out her phone. “I can’t believe this. Arrested for what?”

	“Murder,” said Bevins. “Of Al Whitten.” He held Max’s arm and walked him down the hall along with Winkler.

	“Based on what?” asked Mikey. Although she knew the answer, she wanted to hear it from them.

	“Based on what we just heard and saw in his office, your brother owned the murder weapon,” said Winkler. “Combine that with Whitten’s embezzling, the lack of alibi and the prints on the rock that we suspect will match your brothers, that’s enough.”

	“That’s what you call a slam dunk,” said Bevins, with a smile.

	“Max,” said Jean, holding Max’s gaze.

	“It’s okay, Jean,” said Max. “Just contact Bill. He’ll know what to do.” He spoke softly. “You don’t say anything until you talk to Bill first, you hear me?”

	Jean hesitated, then wrung her hands and nodded.

	Max glanced at Mikey. “Mikey, call Mason.” They made it to the elevators, and Winkler hit the button.

	“I already did,” said Mikey. “He’s on his way.”

	“Tell him not to worry and you don’t either. They’ll figure out that I didn’t do this.” He held her look. “Okay?”

	Mikey tried to remain strong, but her eyes filled with tears.

	“Yeah,” said Bevins. “We’ll be on the lookout for the real killer.” He chuckled. “I can’t wait to see Redstone’s face when he hears we arrested his brother for murder. It kind of makes my day.”

	“Bevins,” said Winkler. “Not now.”

	Bevins shrugged. The elevator arrived, opened and the three stepped inside. Mikey got one last look at Max before the doors closed and her brother was gone.

	 


Chapter Fourteen

	Mason paced the lobby, anxious. Mikey paced beside him, her face a mirror of his concern. She’d met him downstairs when he and Trick had arrived at Max’s office building and had told him how they’d just missed Max being taken away in handcuffs by Bevins and Winkler.

	“He spoke to them?” asked Mason. “Without an attorney?”

	“Yes,” said Mikey. “But you know he said the same to them as he did to you. The truth.”

	Jean stood beside a white leather chair, her face pale. “This is crazy. Max wouldn’t hurt anyone.”

	“The question is…” said Trick, sitting in the white chair’s twin, “how did they find him so fast?” He eyed Mikey. “You said they suspected the fingerprints on the geode would match Max’s?”

	Mikey nodded. “Yes. They didn’t have a definite match. Not yet.”

	Trick shot a look at Mason. “What do you think, Red? Al certainly worked with and stole from others. Why’d Bevins and Winkler talk to Max first?”

	Mason hung his head. “Somebody tipped them off.”

	Mikey stopped pacing. “You mean whoever framed Max, called Bevins and Winkler?”

	“Likely anonymous,” said Trick. “Pretty smart. Whoever is doing this is determined.”

	“Damn it,” said Mason. “Why the hell can’t Max keep his mouth shut?”

	“You should have seen their eyes when they walked into his office and saw the rocks,” said Mikey. “It was like Christmas morning.” She sighed. “Shouldn’t we go to the station or something? Go bail him out?”

	“Bill said he’ll handle it,” said Jean. “He’ll find out what they’re charging him with and told us to wait until we hear from him.”

	“There’s not much we can do anyway,” said Trick. “At least until Max makes bail.”

	Frustrated, Mason groaned. “Okay. Let’s think. How do we prove he didn’t do this?” He spoke to Mikey. “He told you he tried a dating service?”

	“Yes.” Mikey stopped pacing. “Linda McAllister was the name he gave me. He dated her a few months, but said she was weird, and he broke it off when he caught her snooping through his wallet.”

	“I met her once,” said Jean. “I didn’t like her.”

	“Why not?” asked Trick.

	“She had a vibe,” said Jean. “Something about her. She was possessive, and always wanted to know where Max was. I only met her a couple of times though. Dana might know better. She would have seen and spoken to her more.”

	“That’s a good point,” said Trick. He pointed at Jean. “You’d know more about Max’s business associates. Anyone you can think of that might have it out for Max?”

	Jean frowned. “I mean, we’ve had our challenges. You can’t be in business for long without running into difficult people, but someone willing to do this?”

	“Think about it,” said Mason. “Any little detail that might stand out could be important. Did Max have an argument with someone? Any money issues? Any lawsuits or accusations?”

	“No,” said Jean. “Nothing out of the ordinary.” Her eyes widened. “Wait. He did have a competitor who lost a bid to Max. His business ultimately went under, and he blamed Max for it.”

	“When was this?” asked Mason.

	“Last year,” said Jean. “To be honest, his business was going south before he lost the bid, but it was the final nail. The owner was furious.”

	“What’s his name?” asked Mikey, pulling out her notepad.

	“Uhm…” Jean closed her eyes. “David…something.” She opened her eyes. “David Wheatly. His company was Wheatly Enterprises.”

	Mikey scribbled. “That’s something. Maybe between Linda and David, we can shake something loose.”

	“Let’s hope,” said Mason.

	Trick stood and grabbed his hat.

	“Where are you going?” asked Mason.

	“Upstairs,” said Trick. “Is Dana still here?” he asked Jean.

	“Yes,” said Jean. “I told her to stay and reschedule Max’s appointments for the week and take his calls. I’m hoping to God this doesn’t hit the press, but if it does, I told her not to comment.” She held her head. “If our clients hear about this though…”

	“You can’t worry about that right now,” said Mason. “Once we clear his name, any clients he may lose will come back. If I know Max, he’ll be on the phone personally with each of them.”

	Trick stood. “I’m going to talk to Dana.”

	Mikey dropped her jaw. “This is not the time for romance, Trick.”

	Trick smiled. “I admit. Dana is a lovely lady, but she’s also a source of information. Jean here knows Max’s business side, but Dana sits outside his office every day. She takes his calls, and probably sees and hears things that Max doesn’t even realize. If anybody knows something, it’ll be the receptionist.” He put his hat on. “And if it requires a little romance to help grease the wheels, then I’m willing to make that sacrifice.”

	“I’m sure you are,” said Mikey.

	“It’s a good idea, though,” said Mason. “Dana likely knows more than anybody.” He nodded at Trick. “See what you can find out.”

	“I will,” said Trick. He glanced at the three of them. “Try not to worry. We’ll figure out who did this, okay? We’ll clear Max’s name.”

	“I feel so useless.” Jean looked up. “What can I do to help?”

	“Find anything you can on David Wheatley. Personal and business,” said Mikey. “I’ll dive into Linda McAllister. See what I can learn. We’ll go talk to them if we need to.”

	Mason considered his next steps. “Remember, we need concrete evidence. Not theories.” He met Trick’s gaze. “You think Margot and Rory are telling the truth?”

	Trick nodded. “My gut says yes. But we can look deeper if you want.”

	“Al embezzled from others,” said Mason. “Maybe one of his other victims went after Al, and found a way to blame Max.”

	“It’s possible,” said Trick.

	“Then I’ll go back to Margot and Rory,” said Mason. “If they pissed somebody else off, they’re going to tell me who.” He grabbed his hat and waved a finger. “Twenty-four hours. That’s how much time we have. Then we meet up again in my office, and we’ll go from there.”

	Jean nodded, Mikey put her notebook away, and Trick tipped his hat. Mason eyed each of them, straightened, and then turned and headed out the door.

	 

	**

	 

	Mikey eyed the address on the paper and double-checked it. Verifying she was at Linda McAllister’s home, she knocked. After the last few hours of searching and learning little about Linda McAllister online, she’d taken her chances and contacted Frank Lozano, Rem’s Captain, again. Since he was aware of the case and had to know that Max had been arrested, she figured it was worth a shot to see if he could help.

	He’d answered and Mikey had done her best to explain her situation, and to her surprise, he’d offered his assistance. Within thirty minutes, he’d called her back, and had told her that Linda McAllister had no record other than a recent speeding ticket. Mikey had asked for an address, and he’d agreed to provide it, as long as Mikey didn’t advertise her source. Mikey promised him a big steak dinner, and he’d told her to save it for Remalla. He’d experienced a few of his own jams in his career where he’d relied on the help of others, and he was only paying it forward.

	Hoping Linda was home, Mikey waited at the door. Her mind whirled with how to approach the subject of Max, but she’d always been one to go with her gut and there was no reason to stop now.

	Raising her hand to knock again, Mikey heard the lock turn. The door opened and a pretty woman with long brown hair and bangs answered. She held a dish towel and smiled. “Yes?”

	“Hello.” Mikey smiled back. “My name’s Mikey Redstone. I know this is unexpected, but if you have a few minutes, I’d like to talk to you.”

	Hearing the name, Linda’s face furrowed. “Redstone?” She flipped the towel over her shoulder. “Any relation to Max Redstone?”

	“He’s my brother.”

	Her right eyebrow raised. “Is that so?” She crossed her arms.

	Mikey hesitated, wondering how to proceed. “Do you mind if I come in? I have a few questions about Max.”

	“What’s this about?”

	Mikey debated whether to lie or tell the truth. If Linda was responsible for framing Max, she’d no doubt lie no matter what Mikey said. But Mikey also trusted her innate ability to sense deception, so she stuck with the truth. “Max has been accused of murder and I’m trying to prove his innocence. I’m talking to people who know him, and who might have knowledge of anyone that might want to harm Max.”

	Linda studied Mikey and for a moment Mikey half-expected her to shut the door in her face. “Max? Accused of murder?” asked Linda.

	“Yes.”

	The side of her lip rose. “Who?”

	“Who?”

	“Who’d he supposedly kill?”

	“A former employee. Someone who stole from the company.”

	Linda wiped her hands on the towel, and Mikey wondered what else to say when Linda opened the door wider. “Come on in,” she said.

	Mikey stepped inside, seeing a small living area with a couch, coffee table, and a TV that hung above the mantel. Pictures of landscapes decorated the walls, and looking around, Mikey noted that everything was sparkling clean. She saw no clutter, not a speck of dust, and the carpet even showed signs of a recent vacuuming.

	“Have a seat,” said Linda, waving at the couch. “I was just about to make some hot tea. Can I get you some?”

	“That would be great. Thanks.” Mikey sat on the couch and laid her purse beside her. Linda disappeared into the kitchen, and Mikey wondered how Jean was doing in her search for David Wheatley. Last she’d heard from Jean, she’d tracked David down, but he’d moved, so she was making phone calls to locate him.

	“You want caffeine or no caffeine?” asked Linda from the kitchen.

	Between her disturbing dreams and worry for Max, there was only one logical choice. “Caffeine, please.” She heard a few noises in the kitchen and then Linda returned, her towel gone, holding a box of tea, and a saucer with a teacup. She set them down and Mikey saw an array of teabags, all artfully arranged. Looking closer, she noted they were in alphabetical order. Mikey took an Earl Gray, opened it, and placed the bag in the cup. Linda had disappeared and reappeared with her own teacup and set it down on the table. A teabag was already in it. “I prefer herbal.” She sat in a cushioned chair across from Mikey, interlaced her fingers and crossed her legs. “The water will be ready in a minute.”

	“Thank you,” said Mikey, wondering where to start. “I heard you and Max used to date.”

	She tipped her head. “Does he ask about me?”

	Mikey felt the shift in the air and told herself to approach this subject carefully. She understood now why Jean had said this woman had a vibe. “To be honest, Max rarely speaks to me about his personal life. The only reason I even know about you is because I forced Max to tell me.”

	“Huh,” she said.

	“How long did you two go out?”

	She shrugged. “Not long.”

	“I heard you met through a dating service.”

	“We did.”

	Mikey clenched. Obviously, Linda McAllister wasn’t a talker. “Why’d you two stop seeing each other?” She’d decided to get to the point. If Linda didn’t want to discuss the relationship, maybe she’d talk about the break-up.

	She shifted in her seat and smoothed a pant leg. “He wasn’t the one for me.”

	“Max can be difficult to get close to. I know. I grew up with him.”

	“He’s far too involved in his business. I don’t think he should be dating anyone. He doesn’t have the proper amount of time to devote to a relationship, especially not one with me.”

	“Yes, well, Max is very dedicated to his work.”

	“And he spends far too much time with other women.”

	Mikey sat up. “Really? Like who? Was he seeing other women through the dating service?”

	“I mean at work.” She shook her head. “That assistant of his. He spends all his time with her.”

	Mikey assumed she meant Jean. “But she works there. That’s her job.”

	“And that receptionist of his. I could see the way she looked at him.”

	“Dana?” asked Mikey. “How did she look at him?”

	“I’m not stupid.” She leaned in. “I know how a woman looks at a man when she wants him. That assistant of his had the same look. It’s no wonder Max and I broke up. I won’t abide indiscretion.”

	The teapot began to scream from the kitchen, and Linda stood. “I’ll get the water.”

	Mikey watched her leave, wondering what Max had seen in this woman to want to date her. Although Linda was attractive, she didn’t seem to have many other redeeming qualities. Mikey didn’t see a single personal photo in the room, nor anything warm and inviting. No throw pillows, no flowers, and nothing personal. It was as if the house was on sale and had been staged for a showing, but Mikey had not seen a for-sale sign out front.

	Linda returned, holding a teapot. She poured some hot water into Mikey’s cup, and then added some to her own, then set the teapot on the table. A drop of water hit the wood, and she quickly wiped it with a napkin and sat again.

	Mikey bobbed her teabag in the water. “Thank you. Do you have any sugar?”

	“No, actually. I don’t keep it in the house.” She picked up her cup and held it.

	Mikey forced herself not to make a face and moved forward with the conversation. “That’s fine.” She thought of Linda’s accusations against Jean and Dana. “How often were you at Max’s office?”

	“Three times. Twice I went upstairs to wait for him, and once I met him in the lobby. Why do you ask?” She bobbed her tea bag.

	“I was just wondering. You seem to know Jean and Dana well.”

	“You don’t have to meet someone more than once to know their intentions.”

	Mikey picked up her cup. “I’m impressed.” She sipped her tea. “How do you know you’re right, though?”

	“Because it was obvious.”

	“Did Max date other women when he was with you?”

	“I suspected, although I didn’t have proof. But in the end, it didn’t matter. He would have strayed eventually.”

	“Have you seen Max since your break-up?”

	She made a derisive snort. “He made a pathetic attempt to bump into me at the grocery store. I set him straight though. We were over.”

	Mikey nodded. “I see.”

	Linda carefully took her tea bag out of the water and set it in the saucer. She sipped some tea and stared off, and Mikey did the same, trying to determine if this woman was stable enough to even hold down a job much less frame Max for murder. “Did you happen to notice Max’s rock collection in his office?” asked Mikey.

	“Notice? How could I miss it? He’s got dozens of those dirty stones. How he keeps it all clean is a mystery to me.”

	“Did he give you one?”

	“Give me one? No. Why would he?”

	“He…uh…was missing one last I checked. I was just wondering.”

	“Why would I want a rock? My backyard is full of them.” She blew on her tea. “You said he’d been arrested for murder?”

	“Yes.”

	“Funny.”

	“I don’t think so. He didn’t kill anyone.”

	“Then why did they arrest him?”

	Mikey didn’t answer.

	“If you ask me, if he didn’t do it, then it was some woman in that office.”

	Needing to do something, Mikey bobbed her tea bag again. “Why do you say that?”

	Linda rolled her eyes and set her teacup back on the coffee table. “Because I could see it in their eyes. They wanted him, and I had him, and they conspired against me. They won, of course. I couldn’t possibly defeat an army against me. But they must have conspired against him, too. Maybe he denied them, and they retaliated.” She set her elbow on the armrest and held her chin. “Sexually, he was talented. I could see why they might have wanted to ruin him if he’d continued to deny their needs. Women can be dangerous if they turn against you.” She leaned in. “Don’t you agree?” Her gaze flickered over Mikey. “Surely you know what I’m talking about?”

	Mikey’s head spun, unsure of what Linda meant, but one thing her gut was confirming was that if Linda had managed to string enough of her marbles together to frame Max, then she probably would have happily admitted to and justified it.

	“Do you mind if I ask what you do, Linda?” asked Mikey.

	Linda sat back. “I’m a clinical psychologist. I diagnose and treat mental illness.”

	Mikey set her jaw. “You must be in high demand.”

	“I can’t complain.”

	Mikey nodded and sipped some more tea, trying to understand how this woman counseled others. “Since you have insight into people’s behaviors, you mind if I ask…do you think Max is capable of killing someone?”

	“Max? I doubt it. He’s doesn’t have the mental fortitude for it. A killer requires lack of empathy, a disdain and distrust of others, and a belief that what they are doing is for the greater good. Max does have empathy issues and he could work on those he chooses to trust. If he had, we might have survived as a couple. But his overall sense that the world is a good place is intact. I doubt he could bring himself to hurt another.” She paused. “At least not physically.”

	“I see,” said Mikey, thinking that Linda had in many ways, described herself.

	Linda scowled. “Is that why you’re here?”

	“What do you mean?”

	“Do you think I killed this person in some misguided attempt to hurt Max?”

	“I…uh…” Mikey stammered, uncertain of what to say.

	She chuckled but without humor. “If I wanted to hurt Max, I wouldn’t kill someone else to do it. How silly.”

	Suddenly uncomfortable, Mikey shifted in her seat. “What would you do?”

	“It’s simple.” Linda picked up her cup. “I’d poison him. Probably put something in his tea.” She took a sip. “It would be so easy.”

	Mikey stared at her cup, no longer thirsty.

	Linda grinned. “Can I get you some more?”

	 


Chapter Fifteen

	Trick walked up to Dana’s door and put an arm on the wall to support himself. Dana giggled and fumbled in her purse for her keys. “Hold on,” she said. “I’ll find them.”

	“Take your time, my dear,” said Trick. “I’m holding up the wall.”

	She smiled. “You’re really good at it.”

	“I pride myself on my abilities.” Trick leaned against it, trying to stay stable, and thought back on his evening with Dana. Exhilarating wasn’t quite the word to describe it. The lady definitely liked to have fun.

	After returning to Max’s office earlier that afternoon to talk to Dana, she’d happily agreed to tell Trick about Max, provided he went out with her that night. He’d said yes, although with a tinge of guilt considering Max’s situation and Mason and Mikey’s worry. He needed information about Max, though, and the sooner, the better. Plus, he was interested in Dana and wanted to get to know her better. They’d decided to meet for dinner at a nice restaurant, but when she’d arrived, she’d met him outside and informed him she’d scheduled an activity prior to dinner. A car had pulled up and taken them to a private race car track owned by her father, and they’d spent the next two hours racing sports cars. He’d beaten her once, but she’d won all the other races. Then she’d driven him in one of her father’s fastest cars, reaching speeds of up to a hundred and eighty miles per hour. Trick had almost soiled his jeans but couldn’t deny it was a blast.

	Afterwards, the car had taken them back to the restaurant where they’d sat at a table with a view of the ocean, eaten lobster, enjoyed martinis, and talked until the place closed, then Dana had insisted they take the car back to her place since Trick was in no condition to drive. He’d agreed, and now he waited and tried to sober up as she still searched for her keys.

	“Here they are.” She pulled out a key ring and dangled it.

	Trick heard barking from inside the door and when she unlocked and opened it, Trick was greeted by a small dog with wiry black and white hair who yapped and wagged its tail.

	“That’s Cheeto,” said Dana. “He’s harmless.”

	“Hi, Cheeto,” said Trick. “Shouldn’t he be orange?”

	Dana giggled and put her purse down. “You’d think.” Trick shut the door behind him. “Cheeto belongs to my parents,” she said. “I’m watching him while they’re cruising the Mediterranean. They’ll be back in a couple of weeks.” She walked up to Trick and slid her hand up his arm to his shoulder. “What can I get you to drink?”

	Cheeto yapped some more. “Mediterranean cruise?” asked Trick. “How boring. I prefer the Pacific islands myself.”

	She traced her finger down his chest. “Really? You go there often?”

	“About once a month. I stay in my private hut on the south side.  The natives are a little more restless over there, but I find it to be…exhilarating.”

	She moved closer and pressed against him. “Maybe one day you can take me to your hut, and we can show the natives a few things that will make them even more restless.”

	Trick smelled her perfume and almost moaned. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

	She brought her face closer to his, and he was tempted to kiss her, but she pulled back. “Have a seat. I’ll get you a drink.”

	“Dana, if I drink anymore, I’ll never make it home.”

	She offered him a wicked grin. “I know.” Her gaze flickered over him. “Get comfortable.” She stepped away. “And don’t mind Cheeto. He’ll get used to you.”

	Trick eyed the dog as Dana disappeared into a small kitchen. Looking around, he noted a comfortable space in a nice apartment. He spotted a few family photos amongst potted plants, and a cozy sofa. Knowing if he sat on the sofa, he’d never get up, he took a seat at the small glass dining table. “This is a nice place.”

	“I like it,” said Dana from the kitchen. “My parents live about an hour away, and I could technically stay there while they’re gone, but I prefer it here. So I just drive up every couple of days, check the mail and water the plants, and let Cheeto stick his head out the car window on the way. He loves it.”

	Trick chuckled. Even the dog was treated to some exhilarating moments. Dana did not disappoint. “How long has your father owned that track?”

	“As long as I can remember. He used to take me there when I was a kid. We’d speed around the track, and I’d squeal my head off.”

	“What did your mother think of that?”

	“She was in the car, too.”

	Trick shook his head. “A family of thrill seekers.”

	Dana reappeared with two shot glasses and a bottle of tequila.

	Trick widened his eyes. “Are you serious?”

	She set the glasses on the table in front of him and poured tequila in each. Then she set the bottle down and leaned over Trick, her hand on his shoulder. “Baby, this party is just getting started.”

	He glanced at the glasses and then at her. “You like to live on the edge. I’ll give you that.” He settled back in his chair. “I can only imagine what comes next.”

	“Imagine away.” She smiled and straightened. “Hold that thought.”

	Trick tried to keep up when she returned to the kitchen. His head swimming, he recalled that they hadn’t even discussed Max yet, and if they didn’t do it now, they never would. “I need to ask you about Max.”

	She returned holding slices of limes and a shaker of salt. After putting them on the table, she stood in front of him. “What do you want to know?” She slid her jacket off, revealing her tan and smooth shoulders. Her short top revealed her lean midriff and she picked up one of the glasses and handed it to Trick. “Drink up.”

	He took the glass. “Something tells me you have ulterior motives.”

	She shook out some salt on her hand and licked it. “I think you’re right.” Then she slid onto his lap and straddled him. “You thirsty, Cowboy?” She took off his hat and tossed it on the table, then picked up her own glass. “Bottom’s up.”

	Trick wanted to ask about Max, but the physical sensation of her sitting on his lap made it hard to think straight. He threw back the shot, put the glass down, and grabbed a lime slice. He sucked on it while she sucked on hers.

	Cheeto barked at him from the ground. “I don’t think the dog likes me,” said Trick.

	Dana looked down and smiled. “He’s just jealous that you’re getting all the attention.” She grabbed Trick’s hands and put them on her hips. “Hold onto me.” She leaned over and stretched out, reaching for something.

	Trick gripped her so she wouldn’t fall over and saw her grab a small pillow on the ground. Grasping it, she tossed it to Cheeto, and Trick pulled her back up. “That’s Lover,” she said, “Cheeto’s pillow.”

	“Lover? You named the pillow?”

	Dana smiled. “You’ll see why.” She trailed a painted nail down his chest.

	The dog approached the pillow, sniffed it, jumped on top, and began to hump it. “I see,” he said.

	“It’s his favorite pillow.”

	“Apparently.”

	She put a finger on his jaw and brought his face toward hers. “But don’t worry. Cheeto’s not getting all the action tonight.”

	He swallowed. “God forbid a dog should get luckier than me.”

	“Or me.” She leaned close and he could smell the tequila on her breath. She whispered into his ear. “What do you want to know about Max?”

	Her tongue flicked his ear, and Trick almost forgot who Max was. His hands still gripped her hips, and he fought the urge to pull her closer. If he did, he’d never finish the conversation. He forced himself to speak. “You sit outside his office every day. You know anyone who would want to frame him?”

	She moved her hands to his neck and stroked it. “Max is a complicated man,” she said softly. “You think you know him, but then he surprises you.”

	“What do you mean?” Her fingers on his skin distracted him and he fought to focus.

	“He’s a successful businessman. I’ve worked with a couple of them. You don’t get to that level of success without pissing people off.”

	“Who’d he piss off?”

	Her thumb grazed his jaw. “That’s just it. Max has the unique ability to smooth the waters with most. You could hate him one moment and love him the next. That’s why he’s surprising.” She loomed over him and put her forehead against Trick’s. Their noses almost touched. “I haven’t worked with many men like him.”

	Trick couldn’t stop himself from moving his hands to her butt. “No other angry co-workers or peers?”

	“I’ve had a few angry phone calls, but Max always handled it.”

	“What about David Wheatly? You heard of him?”

	She sighed and her breath brushed against his skin. “It’s not ringing a bell.”

	“Jean said David was furious at Max for underbidding him. Blamed him for putting him out of business.”

	She smiled and moved against him. “I guess I was out that day.”

	“Did you know Al Whitten?” Trick asked, his breathing picking up.

	“Not really. I mean, I remember him vaguely, but he kept to himself.” She brought a finger to his lips and caressed his bottom one.

	“What about women?” asked Trick, his voice deepening. “I heard Max joined a dating service.”

	She chuckled softly. “I know. He didn’t think I did, but I saw the receipt, and I took some of those calls. Not that it did him any good. Those women were terrible matches.”

	“How so? Did you meet any of them?”

	Her gaze traveled over his face. “I did. I wasn’t impressed. They were stuck up and rude.” She moved a hand to his ear and her fingers massaged his lobe.

	Trick bit his lip. Focus Monroe.

	She hovered her lips over his. “Women like that tend to look down on receptionists, or just assume I’m screwing the boss.” She slid one of her hands down his chest. “I wonder what you look like without a shirt?”

	Her hand trailed lower, and Trick grabbed it to stop its progress. “We’ll get to that in a minute.” He paused and smiled. “But you won’t be disappointed.” Her eyes flickered in the light. “What women did you meet?”

	She pouted. “There’s other things I’d rather be doing right now.”

	He let out a slow breath. “Then let’s talk fast, so we can get to them.”

	She ran her fingers from her free hand down to his jaw. “The only thing I like do fast is drive.” She brought her lips to within a fraction of an inch of his. “Everything else…I like to take…real…slow.”

	Trick fought not to kiss her. He closed his eyes, centered himself, and reopened them. “Anyone stand out?”

	She paused and pulled back slightly. “Yes. A woman named Linda. Unpleasant and couldn’t mind her own business. When she met Max upstairs, she’d stare at me like she suspected I might steal something. I’m almost positive she snooped through his desk.” She grazed her finger down to the hollow of Trick’s throat. “I think she needed meds, if she wasn’t on them already.”

	“Interesting,” said Trick. He ran his thumb over the back of her hand which he still held against his stomach. “Anyone else?”

	She sighed softly. “Yes. A woman with a big hat and sunglasses. Acted like she ran the company instead Max. She barely said two words to me.”

	Trick thought of Margot. “How was she with Max?”

	She shrugged. “I don’t get it how some men can miss some of the most obvious signs of a toxic woman.” She relaxed and brought her arms up and rested them on his shoulders. “She wasn’t very personable, but he seemed to like her. I mean, the only thing that explains it is that the sex must have been awesome.”

	She shifted her hips against him, and Trick sucked in a shuttered breath. “It certainly doesn’t hurt.”

	“But if you want to know the truth, I don’t think either of them is your bad guy.” She ran her hand up under the collar of his shirt.

	“Why do you say that?” Unable to stop himself, he slid a palm up her thigh, and heard her inhale.

	“Because he was seeing someone else. Someone he liked much more.”

	That caught Trick’s attention. “Who?” He felt her fingers cup the back of his neck.

	“He’s keeping it a secret. Or at least he thinks he is.”

	She wet her lips with her tongue, and Trick couldn’t take his eyes off of her mouth. She moved her fingers into his hair. “Who is it?” he asked.

	She giggled and arched into him. Trick couldn’t help himself and brought his hands back to her hips where he gripped them and pulled her hard against him.

	She gasped and her gaze bore into his. Leaning in close, she whispered into his ear. “I have my suspicions.”

	Feeling her nibble his neck, Trick couldn’t prevent a moan from escaping when she licked him softly with her tongue. “Tell me,” he said, barely able to get the words out.

	She brought her hands back to his front, found the top button of his shirt and began to unbutton it. “It’s Jean.”

	Trick let her continue to undo his buttons. “Jean? You’re sure?”

	“Those two spend a lot of time together. I think they’ve got a thing going on.” She finished undoing his shirt, pulled it open, and ran her fingers down his chest.

	Trick squirmed in pleasure. “You think Jean would want to hurt Max?”

	“I don’t know. But I witnessed an argument between her and Linda.”

	Trick fought to think while Dana trailed a hand down to his stomach. “Argument? When?”

	“At the company Christmas party. Max had brought Linda as his date.” She leaned in and trailed kisses down the hollow of his neck. “I was with Rafe.”

	“Rafe?”

	“A devoted strength trainer and professional skateboarder.”

	Trick tried to breathe normally but failed as Dana’s kisses moved to his chest. “Of course.”

	“Rafe and I ended up in the coat closet, for obvious reasons.” She looked up and smiled. “While we were in there, I heard voices, and I peeked out and saw them. Linda and Jean were arguing about Max.”

	“What did they say?”

	“Not sure. Rafe pulled me back, and then I got distracted.” She resumed kissing his exposed chest.  “You’re right,” she said, in a whisper. “I’m not disappointed.”

	Trick couldn’t hold back, and he slid a hand to her neck and pulled her face to his. Their lips met and the heat between them turned to flame. Her mouth molded to his and he kissed her hard, her tongue roving over his.

	She pulled back, breathless, her lips hovering above his. “Any more questions?” she asked, her hands roving over him.

	Trick wanted to kiss her again. “Just one.” He moved his hand to her exposed midriff and stroked her stomach.

	She grinned and slid off of him. “Where’s the bedroom?” she asked, standing, her eyes gleaming.

	Trick stood. “I love a woman who can read my mind.”

	She pulled on his open shirt. “Then follow me, Cowboy.” She walked backwards toward a door beyond the kitchen. “Let’s see how well you can ride.”

	Trick groaned and grabbed her. “I promise you. I’ll leave Cheeto in the dust.”

	She giggled, and he captured her lips with his own while she pulled him into her room.

	 


Chapter Sixteen

	Mason awoke with a start, uncertain of where he was. Blinking, he realized he was home, lying on his sofa. He pushed up with a groan into a sitting position, and ran a hand through his hair, realizing he’d fallen asleep on the couch. His afternoon came back in a flash. After leaving Max’s office, he’d returned to Rory’s, but after knocking several times, no one had answered. He’d cursed himself, thinking Margot and Rory had pulled up stakes the moment they’d realized he and Trick were on to them. But then he also recalled that their brother had just died, and they could have left to deal with Al’s funeral arrangements. He’d knocked on the neighbors’ doors, but few had answered and those that did, didn’t know anything about Rory or Margot’s whereabouts.

	Deciding to wait, he’d sat in his car for two hours with no luck. Not wanting to waste any more time, he’d left and headed to Barkie’s, but Barkie had not seen Rory or Margot and didn’t know where they might be, either.

	Frustrated, he’d called Mikey, only to learn that she’d had little success with Linda McAllister, and she was still waiting to hear from Jean about David Wheatly. Trick had contacted him on his way to his date with Dana, and Mason suspected he wouldn’t hear from his partner until the next morning. Then he’d contacted Max’s attorney Bill. Bill couldn’t tell him much other than Max would be arraigned the next day, and they would post bail and Max would likely be home tomorrow evening.

	With little else to do, Mason had gone home. Unsure of whether the Shadow Man still remained, he’d been hesitant to return. But when he’d arrived, it had been quiet, and the house felt peaceful. He’d gotten a bite to eat and sat to unwind. But his lack of sleep, worry about Max, and concern about his home had caught up to him, and he’d given in to his fatigue.

	Checking his watch, he saw it was almost eight p.m. Rubbing his eyes, he knew he should go to bed. The next few days would be long ones and he needed to sleep whenever he could.

	A knock on his door startled him, and he stilled on the couch. His mind instantly traveled to the Shadow Man.

	“Mason?” He heard Valerie. “Are you there?” The knock came again.

	A memory clicked into place, and Mason groaned. He’d had plans to meet Valerie for dinner that night. He stood, went to the door and opened it. “Valerie. I’m so sorry.” He stepped back. “Come in.”

	She walked in with quick strides. “Where were you? I’ve been waiting in the restaurant and calling you.”

	“I’m an idiot. I forgot.”

	“You forgot? Did your phone ring? Did you check voicemail?”

	“I’ve been asleep. I didn’t hear it.” He sighed. “It’s been a lousy day.”

	She tossed her purse onto the couch. “I sat at the table for an hour. I started to worry. I almost called Mikey.”

	“I…I…didn’t even think about it.” He paused. “Max was arrested today…for Al’s murder.”

	Valerie sucked in a breath. “Are you serious? Why didn’t you call me?”

	“I…I don’t know.” He shook his head. “It’s been a whirlwind, and my mind is scattered. I apologize for not calling.”

	She stared at him, her eyes narrowing. “Are you okay?”

	“No. Not really.” He walked to the couch and sat. “Did you eat?”

	“I snacked on some bread and had a glass of wine.”

	“You want to order something?”

	She sat beside him. “No. To be honest, by the looks of you, I think you need your rest.”

	“You’re probably right.”

	“What’s going on with Max?”

	He filled her in on his day, and their so far fruitless plan to prove Max’s innocence. Valerie reached a hand up and massaged his neck. “Don’t worry. You’ll figure it out. You always do.”

	Mason rested his elbows on his knees and let her knead his neck. Starting to relax, he blew out a deep breath, when a chill ran up his back. He shivered. “You cold?”

	“No. I’m fine,” she said.

	The chill grew and Mason considered getting a sweater when a cool puff of air caressed his cheek opposite from Valerie. The chill intensified and Mason stiffened when he sensed something sit beside him.

	“Valerie,” he whispered.

	She continued to massage his shoulder. “You’re so tense. No wonder you’re not sleeping well.

	Cold slivers of ice slid up Mason’s back, almost as if someone was dragging fingernails up his spine. He started to speak, to tell Valerie to move away, when he heard a quiet voice in his ear. She’s pretty.

	Everything in his gut clenched and Mason stood. “You need to leave.”

	She knitted her brow. “What? I just got here.”

	Let her stay. The voice was audible only to Mason. I like her.

	“Stay away from her,” said Mason.

	Valerie looked around. “Who are you talking to?”

	Mason grit his teeth, anxious to get her out of the house. He didn’t need this thing attaching itself to Valerie. “It doesn’t matter. You just need to go. Right now.”

	I want to touch her hair.

	Valerie reached up and scratched her head. “What is going on?” She turned. “Is someone here? Is that why you want me to leave?”

	Tell her I’m here.

	“No,” said Mason.

	“Then what is it?” she asked.

	He shut his eyes. “Valerie…please.”

	She stood. “Tell me what’s wrong. Is it Max?”

	I can satisfy her. More than you ever will.

	Mason grabbed her by the arm and pulled her toward the door.

	“Mason, what are you doing?” she asked.

	“You have to go. Now.” He opened the door.

	“My purse.”

	Tell her about me. Tell her.

	Mason suspected that telling Valerie of the Shadow’s presence would make her vulnerable to it. He couldn’t risk that. Eyeing her purse, he walked over and grabbed it. “I’ll explain later. I’ll call you tomorrow.” He brought her purse over and handed it to her.

	“Mason. You’re scaring me. And pissing me off.”

	You’re weak. Too weak for her. You will never keep her.

	Mason fought to keep the fear out of his voice and project calm. “Just trust me. You have to go.” He guided her out the door.

	“Mason, don’t do this. Talk to me.”

	Mason went back inside his house. “Tomorrow. I─”

	The door slammed shut on its own before Mason could finish his sentence. He stood in mute horror, wondering what to do next, and prayed that Valerie would just leave and not knock again.

	A few seconds passed, and he breathed a small sigh of relief when he heard her car start and drive away, but then hated how he’d just thrown her out of his house. His mind whirling, he struggled with what to do next. The Shadow Man had not left, and worse, appeared to have grown stronger.

	Taking a breath, Mason absolved to face this thing, and he spoke aloud. “What do you want?”

	There was no response. It was quiet, almost too quiet. His heart racing, he asked again. “I asked you a question. What do you want?”

	Again, it remained silent. Mason wondered if it had left, but something told him it still lingered and was just biding its time. Mason fidgeted and spoke again loudly. “Answer me. What do you want?”

	A crisp, clear response shook the air. You.

	His lamp toppled over, and something whizzed by his head. Mason ducked when the same picture frame that had fallen the night before flew at him from the mantel. Then another crash banged from the kitchen and Mason dropped to the ground when something else zoomed by him, narrowly missing his head.

	He laid flat, hearing more crashes and the sound of shattering glass. He screamed at the thing to stop and to leave him alone, and then it went quiet. Breathing hard, shaking and sweating, Mason raised his head. From his vantage point, he couldn’t see much, other than the bottom of his sofa and coffee table. The picture frame lay next to him, and he picked it up and got to his knees. The chair beside the couch was lying on its side. Mason stood on trembling legs and walked over to it. He sat it upright, turned to face his kitchen, and froze in shock. His kitchen was a wreck. The cabinet doors were open, his dishes and glasses were in shards on the ground, and his dining chairs were all toppled. Silverware littered the floor, and his faucet was running.

	He didn’t know what to do, other than start cleaning. Instead, he spoke aloud. “You’re not welcome here.”

	There was no response.

	“This is my home. You need to leave.”

	Nothing.

	“Get out and don’t come back.”

	Out of the corner of his eye, something moved, and he swiveled. Facing his living area, he could see something lurking in the corner of the room. It was the black mass. He took an uneven breath. “Who are you?”

	The shadow didn’t move.

	“Why are you here?”

	No response.

	“What do you want from me?”

	The shadow morphed into an irregular shape, and Mason heard the whisper again. I will never leave.

	“Yes. You will.”

	I belong here.

	“No. You don’t.”

	You need me. You are weak.

	Mason swallowed. “I’m not weak.”

	It chuckled, and Mason shivered.

	I know you. 

	“No. You don’t.”

	I know many like you. It’s how I came to be.

	Mason didn’t understand.

	I feed on your fear and weakness. Your pain is my strength. I will take from you until there is nothing left to give. Then I will go.

	Mason swallowed. “I’m not giving you a thing.”

	There was a brief silence, then a response. You will.

	Mason jumped when something clattered and he turned just in time to see a knife wiggle free from its perch in the knife block, slide across the counter and fly toward him. Mason ducked but the blade hit him, his foot slipped on the shards of a dish, and he slid backward and fell. His head hit something hard, and everything went dark.

	 

	**

	 

	Gasping, Mikey opened her eyes, seeing her dark room. Slick with sweat and scared, she tossed the covers back, sat up and took a deep breath. Needing the lights on, she flicked on the lamp. Before her nightmare could fade yet again, she let the dream surface, trying to remember the details. This one had been more intense, as if it had been a warning. She’d been in the same house. Water was nearby. And the blood. It was everywhere. Her heart pounded at the memory. She’d been rushing through the home, looking for someone, but she didn’t know who. They were hurt though and needed her help. Moaning rippled through the air, and she’d desperately searched, but found no one.

	Frustrated, she’d ended up in the same bedroom as before. The butterfly earring was there, but this time it lay in a puddle of blood. She’d picked it up, but hearing a noise, she’d whirled, dropped the earring, and had seen…something. The image had faded before she could focus on it. The shape had remained in the corner, morphed into a black mass, shattered into shards, and then vanished. An eerie cackle broke the silence and that’s when Mikey had come awake.

	Unnerved, she reached for a glass of water on her nightstand and picked it up with trembling fingers. She thought of Mason and Trick. Some part of her wondered if it was one of them who was the injured person, but she didn’t know. Sipping her water, she fought to recall more details, but couldn’t. Anxious, she put the glass down, and thought of Max. Was he the injured person? Would the person who’d killed Al go after Max? She recalled her meeting with Linda McAllister. Was she more involved in this than Mikey suspected? It was something she had to consider. Sighing, Mikey wished she could talk to her mother. Her Mom would have known what to do.

	Sad that she couldn’t, and with no answers emerging, she got out of bed. Her sleep over for the night and needing a distraction, she left the bedroom to watch some T.V.

	 


Chapter Seventeen

	The next morning, Mikey quietly opened the door to SCOPE, balancing two coffees and a small box of donuts in her hands. She softly closed the door and entered the inner office, where Mason remained on the sofa.

	She’d come in an hour early and had found Mason asleep. He hadn’t stirred when she’d entered, and she wondered why he wasn’t in his own bed. Letting him rest, she’d gone out for the coffee and donuts and figured Mason would be up by the time she returned.

	Setting the donuts on Mason’s desk, she heard him snore and determined he may not wake anytime soon. She put the coffees down and walked to the couch. The blanket he’d pulled from the closet to cover himself had slid off and Mikey pulled it back over him. Noticing an ugly scratch on Mason’s forehead, she stepped closer to look at it, and kicked something on the floor. She looked down, saw a pill bottle and picked it up. Studying the label, she frowned. It was a pain killer that had been prescribed for Mason when he’d been injured during the Cissy Howard case. She twisted the cap and saw three pills remaining. Mason had never liked to take pills and he’d obviously never finished the prescription, but she wondered why he had it now. Had he taken some last night in an attempt to sleep?

	She closed the bottle and set it on the coffee table. Deciding to eat a donut, she picked up her coffee and opened the box. Spying a chocolate one, she smiled, picked it up with a napkin, and sat in the chair across from Mason. He moaned in his sleep, and she saw him grimace.

	“No,” he said softly. “Leave me alone.”

	Thinking of her own nightmare, Mikey set her donut on the coffee table. “Mason,” she whispered.

	“Don’t... Stop.” His breathing quickened and his hand came out from under the blanket.

	“Mason,” said Mikey. “You’re dreaming.”

	“Stop,” he said. “Please.”

	She stood and went over to him. He thrashed and the blanket fell off. 

	“Don’t.”

	Mikey shook his shoulder. “Mason,” she said louder, starting to worry. “Wake up.”

	In a second, his eyes flew open, he shot up, and shoved her backward. “Get away,” he said.

	Mikey stumbled but caught herself. “It’s me.” She held her chest. “Mason, it’s me.”

	He darted his gaze around the room. “Where am I?” His chest rose and fell and sweat glimmered on his skin. “Is it here?”

	“Is what here?” Mikey tried to get him to look at her. “You’re at your office.”

	His eyes finally found hers, and his shoulders relaxed. “Mikey?”

	Satisfied he was getting his bearings, she approached him. “It’s me. Are you okay?”

	Mason swallowed. He shoved his messy hair back and sat up straight.

	“You had a nightmare,” said Mikey, sitting beside him.

	Still breathing hard, he gripped his temples and stared at the ground.

	“You okay?”

	“I’m fine.”

	She didn’t believe him. “You remember what it was about?”

	“No.”

	It was obvious he didn’t want to elaborate. “There wasn’t a house, was there? With blood everywhere, and someone moaning, and the butterfly earring in a bedroom? With a strange dark mass in the corner?”

	He shot a look at her. “What strange mass? What do you know about a strange dark mass?”

	“It was in my dream. From last night.” She touched Mason’s arm, but he pulled away. “I had another one, with the same house and blood, with water nearby, and I saw a dark shape in the corner. It cackled at me.”

	Mason cursed and closed his eyes.

	“Mason. What’s wrong? What did you dream about?”

	“I don’t want to talk about it.” He still gripped his head.

	“Mason, it might be import─”

	“I said I don’t want to talk about it.”

	She leaned away at his sharp tone. Her brother had never been one to have a sunny personality in the morning, but he’d never been one to snap at her, either.

	Opening his eyes, he sighed. “I’m sorry. I’m just exhausted.”

	Mikey gave him a second to collect himself. “Why’d you sleep here?” she asked. “And what happened to your head?”

	He reached up and touched the scratch. “I walked into an open cabinet door. It’s nothing.” He paused. “And I slept here because I couldn’t sleep at my place.”

	“Why not?”

	“Mikey…” He clenched his eyes shut again. “Please. Not now, okay?”

	Confused and wondering why he was so angry, she debated how to respond. She eyed the pill bottle. “Did you take one of those?”

	He opened his eyes. “One of what?”

	“The pills. On the table.”

	He opened his eyes and saw the bottle. His face went white, and he reached for it. “I…uh…yeah. I took one. I thought it might help me sleep.” He tucked the bottle into the pocket of his shirt. “It’s no big deal.”

	“I didn’t say it was.” She paused. “Are you worried about Max?”

	“Of course I am. What kind of question is that?”

	Mikey decided she was done asking questions until Mason’s mood improved. She stood and grabbed a cup. “I got you some coffee.” She set it in front of him. “There’s donuts, too, if you want one.” She returned to the chair across from Mason and sat. Picking up her cup, she watched him. Using her own senses, she reached out to see if she could pick up on anything.

	Mason saw the coffee. He grabbed it and took a drink. Taking a deep breath, he settled back against the couch. “I’m sorry I snapped at you. I’m just tired.”

	Mikey nodded, knowing it was more than that, but chose not to push it for now. Mason obviously didn’t want to discuss whatever was bothering him and she knew better than to pry it out of him at the wrong time. Her brothers could be stubborn when they wanted to be and were often more similar than alike, which made it interesting why they never got along.

	“Since you don’t want to talk about your dream, can we talk about mine?”

	He took another sip from his coffee. “Not really. No.”

	She bit her lip. “I saw that earring again.”

	“The infamous butterfly earring. How exciting.” He stretched with a groan. “Right now, Mikey. I just need a shower and some food. Then maybe we can talk about your earring, instead of the shitstorm Max is in, and how we have no way of getting him out of it. But yes. Let’s discuss the earring. By all means…” He tossed the blanket aside.

	“Why are you being such an asshole?”

	He glared at her. “Gee. I wonder. Maybe because I’m sitting here in the same clothes as yesterday after sleeping on a lumpy couch, I stood up my girlfriend last night and then threw her out of my house, and our brother is accused of murder and our leads are quickly evaporating. But you want to talk about a damn earring.”

	Mikey gripped her coffee cup. “I just think─”

	“Well, stop it. Because it’s not helping.” He stood and rubbed his back. “I’ve got to use the bathroom.” His wallet and keys were on the table, and he put them in his pockets. He picked up his shoes which lay on the floor beside the sofa. “I’ll take a shower downstairs.”

	The ground floor had previously housed a gym, and the restroom contained shower facilities and a few lockers. Before he’d found his house and after an old girlfriend had tossed him out of her place, Mason had slept in his office for a few weeks and had left some clothes in one of the lockers. Mikey assumed they were still there.

	“I’ll be back in a minute,” he said.

	“Take your time,” said Mikey. “And lose the attitude when you come back, because if you don’t, I’ll kick your ass out of here.”

	He stopped beside her chair. “It’s my office.”

	“And without me, it’s where you sleep and hang your hat, but not much else.”

	Mason stilled. “Are you saying I can’t run this place without you?”

	“Please. You can talk to spooky specters all day long, but without me to run the ship, you’d be lost at sea.”

	“I’d do just fine.”

	She narrowed her eyes. “What’s the password to your email account?”

	He paused. “It’s…let me think.”

	“See?” She sat back and sipped her coffee. “Pull it together, Mason. I know you’re tired. We’re all tired. And we’re all worried about Max. So unless you want to tell me what’s really going on with you, I suggest you start acting like a human being, and don’t take your frustrations out on me.”

	He gripped the back of her chair. “God, Mikey. Stop acting so damn smug. Yes. Maybe I need you in the office, but what the hell else are you going to do? If it weren’t for me, you’d still be partying with Victor’s cult, doing drugs and sleeping around. You should be damn lucky you even have a job. God knows, nobody else was going to hire you.”

	His words were like a punch to her gut, and she froze. She put her coffee cup down and turned in her chair. “Is that what you think of me?”

	He stared, his eyes wide and his face a mixture of anger, confusion and regret. “Mikey…I…”

	The office door opened, and Trick sauntered in. His face was pale, his shoulders drooped, and he carried a small paper bag and a coffee. He barely looked at them. “Mornin’,” he said, tossing his hat on his desk. He fell into his seat and opened the bag. “I hope you two are awake because I had one hell of a date, and somebody has to be able to work today.” He leaned back, took a bite of something that looked like a biscuit, sipped his coffee, and laid his head back on his chair with his eyes closed. “Miss Dana did not disappoint.” He smirked and then cracked an eye open when neither Mason or Mikey responded. He eyed them with a frown. “Did I miss something?”

	 


Chapter Eighteen

	Trick glanced between Mikey and Red. Despite his pounding head, he picked up on the tension in the room. “What’s up?” he asked.

	Red didn’t move for a second, but then shot a look at Mikey before grabbing his cell phone from the coffee table and walking to the back exit door. “Glad someone around here can have some fun while Max is about to go to prison.” He walked out into the back hall. “I’m going to take a shower.” He shut the door.

	Trick sipped more of his coffee. “Somebody woke up on the wrong side of the bed this morning.”

	“Try couch,” said Mikey. She pointed toward the sofa. “He slept here last night.”

	“Slept here?” Trick leaned up and set his biscuit down, looking toward the exit door. “Why?”

	“I thought that was a valid question, but don’t dare ask him that. He jumped down my throat, and we argued.”

	Trick recalled what Red had divulged to him about his house, but Trick had been sworn to secrecy. “I think Max is getting to him.”

	“It’s more than that.” Mikey picked up her donut. “Something’s bugging him. I know he’s worried, but Mason has never acted like this. Even through all my issues and Margaret’s he’s never acted like…like…I don’t know. Like a different person.” She eyed him. “He talks to you. Has he told you anything?”

	Trick rubbed his eyes, trying to act normal. “He told me he hasn’t slept well. And I think he’s blaming himself for what’s happening to Max.” That much was true, but he kept the rest to himself.

	“Mason’s good at that. Blaming himself. Thinks he’s some sort of superhero.” She bit into her donut and put it back onto her napkin.

	Trick took a bite of biscuit, and sipped more coffee, his night with Dana still fresh in his mind. He’d slept maybe three hours and had shared two more shots of tequila with her in her bed. His head throbbed, and he felt like he’d carried Red up a mile-long steep hill.

	“How was your date?” asked Mikey. “Any progress with Dana?”

	Trick couldn’t help but grin. “You could say that.”

	Mikey rolled her eyes. “Spare me the gory details. And by the looks of you, there are plenty of them. Did she say anything about Max?”

	Trick recalled Dana straddling him in the dining chair and kissing his chest. He squirmed in his seat. “She did.”

	“Anything useful that will get Mason off our backs?”

	“Maybe. She’s met Linda and Margot. Didn’t care for either of them. Said if Linda wasn’t on meds, then she should have been, and Margot barely spoke to her. There was no love lost between any of them.”

	“I agree with the meds and Linda. I met her yesterday.” Mikey filled him in on her talk with Linda McAllister. “I think she’d have killed Max, not framed him.”

	Trick squeezed his temples. “You can’t be sure. She may be getting a kick out of seeing Max’s reputation go down the toilet. Then, when she’s had her fill, she’ll kill him.”

	“I guess it’s possible. I didn’t read that from her, though.”

	“If she’s a sociopath, you may not be able to. You use empathy to gauge others and if she doesn’t have any, your meter reading could be off.”

	Mikey held her coffee. “That’s pretty insightful of you, Trickster, considering the state you’re in.”

	Trick smiled. “I haven’t lost it yet.”

	“You think Linda is still a subject of interest?”

	“I do. But not just because of that. Dana told me she thinks Jean and Max are having an affair, or at least did have an affair.”

	Mikey widened her eyes. “She did? Is she sure?”

	“I think so. Said they were being secretive about it. Didn’t want anybody to know. Probably because of the employee, boss thing that people frown upon. Dana said Max took Linda to the company Christmas party before they broke up, and that Jean and Linda argued about Max. She didn’t know about what though. Rafe distracted her.”

	“Rafe?”

	“A professional skateboarder.”

	“I’ll take your word for it.” Mikey shook her head. “Sounds like Dana has her fun.”

	Trick chuckled. “She took me car racing yesterday, and she wants to go bungee jumping on our next date. She’s a thrill seeker.”

	“Next date, huh?”

	Trick looked over at her. “I’m not really into the bungee jumping. It’s what happens after the bungee jumping.”

	“Uh-huh.” Mikey sipped more coffee. “I’m guessing she’s a thrill seeker in more ways than one?”

	Trick laid his head back. “You have no idea.”

	“Before you doze off, Romeo, I had another dream last night, and saw the blood and earring again. Mason wasn’t impressed, but I know it means something.”

	“Did you see the killer?”

	“No, but I sensed him, or her. They were close. They were in a house, and I think there’s water nearby. And there was a lot more blood this time.” She sighed and stared off.

	“What are you thinking it means?”

	“Somebody’s in trouble. Al’s not the only one in the killer’s path.”

	“You’re thinking it’s Max?”

	“Or you, or Mason, or hell, even me. I just don’t know.”

	“Well, keep your feelers up. You get a good look next time, you let me know.”

	“At least you’re willing to take it seriously. Mason blew me off.”

	“He’s out of sorts right now. I’m sure he’s downstairs right now regretting his words. He’ll be back up soon and apologize.”

	“I’m not so sure about that, but I appreciate the thought.” Mikey went quiet and Trick tried to get comfortable, but it wasn’t easy in the chair. He stood and went to the sofa.

	“That’s better,” he said, leaning back with his coffee and biscuit. “Is Jean meeting us here this morning to review our results?” he asked.

	“No,” said Mikey. “The news about Max is getting out and she’s doing damage control. She did find out about David Wheatley though. After he lost his business, he moved to Aruba and opened a bar on the beach. He’s never been happier. He told Jean to thank Max for changing his life.”

	“Scratch David Wheatly then.”

	“Let’s get back to Jean. Why wouldn’t she tell us if she and Max had been involved? Why wouldn’t Max?”

	“Maybe they still have a thing going on. They’re protecting each other.”

	“I think the time for protection has passed. Max could go to prison.”

	Trick drank more coffee. “If neither of them believes their relationship has any bearing on Max’s situation, they’ll keep it to themselves.”

	“That’s silly.”

	“That’s love for you.”

	“You think they’re in love?”

	“One way to find out,” said Trick. “We’ll have to ask them.” He ate a bite of biscuit and considered their next steps. “We’ll have to be careful how we do it though, or they’ll clam up.” He thought of Red and how to handle him. “Can you talk to Jean?” he asked Mikey. “She’ll be more likely to speak to you about a hidden affair.”

	“Yes. I can. What about Max?”

	“Once he makes bail, we’ll talk to him.”

	“Who? You?” asked Mikey.

	“It should be Red.”

	Mikey snorted. “Are you serious? You obviously still have sex brain. Mason and Max will only argue.”

	“Sex brain?” asked Trick. “What an appropriate term. Dana’s skills are…memorable.”

	“I’m sorry I brought it up.”

	Trick raised the side of his lip. “Anyway, yes, they might argue, but if anyone can get Max to talk, it’s probably Red. Unless you want to try. I just don’t know if your brother will come clean to his sister about a secret affair with someone he works with.”

	“You’d be surprised what Max might tell me, but I’ll be honest. I’d like Mason and Max to work on being brothers. This might help with that.” She scratched her head. “Unless it makes it worse.”

	“It’s a risk, but worth a shot.”

	“I hope.” Mikey picked up her donut again. “Mason had a nightmare, too. I had to wake him this morning when I came in.”

	“Red had a nightmare?” Trick thought of Red’s evil spirit. Obviously, Red hadn’t removed it. “Did he say about what?”

	“No. He got mad when I asked.” She squinted. “He said something about throwing Valerie out last night, and then I asked him about the bottle of pills I found on the floor.”

	Trick’s stomach tightened. His fatigue forgotten, he sat up and gripped his coffee. “Bottle of pills?”

	“Yes. They were a prescription from when he’d been injured during Cissy’s case. There were three pills left. Said he took one to help him sleep.”

	Trick flashed back to his Ranger days, recalling when he’d found pill bottles in Red’s medicine cabinet, and then recalled his conversation with Mason outside Rory’s apartment building. Had Mason been honest with him?

	“Something wrong?”

	Trick kept his expression flat. “It’s just interesting. Why throw Valerie out? Why sleep here and need a pill to sleep?”

	“That’s why I think there is more going on, and it’s not just about Max.” She groaned. “But he won’t talk to me. He just gets mad when I try.”

	Trick studied his biscuit. “Then let me.” It would be a tricky subject to broach, but Trick would have to figure it out. “I’ll have to pick the right time and place, though, because if I don’t, he’ll just find a way out of it.”

	“He’s all yours, because if I keep trying, I may end up arrested for Mason’s murder, and it will be up to you to rescue the Redstones.”

	“God help you all.”

	Mikey snickered. “I know.”

	She sipped her coffee while Trick, trying to stay awake, rested his head back against the couch, thinking about Red.

	“Hey,” said Mikey. “I should thank you for helping. I doubt you thought you’d be dealing with all of the Redstone wreckage when you started here.”

	“Mikey,” said Trick with a sigh. “The Redstones are the closest thing to family I have. I should be thanking you.” Still holding his coffee and biscuit, he closed his eyes. After a few seconds, he cracked an eye open when he felt someone take his cup and biscuit. He saw Mikey standing over him.

	“Take a catnap, Trickster,” she said. “Then maybe you can think straight. You’ll need it when you talk to Mason.”

	His heart warmed, and he smiled. “Thanks, Mikey.”

	She smiled back. “You’re welcome.” She set the cup down on the table. “Don’t get used to it, though. I’ll revert to my usual self in a matter of seconds.”

	“Perish the thought,” said Trick, and he relaxed back on the couch, and was asleep within minutes.

	 

	**

	 

	Mason hung his head, letting the hot spray run down his neck and back, and berating himself over his conversation with Mikey. He’d been harsh with her. She didn’t deserve that, but when he’d come awake, he’d been so frustrated and angry, and the nightmare hadn’t helped. The Shadow Man had been chasing him, and Mason hadn’t known where to go. He’d hidden in his guest bathroom at his house, and thinking he’d escaped, he’d leaned out to look, and the Shadow had stood there, in one large lumped mass, and it had raced forward and touched him, and that’s when Mikey had jostled him. He’d opened his eyes, still seeing the dark shape and feeling ice cold tendrils running up his arm from its touch. He’d shoved at Mikey, thinking she was the mass.

	Groaning, Mason raised his head and let the water run down his face. He touched the scratch on his head, and then the gash on his shoulder. He recalled the prior evening after he’d tossed Valerie out. After seeing the wreckage of his kitchen, the knife had flown at him, and he’d tripped. His head had hit the edge of the brick fireplace and he’d lost consciousness. When he’d come to, he’d sat up, spotting his messy kitchen, but also his blood-soaked shirt. The knife had nicked him in the shoulder. He’d touched his head and felt the blood there, too.

	Not wasting any time, he’d jumped up and run into his room, pulling off his shirt. He’d wiped off the blood and washed his face, changed clothes, grabbed a bottle of pills, and ran out of the house. He couldn’t stay there another minute, but he needed sleep. If he could rest, then maybe he could figure out how to get rid of the Shadow Man. He’d made it to the office, popped a pill, crashed on the couch, and had slept until Mikey had woken him.

	As the water pelted his skin, and his anger faded, he knew he’d have to apologize. He’d been an idiot, but he’d been so mad, and then Trick had walked in, exhausted from his date, and Mason had had enough.

	Turning off the shower, he shoved back the curtain and thought about what to do next. He couldn’t sleep in his office forever. And now he’d not only pissed off Mikey, but also Valerie. Drying his body and hair with a towel, he sighed. His life was a big damn mess. He eyed the bottle of pills beside the sink, and his stomach fell at the thought of Mikey seeing them. He’d been stupid to leave them out, but he must have knocked them on the floor when he’d thrown the blanket over his legs, and he’d been too tired to notice. That was a mistake he could only afford to make once, and if Trick had seen them…it would have been a disaster.

	Mason dropped the towel and finger-combed his hair. Grabbing clean clothes, he started to get dressed, telling himself the pills weren’t that big a deal. He only took them when he couldn’t sleep or was stressed. If he took too many, it affected his communication with the spirit world, so he doled them out carefully. He could stop again if needed, and right now, those pills were getting him through the situation with Max and the evil entity in his home. Once those problems were resolved, he would consider tossing them. How hard could it be to do it a second time?

	Thankful he’d put a pair of boots in the small locker, he slid them on and stood. Studying himself in the mirror, he noted his tired eyes and pale complexion. He thought about Max, and how he’d treated Mikey and Valerie, and his thoughts turned on him. You do have a problem. You don’t know what you’re doing. What happened to Mom and Max is your fault. You could have prevented it. If you’d just been smarter.

	“Shut up,” said Mason to himself in the mirror. “It isn’t true. You’re doing the best you can.” He thought of his mother and recalled her mantra. “Just take it one day at a time,” he whispered to himself. But the gnawing in his gut remained, and if Mason were honest, he knew it would never leave.

	He picked up the bottle of pills, opened it, shook one out and swallowed it. Then he closed the bottle and put it in his pocket when his phone rang.

	Mason saw that it was Bill, Max’s attorney and he quickly answered. “Bill?”

	“Good news, Mason,” said Bill. “Max was arraigned this morning and Jean’s arranged bail. He’ll be home within the hour.”

	Breathing a deep sigh of relief, Mason spoke to him for a few minutes, thanked him and hung up. He thought about what to do next, and without any hesitation, he grabbed his dirty clothes, took a last look in the mirror, smoothed his mustache and left the bathroom. He didn’t bother returning upstairs but left the building and headed straight for his car.

	He thought of Mikey and Trick but chose not to call them. They’d find out about Max soon enough, and he needed to talk to his brother alone. Max had to know something about who was framing him, and Mason was going to get it from him, no matter what it took. Pulling out of the parking spot, he turned toward Max’s and drove away.

	



Chapter Nineteen

	Dana giggled and straddled him, trailing kisses down his neck and chest. Moaning, Trick sucked in a breath as she slid her hand down his stomach, and then lower to his─

	“Trick.” He felt something shake his shoulder. “Trick. Wake up.”

	Trick startled and opened his eyes. Mikey stood over him. He groaned as the dream faded, but the memory of Dana’s touch lingered.

	“Catnap’s over. Get up,” said Mikey. “Mason’s gone.”

	Trick blinked the sleep from his eyes. “What? Where is he?”

	“He took his shower, but then left.” Mikey grabbed her purse. “We have to go.”

	Still sleep-deprived, Trick tried to keep up. “Where are we going?”

	“I called Jean. Max made bail and will be home soon. Bill must have called Mason because when I went downstairs, Mason wasn’t there. He probably went to see Max, which is where you need to go.”

	Trick rubbed his eyes. “Why am I going there?”

	Mikey sighed. “Because you saw the mood Mason was in. You’ll need to play peacemaker. Plus, Mason doesn’t know about Max and Jean. You’ll need to ask Max about it.”

	“I do? Now?”

	“Yes. Now. I managed to convince Jean to take a break from her client phone calls and meet me for a quick cup of coffee. I’ll ask her about Max, but if she clams up, she may try to contact Max. Mason always told me the element of surprise was important. It’s better if you talk to Max before Jean gives him a heads-up. Don’t you think?”

	Trick forced himself to stand. “I think you missed your calling. Maybe you should have been the Texas Ranger.” He stretched wearily.

	“Don’t think I didn’t consider it,” said Mikey. “They could use a few more women on their team.”

	Trick found his hat. “I don’t doubt it.”

	Mikey grabbed her purse and headed for the door. “I texted you Max’s address. Let me know how it goes.”

	Trick grabbed his unfinished biscuit, tossed it in the trash and put on his hat. “I’ll be in touch.”

	“Me, too.” Mikey opened the door and Trick followed her out.

	 

	**

	 

	Mason watched as a car pulled into Max’s driveway. He’d arrived at Max’s before Max and as the car neared, Mason stood from the steps he was sitting on and waited as a man Mason assumed was Bill pulled up and Max got out of the car. He thanked Bill who waved at Mason and then left.

	Max stood in his rumpled clothes, looking weary. “What are you doing here?” He walked past Mason and pulled out keys.

	“What am I doing here?” asked Mason. “That’s a stupid question.”

	Max opened the door and walked inside. “I’ve had a rough twenty-four hours. All I want to do is sleep.”

	Mason followed him inside. “You can sleep when you’re dead. We need to talk.” He closed the door behind him.

	“Talk about what? What exactly is going to get resolved right now that can’t be resolved tomorrow?”

	“You’ve been arrested for murder. I think that warrants some immediate action. Don’t you?”

	Max groaned. “Where’s Mikey?”

	“What does that matter?”

	“Does she know I’m out? Did you tell her?”

	“She’ll find out soon enough.”

	“That’s nice of you.”

	“It’s better you and I talk alone.”

	“Why is that?” Max slid his jacket off, tossed it in a chair, and walked into the kitchen.

	“Because you know Mikey. And why worry her any more than she already is?”

	“As Mikey has so eloquently told me, she’s perfectly capable of handling herself. She’s probably doing better than either of us.” He paused. “Is it so she can’t jump in and defend me, or take my side?”

	“Aren’t we all on the same side here?” asked Mason.

	Max opened the refrigerator and took out a pitcher of orange juice. “Your way of doing things and my way can be a little bit different.” He pulled a glass from a cabinet. “You want some?”

	“No. I don’t want any. I want us to do something.”

	“Like what?” Max poured himself some juice and returned the pitcher to the fridge.

	“Damn it, Max. How can you be so calm? The cops think you killed Al Whitten. They have the geode.” He paused. “Did you hear anything about fingerprints?”

	Max sipped his juice and put the glass down. “Bill did. They found two partial prints, both mine, on the rock.”

	Mason gripped the edge of the kitchen counter. “Two partial? Anybody else’s?”

	“No.” He walked to his breakfast table and sat. “Bill wonders if the killer touched the stone and wiped it, but still managed to leave my prints.”

	Mason walked over and stood beside the table. “Who would do this?”

	“I don’t know.”

	“Mikey said she talked to you. You told her about a dating service you’d joined?”

	“I did, but I don’t think that will lead anywhere. I may be a bad date, but not that bad.”

	“You don’t know that. We have to follow every lead.” Mason pulled out a chair and sat. “Including business associates. You think David Wheatly could do this?”

	Max stopped in mid-sip of his juice and lowered his glass. “You talked to Jean?”

	“We asked her who you’d worked with that might harbor a grudge against you.”

	“You need to leave Jean alone. She’s got enough to handle. God knows what’s happening with the business now that I’m a murder suspect.” He set his juice down. “I should call her.”

	“Call her? Leave her alone?” Mason slapped a palm on the table. “We need information, Max. And if some pissed off business acquaintance is set on ruining you, we need to know.”

	“No business acquaintance is trying to ruin me, least of all David Wheatly. David can talk a lot, but the man sucks at business and if he’s coming after me, then he’s got a long list of other targets because I certainly am not the only one he’d be angry with.”

	“Then who else?” asked Mason. “And why not one of the women you dated? Mikey mentioned Linda McAllister. How long did you two go out?”

	Max sighed. “I already told Mikey. Linda may have been a bit unstable, but I doubt she’s a killer.”

	Mason sat back, frustrated. “When are you going to face the fact that there are bad people out there, and one of them wants to hurt you?”

	“And when are you going to face the fact that not everyone has murder and mayhem on their mind? Your experience as a Ranger has tilted your world view, and now as a P.I., you’re still dealing with ghosts, psychos and thieves. How do you do it?”

	“My job may be difficult, but at least it doesn’t allow me to stick my head in the sand.” He leaned in. “And despite my ugly worldview, I’m not the one with a murder rap hanging over my head.” He pointed. “You’re the one who Al embezzled from, and you’re the one being targeted. Maybe you should start looking at things from my point of view instead of yours. Not everyone is sunshine and light.”

	“I’d rather look at sunshine and light, instead of bodies and blood any day. And this murder rap won’t stick. They’ll figure out who did it.”

	“Who? Bevins and Winkler? You’re an idiot if you think they’re on your side. I know those two. They’ll sell you down the river without a second thought.”

	“Is that because they have a beef with you? How nice. It again confirms that what you do stinks.”

	Mason went rigid. “What I do stinks? I’m sitting here trying to help you. I am the only one in your corner who is uniquely suited to help you out of this mess, and you want to rely on Bevins and Winkler?” He stood. “I have half a mind to let you, and we’ll see where you are a year from now. I hope you like orange because you’ll be wearing a lot of it.”

	Max glared. “That’s the difference between you and me. You see scary monsters and spirits and think everyone is against you. I choose to see the opposite. I didn’t kill Al, and a jury will see that, even if Bevins and Winkler don’t.”

	Tired and exasperated, Mason ran a hand through his hair. “You are a fool. And if you weren’t my brother, I’d let you believe in your sunshine and light. I’m sure Mikey will visit you every Saturday in prison.” He leaned down and put a hand on the table. “But you are my brother, and Mikey likes sleeping in on Saturdays, so get off your damn high horse, stop making this about me, and give me some information I can work with.”

	“I don’t have any information,” Max yelled. “How hard is that for you to understand?”

	Mason yelled back. “You think some random person is targeting you, and oh, they just happened to find one of your geodes to use against you?”

	“It could be somebody that Al knows, and I don’t. Don’t you think that’s a possibility, Mr. I Know Everything and You Know Nothing?” He swiveled toward Mason. “Al stole from other people. I’ve never been a Ranger or a P.I., but I can tell you that that must be a huge suspect pool. Why don’t you start there instead of bugging the hell out of me?”

	“We are looking there,” yelled Mason. “But if it was a stranger who just wanted Al dead, then why involve you? How do they know you? Why would they use a rock from your collection as a weapon?”

	“Because maybe somebody did their homework,” Max yelled back. “How hard would it be? If Al had a friend or an accomplice, and Al mentioned me, then maybe that person used me and killed Al. Don’t you think that makes sense? Don’t you think that Bevins and Winkler are going to learn about Al’s background, who he stole from, and do a little investigating of their own?”

	“No. I don’t think they’ll do any of that.”

	“Why? Because of your experience in law enforcement? Is that how you conducted your own investigations? Did you look at only one suspect when you knew there could be others?”

	“If that’s what you think of me, then you don’t know me at all.”

	Max narrowed his eyes. “It’s probably that Trick Monroe. He was a bad influence on you and still is. And now you’ve pulled Mikey into all this crap, and she’s seeing demons in every corner.” He banged his juice on the table. “When are you going to realize what this job is doing to you, and the people around you?” He paused. “Don’t you think it’s time you stopped hunting ghosts and got a real job?”

	Mason’s face warmed. “Why? So I can be like you? Hiding from my gifts because I’m too scared of what people think? With my only validation being the money I make and lording it over everyone else? And then because of that money, think that I’m some sort of guru who can tell people what to do with their life?” He leaned closer toward Max. “And trying to prove to the world, and to their Mom, their worth, because they left home to seek their fortune and dumped everything else on the siblings left behind?”

	Max set his jaw and squinted. “You’re bringing Mom into this? If anyone should feel guilty about her, it’s you.”

	“I’m not the one who left.”

	“She told me to go.”

	“Of course, she did. What did you expect her to say?”

	“I told her I’d help in any way I could.”

	“How? By coming home once a year? For three days at Christmas?”

	Max stood, his face rigid. “She never said a word to me about needing anything.”

	“Why would she? Mikey and I were there. We took care of her. Marge certainly wasn’t a help. She’d disappear for days at a time and when she was there, she’d only upset everyone, so we told her to stay away. Then Mom had to move to the retirement community. She had to sell the house, which almost killed her because that house was nothing but memories for her. And where were you when we went through her things? Even after the funeral, you basically left it to me and Mikey to settle her affairs.”

	“If you wanted me there, why didn’t you say something?”

	“Why didn’t you offer?”

	Their faces red, the two brothers glared.

	“If you’re going to shift Mom’s burdens on me,” said Max, “then be prepared to accept a few of your own. We both know who’s responsible for her death.”

	Mason curled his fingers into fists. “I did everything I could for her, which was a hell of a lot more than you.”

	“If it hadn’t been for that damned friend of yours,” yelled Max, “she might still be alive today.”

	Mason pointed and yelled back. “What would it matter to you? You’d still ignore her.”

	“Damn it, Mason,” Max got in Mason’s face. “Sometimes I hate you.”

	Mason didn’t back down. “The feeling’s mutual.” Breathing hard, Mason fought not to punch his brother in the jaw, and if Max had said one more word, he might have. Still glowering, he heard a knock on the wall and saw Trick standing outside the kitchen, his face solemn and holding his hat.

	“Did I come at a bad time?” he asked.

	 


Chapter Twenty

	Mikey picked up the two coffees and brought them to the small table in the coffee shop in the lobby of Max’s building. Jean sat at the table with her cell phone in her hand, swiping at the screen, her face furrowed in worry. “This is such a mess,” she said.

	Mikey set her coffee down and handed one to Jean. “Why don’t you take a second?” asked Mikey. “Everyone will live for fifteen minutes while you have a break.” She sat beside Jean.

	Jean read something, moaned, and set her phone down. “Everyone wants to jump ship. What happened to you’re innocent until proven guilty?”

	“It never works that way.”

	“I’ll think twice now whenever I see someone arrested on the news. This reveals a whole new side to that.”

	“I know what you mean.” Mikey removed her lid and added some sugar. “But hang in there. We’ll prove Max’s innocence, and the clients will return.”

	Jean crossed her arms. “You sure about that? Because I’m not.”

	“Well, the ones that matter will. Those that don’t, let them go. You’ll get new ones.”

	Jean nodded, sat forward, and picked up her coffee. “Thanks for the drink, and the diversion. I’ve been going non-stop since six a.m.” She sighed and eyed her watch. “Hell. Max should be home now. I should call him.” She reached for her cell.

	Mikey reached out and touched her wrist. “Actually, before you do, I wanted to talk to you about something.”

	Jean frowned and lowered her phone. “Is something wrong, other than the obvious?” Her face fell. “Is it about Max?”

	“Yes and no,” said Mikey, trying to think how to word it. “It’s actually about both of you.”

	“Both of us? What do you mean?”

	Mikey left the lid off and stirred her drink, realizing there was no easy way to bring the subject up. “You know we’ve been digging into Max’s background? To see who might want to hurt him?”

	“Yes. Did you learn something?”

	“We did.” Mikey stopped stirring, met Jean’s gaze and took a breath. “Did you and Max have an affair?”

	Jean’s eyes rounded and she dropped her jaw. “Who told you that?”

	“Does it matter?”

	She hesitated. “I…I…uh…” Jean stared at her cup. “I don’t know what to say,” she whispered. “You’ve caught me off guard.”

	“I’m sorry to pry, but considering everything going on, it’s important we know about Max and his…history.”

	Jean kept her eyes down. “I suppose it is.”

	Mikey gave Jean a minute to collect herself, but then asked the obvious. “How long did it last? Or is it still going on?”

	Jean pursed her lips and gripped her cup. “It’s over.” She paused. “Has been for a while now.”

	Mikey nodded, uncertain what to say next. She hated getting too personal, but in order to help Max, she needed to know more. Did Jean’s relationship with her brother piss someone off, or did Jean have some involvement in Max’s situation? Jean had fired Al, but had she done more? Mikey kept her senses alert to Jean’s honesty, but so far, she didn’t detect deception. “How serious was it between you two?”

	Jean rubbed her temples and chuckled softly. “That’s a good question. I’m not exactly sure.”

	“You mind telling me what happened?”

	Jean looked up. “I didn’t kill Al, if that’s what you’re thinking, and frame Max over some lover’s tiff.”

	“That’s not what I think,” said Mikey. “But maybe your affair with Max upset somebody else. There’s no way to know unless I ask.”

	“Yeah. I know.” She took a deep breath. “It’s sort of a long story, but I’ll try and keep it brief.”

	“Take your time.”

	Jean sipped from her coffee and put it down. “I was married.” She closed her eyes and opened them. “For five years but got divorced over a year ago.”

	“I didn’t know that,” said Mikey. “Did you divorce because of the affair?”

	“No.” She expelled a deep breath. “He…was abusive.”

	Mikey swallowed. “Jean…”

	“It took me a while to see him for what he was. I kept thinking I could change him or make him happy enough so he’d be nicer to me. But it didn’t work. Max…,” she paused, “…Max was the one who finally got through to me. He’d seen a few bruises, and the excuses I kept giving him stopped working, and I could see it in his eyes that he knew. He’s perceptive for a guy.”

	“Yeah. He is.”

	She cleared her throat. “I finally hit a breaking point. I gave up, and decided I was leaving. I told Tommy, my husband, that it was over. He…he didn’t handle it well. The next day, I went into work, wearing sunglasses to hide my swollen eye, and Max saw it. He was furious. Told me I was getting out that second. He went with me to my house, and while Tommy was at work, I grabbed my things and left. Max took me back to his home and I stayed there, where Tommy couldn’t find me, and I could take some time to find my footing.” She stopped and bit her lip. “I was a mess, but Max was so kind and helpful. I hadn’t had that in a while. He was there for me, and two weeks into my stay, we…we…” She wrapped her fingers around her coffee cup.

	“I get it,” said Mikey.

	Jean sniffed. “I think we both knew the timing was bad, but I desperately needed reassurance and support and…and…it just felt good, you know? To be wanted.”

	Mikey pulled a napkin from a dispenser and handed it to Jean. “I’m sure it did.”

	She took it and dabbed at her eyes. “Anyway, I decided I couldn’t live in that fairy tale world forever. I had to face my demons. So, once I felt strong enough, I left Max’s and went to my sister’s. I found an attorney and started divorce proceedings. Tommy finally got the message that I was serious and then he turned mellow, promising me he would get help, and change his ways. It didn’t sway me though. I wanted out. I got a restraining order and went forward with the divorce. When I didn’t cave, Tommy reverted to his old self and threatened me, but with Max’s help, I didn’t back down. It was like my time with Max had shown me what was possible, and I couldn’t return to my old life.” She sniffed again and wiped at her nose.

	“What happened to Tommy after the divorce?” Mikey pulled out her small notepad from her purse. She couldn’t help but wonder if Tommy could be their bad guy. Had he learned about Jean’s relationship with Max and retaliated?

	“Once it was final, he stopped bothering me. He left me alone once he realized I wasn’t backing down. I bumped into one of Tommy’s cronies a few months ago and he told me Tommy was dating someone named Lorna. God help her.”

	“What’s Tommy’s last name?”

	“Patterson,” said Jean. “Thomas Patterson.” She straightened and shook off her sadness. “If you’re thinking he’s involved in this mess with Max, though, I doubt it.”

	Mikey made some notes. “Why do you say that? He sounds like just the sort to do something like this.”

	“I know how it looks, but I don’t think Tommy’s smart enough to pull this off. Plus, even if he is involved, he’d have killed me and framed Max. Not Al Whitten.”

	“That may be true, but we still need to check him out. You have his address?”

	“You’re going to talk to him?”

	“Can’t hurt.”

	“I would steer clear. He can be an asshole.”

	“Maybe that will be his undoing. Cocky and overconfident may be enough to trip him up, especially if he’s talking to a woman.”

	“Mikey, be careful. Take Mason with you. Don’t go alone.”

	“I’ll be careful. What’s his address?”

	“I don’t know. He moved after the divorce. But I know where he works. He runs an auto restoration company, and he’s a swim coach at the local high school a few days a week.” Jean gave Mikey the name of Tommy’s company and the high school.

	“Great.” Mikey scribbled and then closed her notepad. “Can I ask you something else?”

	Jean shrugged. “What the hell. We’ve come this far. Shoot.”

	“Why’d you keep the affair a secret?”

	Jean seemed to relax and took another sip of her drink. “Mainly because of the divorce, but also because we were business associates. It doesn’t look good when a woman is sleeping with her boss.” She raised the side of her lip. “Bad optics.”

	Mikey tapped her cup on the table. “You still attracted to Max?” She paused. “Should I mention the ‘L’ word?”

	Jean smiled. “Somehow I think we’ve moved past the investigation part of this conversation.”

	“We have,” said Mikey. “Now it’s woman to woman, unless you’d rather not talk about it. But I’ll admit. I think you and Max would make a great couple.”

	Her cheeks reddened. “I’d be a liar if I said I hadn’t thought about it.”

	“Then why don’t you tell him how you feel?”

	She shook her head. “I don’t know. I guess…I guess…I’m scared. Max is a good friend. We work very well together. We’re confidants. I don’t want to ruin that.”

	“But you’ve already been together.”

	“But that was different. I was different. When I left Max’s house, I told Max that we couldn’t have a relationship based on me running from one man so I could find safety in the arms of another. I needed time to stand on my own two feet and figure things out. He did the honorable thing and stepped aside, and he hasn’t made a single move toward me since.”

	Mikey grunted. “That’s my brother for you. Once he plants himself, he’s damn near unmovable. He’s almost as bad as Mason.”

	“They seem a lot alike.”

	“You have no idea.” Mikey thought of another question. “One more thing. Did you and Linda McAllister have it out at the company Christmas party?”

	Jean’s eyes widened. “How did you─”

	“I have my sources.”

	Jean slumped. “Yeah. I kind of told her I didn’t like her. I could see she wasn’t right for Max, and I may have been a little jealous. I’d had a few drinks, and…well…it wasn’t one of my finer moments.”

	“Yeah, well, if it helps, I’ve had a few of those myself.” Mikey put the lid back on her coffee and took a sip from it. “What did Linda do when you got in her face?”

	“Nothing, really.” Jean rested her chin in her palm. “She just laughed at me and walked away. Said something about women needing men, and that Max would figure it out eventually. It made no sense. I wanted to throw my drink in her face, but decided to drink it instead, plus a few more.”

	“I don’t blame you,” said Mikey. “Has Max been serious with anyone else that you know of?”

	“No. I mean he’s had a few dates, but nothing worth mentioning, at least not that I’m aware of.”

	“Have you been dating anyone?”

	Jean shifted in her seat. “No. I wanted to go a full year on my own after the divorce. Then I told myself I’d reevaluate.”

	“It’s been year. How’s that reevaluation going?”

	Jean’s phone pinged and she sighed. “I’ll let you know when I start.”

	“You ever thought about leaving the company, or changing to a new position?”

	“What for?”

	Mikey raised a brow. “You know. Because of the optics?”

	She chuckled. “I like my job. And I like working with Max.”

	“Then screw the optics.”

	Jean studied her coffee. “Maybe one day.”

	“If you keep saying that, then one day will become one too many, and you’ll wish you’d taken your shot.”

	Jean sighed softly. “You sound like someone with experience. You ever have somebody slip away because you waited too long?”

	Mikey’s thoughts drifted to Rem, and she wondered where he was and what he was doing. “No. Not yet at least.”

	“Sounds like we may have a few things in common.”

	“Maybe we do.” She thought of her dream and another question came to mind. “Jean, this may be a crazy question, but I don’t suppose you own a pair of gold butterfly earrings?”

	Jean pursed her lips. “I used to.”

	Surprised, Mikey sat up. “You did? What happened to them?”

	“They’d belonged to my mother. I didn’t wear them much, but I kept them in a jewelry box with a few other trinkets. About six months ago, I had a break in. All my jewelry was taken, along with my TV. I had a gun to protect myself against Tommy, and that was taken, too. It was scary. Now I’ve got an alarm system.”

	“Did you report the theft?”

	“Of course. Police said it was unlikely any of it would be recovered, though.” She hesitated. “To be honest, I always suspected Tommy was behind it. It would be like him to get drunk and think he could scare me out of my own home, maybe to show me I couldn’t make it without him. But it didn’t scare me out and I haven’t had any other issues since.”

	“Did you tell the police you thought it was Tommy?”

	“I did. They said they’d talked to him, but they couldn’t prove anything. You know how that goes.”

	“Yeah,” said Mikey. “I know how it goes.” Her mind raced with the implications of Jean’s story. If Tommy did take Jean’s earrings, and he did kill Al, was he trying to implicate Jean, as well?

	“What’s up with the earrings?” asked Jean. “How’d you know about them?”

	Mikey debated how to answer. “You’ll think I’m crazy if I tell you.”

	“Crazy and I go hand-in-hand. Besides, I know what your brother does. It can’t get much crazier than that.”

	“That’s probably true.” Mikey paused. “I had a dream where I saw a pair of gold butterfly earrings. They were in a house where there was a lot of blood. I think I may have been in the killer’s home.” She left out the part where Trick had taken a picture of one of the earrings at Al’s crime scene. “I think the dream is somehow connected to what is happening with Max.”

	Jean’s eyes widened. “You think if Tommy has the earrings, that he’s the killer?”

	“Well, like Mason keeps telling me, it’s just a dream. It’s not going to hold up in a court of law. But the earrings are important, which is why I asked.”

	“Tommy probably would have pawned them for the cash. Or maybe given them to his new girlfriend.” She rolled her eyes.

	“Guess I need to find out.”

	“Just be careful, okay? Talk to him with people around. He can be charming, but that charm is deceiving.”

	“I hear you.”

	Jean’s phone dinged again. “I’ve got to get back. The natives are getting restless. You have any other questions?”

	“No. That’s it. Thanks for meeting me.”

	“Thanks for listening. It’s the first time I’ve talked about me and Max to anyone. It’s helped me to see things differently. Who knows? Maybe I’ll summon up the courage one day to tell him how I feel.”

	“You should. Especially now. I think he could use some good news.”

	Jean smiled. “Then here’s to us, to being bold, and not waiting too long.” Jean raised her coffee.

	Mikey raised her own cup and bumped it against Jean’s. “I’ll drink to that.”

	 


Chapter Twenty-One

	Trick walked into Max’s kitchen. He’d knocked, but when no one had answered, he’d tried the knob and found it unlocked. Walking in, he’d heard yelling, and he’d followed it.

	Red turned and walked to a window, breathing hard, much like he had in Max’s office. “What are you doing here, Trick?” he asked.

	Max stared at Red’s back and then at Trick. He sat at the breakfast table. “I guess I shouldn’t be shocked that you just walked into my house.”

	Trick debated how to handle this situation. “Maybe next time, lock your door. Or at least answer when I knock.” He spoke to Red. “You took off without saying goodbye, Red.”

	Mason put his hands on his hips.

	“Mikey had to hear from Jean how her brother made bail,” said Trick, walking into the kitchen. “She’s not too happy with you.”

	“Mikey’s a big girl,” said Mason.

	Trick nodded and set his hat down on the kitchen counter. He eyed Max’s juice. “You mind if I get some of that? I haven’t had much to eat this morning, and regretfully, I never finished my coffee.”

	Max snorted. “By all means, help yourself.” He raised a hand. “I’ve got a coffee machine if you want some. You might as well make yourself at home.”

	Trick caught the sneer in Max’s tone, but didn’t know if it was directed at him or Red. He figured it was probably both of them. He scanned the counter and spotted the machine. “I’ll take you up on that. I didn’t get much sleep last night.”

	Red scoffed but continued to face the window.

	Trick opened a cabinet to look for a mug. 

	“Two more down,” said Max. “Second shelf.”

	“Thanks,” said Trick. He found the right cabinet and grabbed a mug.

	“It does single servings,” said Max. “The pods are beneath the machine.”

	Trick eyed the coffee pods. “Even better, since I’m guessing you two don’t want to share.” He slid his mug in, added the pod and started the machine. It began to whir, and coffee poured from the spout. Trick sighed. “Music to my ears.”

	“Glad I could make you happy,” said Max. His voice rose. “Now maybe you could return the favor and get my brother out of here.” He scowled as Red turned back to face Max. “You seem to be the only one that can talk to him because I sure can’t.”

	Red stepped closer. “I’m here to help you. Why can’t you get that through your thick skull?”

	Max shouted back. “And you don’t seem to get it that I don’t want your help.”

	Red stopped in front of the breakfast table but didn’t speak. The only sound was the whir of the coffee machine.

	Trick waited for the mug to fill, then picked it up and sipped from it. “That’s good coffee. Maybe we should consider getting one of these for the office, Red.”

	Red didn’t even look his way. “You want one? You know where the store is. But don’t be asking for a loan to buy one, because God knows what it costs.”

	Max grabbed his juice, and Trick half-expected him to throw it in Red’s face. “It’s a damn coffee machine, Mason,” said Max. “It’s not made of gold.”

	Trick walked over to the table, pulled out a chair and sat. He looked between the two brothers. “Well, since we’re all here together, maybe we should talk.”

	“I think we’ve talked enough,” said Max.

	Trick decided to get to the point before Red and Max came to blows. “Not quite. Since you two can’t seem to carry on the simplest conversation without getting your briefs in a bind, let me try. You’re already pissed off anyway, so I might as well give you something else to chew on.” He blew on his brew and eyed Max. “What’s your history with Jean? You two in a relationship?”

	Max’s reaction was immediate. He swiveled his head to direct his anger at Trick. “What the hell kind of question is that?”

	Red looked over at Trick.

	“A little bird told me you and Jean were together, or at least used to be. Is that true?” asked Trick.

	Max’s face turned red. “That is none of your damn business. And it sure as hell has nothing to do with me being arrested for murder.”

	Trick raised his brows. “So you say. But how do I know that? Neither of us is aware of the circumstances of your relationship with Jean. Did you break it off with her? Did it get ugly? Could Jean have it out for you? She knew Al and what he’d done, and she certainly has access to your rocks. How do you know she didn’t frame you?”

	Max’s eyes narrowed and he set his jaw. “Get out of my house.” He looked at Red. “You, too.”

	“Seems I hit a nerve,” said Trick. “It’s a simple question.” Red stared at Max. “And a simple response is all that is required. Do you think she could do something like this to you?”

	“Absolutely not.” Max’s voice boomed through the kitchen. “Jean is one of the smartest…kindest…and most loyal people I know. I’d trust her with my life, and my business. She’s…she’s…”

	Trick waited. “She’s what?” He paused. “Special?”

	Max’s jaw fell open. “You need to go.”

	“How special is she?” asked Trick. “Is she ‘I like her and she’s a friend’ special? Or is it the ‘I can’t live without her’ special? Because there’s a big difference between the two, and if it’s the latter, then why aren’t you two together?” He leaned back in his seat. “Is it the whole I’m her boss thing? I mean, I get it. It’s hard to deal with staff gossip, but there’s ways around that if you really want to make it work.” He hooked an elbow over the back of the chair. “Or maybe you tried that, and it failed. Maybe it’s too hard to be co-workers and lovers at the same time. It’s a field of landmines, isn’t it?” He eyed Red. “Remember when I tried to date Ranger Blackfield, Red? Gorgeous woman, but a mean right hook. That was a total disaster. I made her so mad, she almost shot me.” He chuckled at Max. “Remind me to tell you the story one day.”

	“I can live without it,” said Max.

	“Suit yourself, but it’s full of life lessons. Right, Red?”

	Red snorted.

	“Anyway,” said Trick, “Let’s get back to the lovely Miss Jean. She is a pretty lady. I can see why you’d like her.” Trick sipped more coffee. “Course, you also dated Linda McAllister, so your track record ain’t great. The question is, is Jean more stable than Linda? Personally, I’d say yes. Jean seems like she’s got a good head on her shoulders and would be just your type. And I don’t get killer vibes from her, which is always good when you’re dating someone, don’t you think?” He chuckled again. “Unfortunately, I found that out the hard way.”

	Max slumped back in his seat. “Is this going anywhere?”

	Red shook his head.

	Trick drank more coffee. “I’m just trying to figure you out, Max. You date a strange woman like Linda McAllister and leave Jean hanging when you obviously like her. So, you’re either in a relationship with her right now…”

	“We are not dating,” said Max. “Not that it’s any of your business.”

	Trick smiled. “Then you were dating her, which means you broke up. Which means there may be hard feelings, which means maybe she killed Al and framed you.”

	“I told you that is ridiculous,” yelled Max. “Stop saying that about her.”

	Trick swung an ankle onto the opposite knee. “You still like her, don’t you?”

	Max fixed a hard stare at Trick, and Trick half-expected smoke to trail from his ears. “But you don’t have the guts to take it further.” Trick sighed. “Pity. Time is short, Max, and you’re wasting it. And what’s worse is, you’re willing to lose her, and everything else, in the hope that truth will prevail. I can admire that, but it’s a damn big risk to take. Don’t you think?” He bounced his booted foot. “But hell, I like a good risk taker. Don’t you, Red?”

	Red raised a brow.

	“What the hell does any of this have to do with my case?” yelled Max.

	Trick shrugged and sipped his coffee. “Not much, but I find a good talk helps, don’t you think? To clear the air?”

	“How the hell do you work with this man?” Max asked Red.

	Red finally spoke. “It’s not easy.”

	“Well, at least you two agree on something,” said Trick. “I’m glad I could help.”

	“Would you get the hell out of my house?” Max yelled and pointed at Red. “And take him with you.”

	Trick dropped his foot and sat up. “Suit yourself.” He took another gulp from his mug. “I’m glad we had this chance to get to know each other better.”

	“We’re not done,” said Red.

	“Yes. We are,” said Max. “There’s nothing left to say.”

	“We haven’t even scratched the surface,” said Red. “There’s also your safety to consider. What if this nut-job comes after you next? What if he doesn’t stop with Al?”

	Max stood, his chair almost falling backward. “For God’s sake, Mason. I’ve had enough.”

	“You’ve had enough?” asked Red. He shot out a hand. “This could be just the beginning.”

	“Nobody’s trying to kill me,” said Max. “Would you listen to yourself? You’ve completely lost touch with reality.” His gaze traveled over Trick. “And I can see why.”

	“Max─,” said Red.

	“No. No more,” said Max. “You’ve said what you came here to say, and I’ve heard it. All of it.” He glared. “Now take your crazy partner and leave.”

	Trick took a last sip, put the mug down and stood. “That’s our cue, Red. Thanks for the coffee and conversation, Max. It’s been memorable.” He smacked Red on the arm. “Let’s go.” He walked around the table.

	“Trick,” said Red. “Don’t.”

	“Don’t what?” asked Trick.

	“Max and I need to talk,” said Red.

	“What part of leave did you misinterpret?” asked Trick. “He doesn’t want our help. In my experience, that means butt out. Let the man find his own way.”

	“Thank you,” said Max. “At least you can understand that much.”

	Trick nodded. “If he wants to rely on Bevins and Winkler, and put his hopes on a jury, then so be it. Max is a smart man. He knows what he’s doing.”

	Max went quiet.

	Trick found his hat. “I’m sure the jury will see that Max didn’t kill the man who embezzled a hundred grand from him, and that the geode was stolen from his office. I mean, once Bevins and Winkler do their investigating, learn about crazy Linda McAllister and put her on the stand, they’ll hear what an upstanding citizen Max is. And who knows? Maybe they’ll find Margot. And she can tell them how she dated Max long enough to set Al’s plan in motion.” Trick tapped Max on the arm with his hat. “Your friend Margot is Al’s sister by the way, in case you didn’t know.”

	 Max tensed while Trick continued. “Margot’s testimony is a concern, though, since she might give a jury reason to believe Max found out about her and Al and got pissed, but hopefully that’s the worst of it.” He held the brim of his hat and raised a finger. “Unless they learn that Max dated Jean, too. But Jean would testify on your behalf to help you, so that’s good.” He paused. “But she’ll be cross-examined, and a good prosecutor will bring all the details of your relationship to light in an attempt to discredit Jean. God knows what they’ll dig up on her, but I’m sure that’s no big deal. Right, Max?”

	Max didn’t move, but his look spoke volumes.

	Trick straightened. “And let’s not forget delightful Dana. They’ll want her on the stand.” He softened his voice. “I hope you don’t have any skeletons hiding in any closets, Max. People in jobs like hers tend to know about that stuff.” He chuckled. “Did I tell you she overheard Linda and Jean fighting at the company Christmas party? I can only imagine what a jury will think about that.” Trick put his hat on. “Hell. Maybe you’ll get lucky and Bevins and Winkler will point the finger at Jean. I mean, they could suggest she’s an accessory, right? That might reduce some of your jail time if it doesn’t go your way?”

	Max’s face lost color.

	“Come on, Red. Your brother’s got this all under control,” said Trick. “He doesn’t need us.” He stopped at the kitchen door and waited.

	Red stayed quiet, but then spoke to Max. “You let me know, when you’re ready for my help.”

	Rigid and his face pale, Max smirked. “Don’t hold your breath.”

	Red hesitated, but then turned and followed Trick out.

	 

	**

	 

	Mikey remained in the coffee shop after Jean had returned to work. Thinking about their conversation, Mikey made some notes in her notebook, and debated her next move. She’d texted Mason, but hadn’t received a response, and guessed he was still with Max. She hoped Trick was keeping her brothers in line. She wanted to call Max but decided to wait.

	Anxious and needing to do something, Mikey eyed Thomas Patterson’s name in her notes. Had he learned about Jean’s affair with Max and blamed his divorce on it? Did he steal Jean’s earrings? And if he had, was he trying to make Max and Jean look guilty? After a few minutes, she figured she was wasting time waiting to hear from Mason. She grabbed her phone, did a search, and found the address for the auto restoration business Tommy owned. Mikey finished her coffee, tossed her cup, and headed out the door.

	 

	**

	 

	Annoyed, Mason sat in the diner. After leaving Max’s, Trick had convinced him to stop and get some food. Neither of them had eaten breakfast, and Trick wanted more coffee. Now, after ordering, he sat and thought back over the conversation with his brother and cursed.

	Trick tipped his head. “Is it your juice? I thought it was fresh-squeezed.”

	Mason glared at Trick. “It’s not the juice.”

	“The coffee is great. You should have some.”

	“I don’t want any coffee.” He rested his head in his palm. He thought about Mikey. She’d called, but he hadn’t called her back.

	There was a brief pause. “What’s up with you, Red? You still dealing with your nasty spirit? Is that why you slept in the office last night, and you’re barking at everyone?”

	Mason recalled the events at his home the previous evening. “It’s fine. I can handle it. Max is the bigger issue.”

	Trick set his coffee down. “Pardon my French, but bullshit.”

	“Trick, don’t start.”

	“Don’t start?” Trick narrowed his eyes. “Have you seen and heard yourself this morning? Your eyes are puffy, your clothes are a mess, you’re arguing with your sister, you’ll barely engage with me, and you almost came to blows with your brother. This is not the calm, cool Mason Redstone we all know and love.”

	Mason rubbed his eyes. “Maybe this is the real me.”

	“If it is, then I’m James Dean, and we all know what happened to him, which is exactly what might happen to you.”

	“What’s your point?”

	“My point is if you keep going like this, you’re going to alienate everyone, and if you don’t deal with whatever it is eating you, it’s going to get worse, and the car crash will come.”

	“Stop being so melodramatic.”

	“Stop sticking your head in the sand, because your ass is hanging out, and I’m damn well ready to kick it.”

	Mason stifled a retort when the waitress arrived and set their food down. After she left, Mason stared at his plate, unsure if he could eat, but then his stomach rumbled, and he picked up his fork.

	Trick took a bite of his own food. They ate for a few silent minutes before Trick sipped more coffee and wiped his face with a napkin. “Did you answer Mikey? She’ll be wondering what happened with Max.”

	Feeling a little more settled now that he had something in his stomach. Mason shook his head. “No. I’ll talk to her later.”

	“She’s just as worried about Max as you are.”

	“I know that.”

	“Do you? Because you act like you couldn’t give a shit.”

	Mason gripped his napkin. “I’ll call her, okay?”

	Trick tapped the handle of his spoon. “Don’t you want to know how I knew about Jean and Max? Or why I showed up and confronted Max?”

	Mason almost said no. “Why?”

	Trick filled him in on his date with Dana, and Mikey’s plan to talk with Jean. “That may be why Mikey called you. She may have some information about Jean.”

	“You heard Max,” said Mason. “He may have had a relationship with Jean, but it sounds like it’s over.”

	“Don’t you think that warrants getting some information about Jean and what happened between them?”

	Mason shrugged.

	Trick raised a brow. “How do you know Jean’s not involved in this mess?”

	“Jean? Please,” said Mason. “The more we get into this, the more it seems it’s less a romantic thing, and more a business thing. I still think this has something to do with Margot, Al and Rory. As much as I hate to admit it, Max is probably right. They targeted several people. It’s probably someone they stole from who took their revenge by killing Al and framing Max.” He shook his head with a huff. “We shouldn’t have let Margot and Rory off the hook. I tried to find them yesterday, but they’d disappeared.”

	“That may have something to do with their brother being dead.”

	“Or it may have something to do with them saving their asses. If they think someone came after Al, then maybe they think someone could come after them.”

	“I can’t rule that out, but Max’s involvement suggests this is personal. Don’t you at least want to know what Mikey learned?”

	“I’m sure if it’s interesting, Mikey will be all over it. But I doubt this has anything to do with Jean.”

	“Did you see Max’s face when I mentioned her? Especially when I suggested she could be accused as an accessory?”

	“So Max likes Jean. Doesn’t mean she did this. But if it makes Mikey happy to check out that angle, then let her. It keeps her out of my hair.”

	Trick tipped his head, and leaned in, his gaze holding Mason’s. “What’s going on with you?”

	“Damn it, Trick.” Mason pushed his plate back. “I’m sorry if I’m not up for worthless banter, but I’m trying to save my brother from a murder rap.”

	“It’s more than that. What happened last night that you ended up at the office on the couch? Is it the spirit that followed you home?”

	Mason picked up his fork and pushed his food around on his plate. “I told you. I can handle it.”

	“It obviously forced you out. How is that handling it?”

	“It’s a temporary setback.”

	“Are you sleeping on the couch tonight?”

	Mason shot an angry stare at him. “Don’t you have something to do?”

	“Yeah. Find out what the hell is going on with my friend.”

	“There’s nothing going on with me.”

	“The hell there isn’t.”

	Mason poked at some egg on his plate. “I’m fine.”

	“You’re fine, huh?” Trick gripped his napkin in a fist. “Mikey said she found a bottle of pills on the floor this morning, and you took one to help you sleep. Does that have something to do with you acting like this?”

	His stomach clenching, Mason chucked his fork on his plate, and it clattered. His mind raced with a variety of colorful responses, but he told himself to stay cool. “No.”

	“You sure?”

	“I took one pill. I don’t think that warrants an interrogation.”

	Trick lowered his voice. “It does when you have a history of abuse.” He held Mason’s gaze. “I know your history, partner. I was there, remember? I know what happened in Texas and I’d be a fool not to question if you’ve relapsed.” He leaned closer. “Did you get a prescription when you were injured? Did it start there?” He paused. “I knew I should have asked you about that.”

	His heart thumping, Mason didn’t back down. “For God’s sake. Who are you? My damn mother? I had a lousy night. I took a damn pill. From a prescription I didn’t even finish. And that warrants you thinking I’m a pill-popper?”

	“I know how you think, Red. You don’t finish a legit prescription so it looks like you’ve got it under control. Meanwhile, you’re taking other not-so-legit medication like candy. It’s Mason Redstone one-o-one.”

	“You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.”

	“I know exactly what I’m talking about. I have a mother who has her own issues. I can see the signs.” He spoke softly. “You need help, Red.”

	“You’re comparing me to your mom? That’s rich.” Mason tossed his napkin onto the table. “And thank you so much for your wise advice. Coming from you, it makes so much sense.”

	“You can attack me all you want─”

	“You slept with a stranger last night for information, your family barely talks to you, you have the relationship skills of a teenager, the living habits of a sloth, and on a slow day, you could drink more than Barkie does on a Saturday night.” Mason’s frustration bubbled over. “And I’m supposed to listen to you?” He paused. “Because you’re so wise?”

	“You flatter me, Red,” said Trick, his back straight. “I consider those to be my best traits. You know what else I’m good at?”

	A trickle of sweat ran down Mason’s back, and he wanted a pill. “Enlighten me.”

	“Sensing your bullshit.”

	Mason pushed back in his seat. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his wallet. “I think this breakfast is over.”

	“Red. You can’t ignore this.” Trick scooted forward in his seat. “Have you considered that the reason this ghost is targeting you is because of the pills? They’re making you susceptible to this shit. If the drugs weaken your boundaries, that gives this…this thing an entry point.”

	Mason found some cash and tossed it on the table. “I’m outta here.”

	“Red, don’t shut me out. Don’t shut Mikey out. If she knew─”

	A stab of fear made Mason go cold. “You mention one word of this crap to Mikey, and you’re out. You hear me?  You can go back to Texas, drink and sleep around there, and go waste someone else’s time.”

	Trick’s face fell. “Red, I’m your friend, and I want to help you.”

	“Then do your job. Find out who the hell is targeting my brother. And leave all your stupid theories about me behind you. Just because I’m having a few rough days and I took something to help me relax, doesn’t make me a junkie.”

	“A few rough days doesn’t warrant you taking a pain pill to sleep. You ever heard of meditation or warm milk?” He whispered. “You’re an addict, Red. Addicts can’t take pain pills. You know that. And if the situation were reversed, you’d tell me the same thing.”

	Mason stood and put his wallet back in his pocket. “You’re wrong, Trick. If the situation were reversed…” He took a final sip of his juice and put it down. “…I wouldn’t give a shit.” He checked his watch. “I’m going to follow up with Margot again. Why don’t you meet up with Mikey and run in some more circles? It’s what you two do best.” He offered one more glare before he turned and walked out of the diner.

	 


Chapter Twenty-Two

	Mikey sat in the parking lot, waiting. After leaving the coffee shop, she’d driven out to Tommy’s auto restoration business. She’d gone inside, but the man behind the counter had told her Tommy was at the rec center pool and would be back later. Mikey had thanked him but before leaving, she’d seen a picture on the wall at the shop. It had been from a local paper and the headline had read Local Shop Restores Car for Navy Veteran. Mikey saw a picture of Tommy and an elderly man standing together in front of a vintage Mustang. Mikey studied Tommy. He was tall and muscular and had a wide grin. She recalled Jean telling her he could be charming, and Mikey could imagine that was true. He was probably the guy every woman loved until he wasn’t charming anymore, and by then, you were in too deep.

	Mikey had driven to the rec center, and now sitting in her car, she debated how to approach Tommy. The auto shop had plenty of people around, but the rec center might not be as busy, even though it would still be a public place. Mikey considered a new tactic and wondered what Mason would think. Her gut told her he’d hate it, but Mason wasn’t around, and he didn’t seem to be in any hurry to return her calls or texts. Mikey thought of Trick and wondered whether to contact him. Somebody should know where she was in case this interaction turned ugly.

	She hastily sent out a text, providing Trick a quick update, and telling him her location and plan to talk to Tommy. Then she took a deep breath and exited the car. She silenced her phone and tucked it in her back pocket, then took off her jacket, pulled her hair out of its ponytail and fluffed it. She tightened the hem of her black t-shirt against her midriff and knotted it, so the material pulled against her breasts and exposed some of her stomach. If Tommy liked pretty girls, she figured she’d give him one. She might get more out of him if he thought he could get lucky.

	Steeling herself, she threw back her shoulders and headed toward the rec center. Once inside, she spoke to someone up front who asked her to provide ID, and sign in. He then directed her toward the pool. She followed his directions and stopped behind a glass door, eyeing the large aquatics area, and immediately thought of the water in her dream. Was this what it meant? Was the water in reference to Tommy?

	She entered the deck, and the humidity hit her like a wave. It was hot and damp and she was glad she’d left her jacket behind. There were two people in the pool, both doing laps. One was a woman, but the man was older and rounder than Tommy. Mikey walked further in and saw another man sitting on a bench beside the pool. His hair was wet, he had a towel wrapped around him and he held a clipboard and pen in his hand. Mikey recognized Tommy from the newspaper photo. He was making notes and Mikey assumed it had something to do with his swim coaching. He didn’t wear a shirt and his shoulder muscles and biceps bunched as he wrote.

	Mikey didn’t approach him, but walked over and sat on the neighboring bench, and watched the swimmers do their laps.

	Tommy continued to write but after a few seconds, he glanced over at her. She glanced back and smiled. He paused for a minute and then put the clipboard and pen down.

	Mikey relaxed and put her elbows on the back of the bench, ensuring her T-shirt rode up to reveal her belly button. “You a swimmer?” she asked, looking over at him. “Or is that just your normal look?”

	Tommy looked down at himself and smiled. “This old thing?” He pulled on his towel. “I just threw it on this morning.”

	“It’s nice, especially the loose fringe hanging off the end.” She smiled back. “I bet it’s a hit with the ladies, too.”

	He shifted toward her and threw an arm back. “Sure doesn’t hurt.”

	Mikey nodded.

	“I haven’t seen you around here before,” he asked. “You a member?”

	She shook her head. “Not yet. Just moved into the area. Doctor says I need to exercise more, but I’m really not into gyms, you know? They’re more like a meat-market nowadays.”

	His grin grew. “I hear you. I don’t care for them either. Just give me thirty minutes in the water to clear my head, and I’m good to go.”

	Mikey again thought of her dream. “I’m thinking about taking up swimming. The guy up front said I could come back and take a look.”

	“I recommend it. I competed in high school and college. It’s great for both your heart and muscles.”

	Mikey trailed her gaze over him. “I can see that.”

	He slid to the end of his bench. “What’s your name?”

	“Mikey. What’s yours?”

	“Tommy. Nice to meet you, Mikey.”

	“Nice to meet you, too, Tommy.” She watched the swimmers again. “How long have you been a member here?”

	“Going on two years. I coach a local high school team.”

	She widened her eyes. “You do? You’re obviously very experienced.”

	“I’d like to think so.” He flicked a glance toward the pool. “You a strong swimmer?”

	“I can swim. Don’t know about how strong.” She softened her voice. “Not like you, at least.”

	“I could give you a few tips if you’re interested.” He waved a hand. “If you join, I can meet up with you. We can do some laps together.”

	Mikey bit her bottom lip and swayed her knees back and forth. “Really? That’s pretty nice of you to offer, considering you don’t even know me.”

	He leaned forward and put his elbows on his knees. “Well, maybe we can remedy that.”

	Mikey cocked her head. “What’d you have in mind?”

	“How about dinner? You free tonight?”

	“You don’t waste time, do you?”

	“Not when I see something I like.”

	Mikey held his look and ran a hand through her hair. “It’s getting hot in here.”

	“It is.” He paused. “Maybe you should take a dip in the pool. Cool off.”

	The female swimmer stepped out of the water, grabbed a towel and ruffled her hair with it.

	“I don’t have a swimsuit,” said Mikey. She watched the woman leave the deck and head into the locker room.

	“Who says you need one?” asked Tommy.

	She chuckled. “I think the rec center might frown upon me skinny dipping and deny me my membership.” She tucked a tendril of hair behind her ear. “I don’t think it’s worth the risk.”

	Tommy grinned. “Sometimes, risks are worth taking, don’t you think?”

	She pushed up on the seat and swiveled toward him. “You sound like someone who’s taken a few.”

	He shrugged. “Maybe I have.”

	Mikey attempted to aim the conversation toward more personal information and hoped Tommy would follow. “Tell me a risk you’ve taken, and we’ll see.”

	Tommy scoffed. “That’s easy. Try marriage.”

	Bingo, thought Mikey. She groaned. “Oh, man. I hear you. What a nightmare. I’ll never do that again.” She figured the lie would make her more relatable.

	“You were married?”

	“I was. Obviously, it didn’t go much better for you.”

	“It was a disaster. She lied and cheated on me.”

	“He cheated on me, too. Seems we have a few things in common.”

	“Seems we do.” He scooted closer on the bench and faced her. “So how about that dinner?”

	Mikey wanted to keep the conversation casual but needed more information. “Before we have this dinner, let me ask you something.”

	“What’s that?”

	Mikey hesitated, but dove in. “Why’d she cheat on you?”

	His smile faltered. “Excuse me?”

	“In my experience, women cheat for a reason. Were you a good husband?”

	His smile disappeared.

	Mikey leaned in. “Listen, Tommy. I’m sure you’re a nice guy. I mean you coach kids, do free restorations for veterans and hang out in your towel, but I want to know about the real Tommy. You say marriage is risky? What about breaking the law? Did you rob your ex-wife’s house? Steal her jewelry?”

	His face tightened. “Who the hell are you?”

	The man in the pool got out, and dripping, he grabbed a towel and headed into the locker room. Mikey was now alone with Tommy. “Someone who’s curious. That’s all.”

	His face twisted. “Do you know my ex-wife, Jean? Did she send you?”

	“Why would Jean send me?”

	“Because it’s something that bitch would do, just to get back at me.”

	“Why would she want get back at you?”

	“Because she’s desperate. I don’t want her back and she’s accused me of shit I didn’t do, trying to make me look bad.”

	“You don’t want her back? That’s not what I heard.”

	“I don’t give a shit what you heard. She’s a liar. Has been from day one.”

	“And you’re not? She had a restraining order against you.”

	“Anybody can get one of those. It’s bullshit.” He stood. “And why the hell am I talking to you, anyway?”

	Mikey glared. “Maybe because you thought you were going to get laid?”

	He laughed. “I’d rather sleep with the fat guy that just left.”

	“Charming,” said Mikey. “Jean was right about that much.”

	“Go fuck yourself.”

	Mikey stood. “I know what you did to her. You think you’re cool because you can beat on a woman? Look at you, you’re twice her size. If that’s what you call risk-taking, then you’re a pussy.” She put a hand on her hip. “What did you do when you realized threatening her wouldn’t work?”

	His posture shifted, and he sneered. Mikey realized that perhaps she’d pushed too hard, and she was now alone with a bully on a pool deck beside a large body of water. She didn’t actually think he’d hurt her since there had to be cameras and people nearby, but if Tommy were truly a psychopath, there was no telling what he could do. He stepped closer. “You need to mind your own business.”

	“Why? Because I should be scared of you? Is that your thing? Intimidating people until they retreat?”

	He stared, his face a mask of calm, but she sensed his fury. “Pretty little thing like you should know better. Bad things can happen if you’re not paying attention.”

	“Like what, Tommy? Do you do bad things?”

	His eyes held a glazed look, and then he raised the side of his lip. “That all depends.”

	“On what?”

	He looked her up and down. “On you.”

	“Is this the part where you tell me to back down or else?”

	He loomed over her. “I admire your spunk. I like a woman with a little fire in her belly, especially when I get ’em between the sheets. Jean was such a wimp in and out of bed. I feel sorry for that loser she fell for. He got what he deserved, though. Losers just attract losers.”

	“She fell for you first, so what does that say about you?” Mikey thought of Max. “Did you do something stupid to get back at Jean and her lover?”

	“If I did, you think I’d tell little ol’ you?” He trailed a finger down her arm, and she pulled away. “If you want me to talk, then you need to grease the wheels, honey. You don’t get something for nothing.”

	“The only thing you’re gonna get from me is my foot up your ass.”

	He laughed. “I could put you over my knee right now and show you exactly what I think of you. Maybe I’ll put something up your ass, too. What do you think of that, Sunshine?”

	Fear bubbled up, but so did her anger. She got in his face. “Go for it, big guy. You touch me, and I’ll have you thrown in jail so fast, you’ll wish it were my foot up your ass, and not your cellmate’s.” Her heart raced, but she knew if she let him see her fear, he’d like it.

	He let go a slow breath. “I think you should go, before this conversation takes a turn you can’t retreat from.”

	Mikey narrowed her eyes. “I know what you did, Tommy, and you won’t get away with it.”

	“You don’t know shit, Sunshine. You’re just as stupid as the rest of them, but if you ever change your mind about skinny dipping, you let me know.”

	Mikey summoned her courage. “I’m going to prove that you framed Jean’s boss, and I’m going to make sure you go to prison for a long, long time.”

	He raised a finger and started to speak when Mikey heard a yell. “Miss Redstone?”

	She turned and saw the person from the front desk standing at the entry to the pool. “There’s someone on the phone for you up front. He’s trying to reach you.”

	Mikey inwardly cursed.

	“Redstone, huh?” asked Tommy. “Mikey Redstone?” He paused. “You’re related to Max Redstone?”

	Mikey didn’t respond.

	He chuckled again. “Good to know, Sunshine.” He reached to brush away a tendril of her hair, but she stepped back. “Say hi to him, will you?” he asked. “Such a shame he’s been arrested for murder, but it doesn’t surprise me. God knows what else he’s done.”

	“I’m not going away until I find out what you did.”

	He pulled his towel from his waist, revealing his skimpy swimsuit and muscular legs. “Hang around as much as you like.” He tossed the towel over his shoulder and his gaze trailed over her body again. “You can tell yourself it’s because of your brother, but personally, I think you like me.” He grinned and a chill ran up Mikey’s spine. “I find that most women say one thing but mean another.” He lowered his voice. “Do I turn you on, Mikey Redstone?”

	Her heart rate zoomed, and Mikey moved back. “I believe I have a phone call.”

	“What do you call that?” he asked. “Saved by the bell?”

	Mikey took another step back.

	“You go, Sunshine, but next time, there’ll be no bell loud enough to protect you. You got that?”

	“You’re dirty, Tommy. And it’s going to catch up to you. One way or another.”

	“We’ll see about that. Or I may catch up to you. I’d hate to miss out on getting to know you better.”

	The man called from the door. “Ma’am? The phone call?”

	“I’m coming,” said Mikey, and her stomach in knots, she turned and walked away.

	 


Chapter Twenty-Three

	Trick held the phone to his ear, waiting. After Red had left him sitting in the diner, he’d sat and wondered what to do next. Based on their conversation, he knew Red was in trouble, but the bigger issue was how to handle it. In their Ranger days, when Trick had confronted Red about the pills, Red had immediately confessed and admitted that he’d had an issue. He’d tossed the pills, had gone to a shrink, and Trick had checked in frequently to ensure Red stayed on track. It had been rough, but Red had stuck to his guns, and Trick had never questioned his friend’s sobriety again. But at some point, Red had reverted back to the pills, and Trick chastised himself for not keeping in touch with his partner after their estrangement or at least not seeing the signs sooner after they’d reconnected.

	Trick worried over Red’s denial. This time his partner wasn’t so willing to seek help. Red was belligerent and angry, and Trick realized that in order to help him, he was going to have to push harder, and that meant putting their friendship at risk. Feeling sick to his stomach, Trick groaned, knowing he would have to tell Mikey. She needed to know.

	After paying for the meal, he’d left, and on the way to his car, his phone dinged. He’d pulled up the message and saw it was from Mikey. He read the text, got in his car and read it again. Mikey had quickly summarized her conversation with Jean and told him where she was headed and what she planned to do. He quickly punched a button to call her back, but it rang and went to voicemail. He cursed and tried again, but she didn’t answer.

	Trick thought for a second, and then dialed Max’s office. He got Dana. She flirted for a second, asked him to dinner, and told him she was looking forward to their bungee jumping. He agreed about the bungee jumping, politely declined dinner, and then asked to speak with Jean. She put him through, and he asked Jean about her conversation with Mikey. She gave him an update about her ex and how she’d told Mikey not to go see him alone.

	After ending the conversation, he looked up the phone number to the rec center where Mikey had told him she was, called, and now waited on the line while someone went in search of her. He bounced his knee, wondering if he should drive to the center, but figured Mikey’s encounter with Tommy would be over by the time he arrived. Still waiting, he was about to start the car when she finally answered.

	“Hello?”

	“Mikey,” he said in relief. “What the hell are you doing?”

	“Trick,” she said, and he detected the slight shake in her voice. “I found Tommy Patterson.”

	“Are you okay?”

	“I’m fine.” He heard her swallow. “He’s guilty as hell, Trick. I know it. I could see it in his eyes.”

	“Get in your car and come to the office now. Do not stop anywhere, you got it? I’ll meet you there. In fact, call me on your cell and stay on the line with me.”

	“Where’s Mason? Why hasn’t he called?”

	Trick’s stomach churned. “We’ll talk when we get to the office. But right now, I want you away from Tommy Patterson. Get going.”

	“Okay. I’ll call you on my cell when I get to my car.”

	“No. Call me now, and then go to your car.”

	“Trick─”

	“Don’t argue, Mikey. If something were to happen to you, Mason would never forgive me.” His phone dinged that he had another call.

	“That’s me,” said Mikey. He hung up and switched over. “I’m headed to the parking lot,” she said.

	“Good. Don’t hang up. I want to be sure Tommy doesn’t follow you.”

	“He’s not following. I don’t see him.”

	Trick started his car and pulled out. “How was he? How did the conversation go?”

	“Let’s just say I think Jean is lucky to be alive.”

	“Damn it, Mikey. Why didn’t you wait? I’d have gone with you.”

	“He’s not going to talk to a man, Trick. He thinks women are weak and timid. He doesn’t fear me, and he gave me a clear look into his head and it’s not pretty.”

	He heard a car door slam and an engine start. “I’ll be at the office in fifteen minutes,” he said, “and then we need to talk.”

	“I’ll be there in twenty.”

	“Put the phone down but leave the line open. You see anything, you tell me.”

	“It’s fine. I’m fine. No one is behind me.”

	“Then humor me.”

	He heard her sigh, but also the nervousness in her voice. “Where the hell is Mason?” she asked. “How did it go with Max?”

	Trick kept his eyes on the road, and his heart sinking, he realized he didn’t know what to say. “At the office, Mikey, okay?”

	“Okay.” She sighed again and then it went quiet, leaving Trick alone with his thoughts.

	 

	**

	 

	Mason stood outside his car, watching Margot and Rory’s building from the street. He’d already been upstairs and knocked, but no one had answered. Frustrated, he’d returned to the car and sat but then decided he’d sat enough. He’d gotten out and paced the sidewalk, keeping his eye on the front door, but his mind was a million miles away.

	He regretted his conversation with Trick. Remembering what he’d said to Mikey, he chastised himself. Mason knew in his gut that they both loved him and wanted to help, but every time they came close, all he could do was lash out. Their worry, questions and probing made him angry. He could take care of himself. He’d done it before, and he could do it again. The pills weren’t a problem, the thing in his house was. If he could just get rid of it, Mason knew all his issues would disappear. But now Trick was aware of the pills, and it rattled Mason because he knew Trick wouldn’t leave it alone until Mason agreed to get help.

	Running a hand over his head, Mason tried to think. How could he get Trick off his back without alerting Mikey? What if Trick told her? His belly flipped at the thought. He couldn’t abide it if Trick confided in her. That would be the end of their partnership and friendship. If Trick couldn’t keep his confidences, then Mason couldn’t trust him, and trust was the rock-solid base of any relationship.

	If Trick left SCOPE, then maybe Mason could get to the other side of this without Mikey getting involved. Mason scoffed at himself, though, knowing Mikey would never settle for Mason telling her it was none of her business. She’d want to know why. And preventing her from seeking out Trick would be almost impossible.

	Damn it, he said to himself. Think Redstone. Think.

	He thought again of the evil in his home. He had to get rid of it. Maybe once he banished it, got some sleep, and returned to his routine, then Trick would see he was fine and would settle down. Feeling a small measure of relief that at least he had a plan, he tried to relax. His shoulders were so tight, they were numb. He wondered again about Max. If they could clear his name and move on, that would also go a long way in reducing Mason’s tension and worry, and maybe Trick would realize Mason had everything under control.

	Satisfied, he massaged a tense shoulder and froze when he saw Margot Whitten walk down the sidewalk to her door. She entered her building, and Mason ran across the street and followed. He ran inside and up the stairs, narrowly missing her as she shut the door after entering her apartment.

	He knocked. “Margot? It’s Mason Redstone. I need to talk to you.” There was no answer. “C’mon, Margot. I saw you walk in. I know you’re there.” He paused. “Don’t make me involve the police.”

	He heard the lock turn and the door opened. Margot stood in her t-shirt and jeans, her face looking weary and her eyes red. “What do you want?”

	“I need to talk to you.”

	She hesitated for a second, then stepped aside.

	He walked in. “I need to know about Al’s other victims.”

	Margot closed the door. “Why?”

	Mason eyed the room, seeing it was a little cleaner than the day before. “Because it’s important. My brother wasn’t the only one Al stole from. And you can’t tell me one of his other targets didn’t want Al dead.”

	She waved a hand. “They already arrested your brother. I heard it on the news.”

	Mason cursed. “It was on the news?”

	“Yes. This morning.”

	“Then this is even more important. I need to know who else Al victimized.”

	Margot crossed her arms. “You don’t think your brother did it, do you?”

	“Hell, no. He didn’t do it. Max wouldn’t kill anybody.”

	“How can you be sure?”

	“Because he’s my brother, damn it.”

	“Brothers do crap all the time that their siblings are oblivious to. I should know.” She walked into the small kitchen and pulled a water out of the fridge. “My advice? Let the courts handle it.”

	Mason stared in mute shock. “Let the courts handle it? Is that what you just said?”

	She cracked the bottle open and sipped her water.

	“I could just as easily turn you in and let the courts handle that, too,” said Mason. “You know that don’t you?”

	She shrugged. “You could, but it won’t matter.”

	Mason fought not to lose his temper. “Margot, I’m really not in the mood to get in an argument with you. I just need to know who Al targeted.”

	“Because you think one of them framed Max and is getting away with murder.”

	“Yes.”

	“Not possible.”

	He straightened. “Why do you say that?”

	“Because there’s no way any of them would have known. Hell, most of them didn’t even know that Al was the one that stole from them. He’d disappear before anyone figured it out. Your brother just got lucky.” She sipped more water. “And the few who did figure it out, certainly never learned who else Al victimized.”

	“Somebody had to know.”

	“They didn’t.” She sipped more water and her casual demeanor pissed him off.

	“Well, someone did because they are framing Max. And maybe they know about you and Rory, too. Did you consider that? They came after Al. They could come after you.”

	“Rory and I were just a couple of casual dates set up by a dating site. How would they possibly connect us to Al?”

	Anger bubbled up. “Because Al is dead, Margot. Somebody knows something.”

	“Yeah. Somebody does.” She capped her water and set it down on the counter. “Your brother.”

	He stepped closer. “You need to tell me what you know.”

	“I don’t have to tell you shit.”

	His anger blossomed into rage. “Damn it.” He walked up to her. “Stop lying to me. I know what you did, and I know who you are. Trick and I gave you a pass earlier, but that pass is gone now. Give me the information I need, or my first call is to the cops.”

	She smiled up at him. “You’re a little late. I already talked to the cops.” She pulled a card out of her pocket and read it. “A Detective Winkler and her partner.” She waved the card at him.

	Mason set his jaw. “You talked to them?”

	“Sure did. I’m Al’s sister. They tracked me down, and we talked this morning. I let them know about Al’s schemes. Turns out, they’re more curious about my relationship with Max. If I testify and tell them what I know, they won’t press charges.”

	“You mean if you throw Max to the wolves?”

	She shrugged. “I said I’d do it. But if it’s any consolation, I won’t lie.”

	“But you sure as hell won’t make it look good, will you?”

	“I guess that depends on the attorney, but I’ll admit, your brother’s in a bind.”

	Mason found it difficult to breathe. He wanted to grab this woman by the throat and strangle her. Max’s whole situation stemmed from his date with Margot, and now this woman was being rewarded for testifying against Max. He squared his shoulders and stepped close enough that she backed up against the counter. “You better pray my brother doesn’t go to prison,” he snarled, “because if he does, I’m going to find you Margot, and you’re going to wish you’d gone to jail instead.”

	Her scowl faltered and she shifted uncomfortably. “I think you need to leave.”

	The only sound in the room was his breathing, and Mason realized he’d failed. Margot couldn’t help him, and worse she was going to do more damage. He pointed a finger in her face. “Remember what I said.”

	“Get out.” She paused and pushed back against the counter. “Now.”

	Furious, Mason stared hard, his eyes holding hers, and realizing his failure, he turned and stomped out of the apartment, slamming the door shut behind him.

	 

	**

	 

	Mikey walked into the office and saw Trick sitting at his desk, his laptop open. He looked over when she entered. “Hey,” she said, tossing her purse onto the couch. She sat beside it and rested her head back.

	He stood. “You all right? No issues driving here?”

	She smirked at him. “You were on the phone with me the whole time.” She sat up. “No. No issues.”

	Trick sat on the couch with her. “Is that the new look?”

	She looked down at herself and noticed her shirt was still tied and her midriff exposed. “I thought it might help.” She undid the knot and shook out her shirt, then pulled her hair away from her face and put it back in a ponytail with the band she took from her wrist.

	“You want to explain to me why you felt the need to confront an abusive man by yourself?”

	“I told you. If you’d been there, he would have clammed up. I wouldn’t have gotten half of what I did.” She gripped her elbows. “But I’ll be honest, though. He scared me. I can’t imagine Jean was married to that guy.”

	“What the hell did you say to him?”

	Mikey wondered how honest she should be, but figured he ought to know the truth, so she gave him a brief review of her conversation with Tommy.

	Trick sat still and interlaced his fingers. “Mikey…”

	“What?”

	He hung his head and then looked up, his face pensive. “Red’s not here right now, but he’s my partner, and as such, his family is my family, so I feel I have every right to tell you that if you ever do that again, I’ll kill you myself.”

	“Trick─”

	“You can try and justify it as much as you want, but you had no idea walking into that situation what he could have done. There’s a reason why you partner up in law enforcement. It’s so they have protection, accountability, and a second set of eyes. Right now, anything you two said to each other is basically a ‘he said, she said’ situation. It’s worthless unless you recorded it.”

	“It wasn’t about recording it. It was to get an idea of what he’s like. And right now, I’ve got a fairly good vibe that he’s got something to do with what’s happening to Max.”

	“You have no proof. He never admitted to anything and the only time he mentioned Max is when he learned your name, which is another issue. Tommy knows who you are.”

	“Tommy’s a bully, Trick. He’s likes to throw his weight around, but he’s not stupid enough to come after me. If he did, it would only throw suspicion on him, which is the last thing he’d want to do.”

	“If there’s one thing I know about bullies, Mikey, it’s that they are stupid. They’re ruled by their emotions, and if he gets a bug up his ass about you, you can’t assume anything, especially if he thinks you’re trying to link him to Al’s death.”

	“Then we need to act fast. Let’s see what we can learn about Thomas Patterson.” She held her head. “Damn. I wish Rem and Daniels weren’t taking time off.”

	“Let me guess. You already called Remalla.”

	Mikey sighed. “I may have tried to reach him, but he didn’t answer.” She had another thought. “I could try his captain, though.”

	“Just hold your horses.” He raised a hand. “I made a phone call before you got here. I have some of my own contacts in Texas. They’re doing some checking on Patterson and will get back to me.”

	Mikey smiled in relief. “Thank you for taking me seriously. I think Tommy’s aquatic connection is why I’m dreaming about water.” She blew out a weary breath. “Mason would probably just laugh it off.”

	Trick stared off. “About that.”

	Mikey sat back in fatigue. “About what? How was the meeting with Max?” She looked for her phone and pulled it from her back pocket. “I should call him.”

	Trick put his hand out and lowered her phone. “Before you do, we should talk.”

	Mikey sensed his concern. “What’s wrong?”

	Trick hesitated and Mikey waited.

	“It’s about Red.” He studied his hands.

	Mikey slid forward on the couch. “It sounds serious.” Her worry growing, she told herself to stay calm. “What happened when you went to see Max?”

	He told her about his conversation at Max’s.

	“What did Max do? Did he say anything about not needing help?” asked Mikey.

	“Nothing. Red and I left.”

	“Max didn’t say anything about Jean possibly being accused as an accessory? Because that’s exactly what I think Tommy’s plan is. Eventually, Bevins and Winkler are going to link that earring to her. And they’ll take Max and Jean both down. Tommy would love that.”

	“To be honest, I think I caught Max off guard. But judging by his look, he still has feelings for Jean. And if he’s anything like Red, he’ll fall on his sword for her. If it came down to it, he’d confess and take the wrap to protect her, regardless of his innocence.”

	Mikey held her stomach. “Oh, God. This is such a mess. How are we going to prove Tommy’s involved?”

	“There’s something else you should know.”

	Mikey thought of Mason. “Where is Mason? Why isn’t he here?”

	“Because we argued. He thinks the person targeting Max is a business connection. Someone who Al embezzled from and is now framing Max. He went to see Margot.”

	“Margot? Does he actually think that woman is going to help him?”

	“He’s on the edge, Mikey. He doesn’t want to listen to anything you or I say.”

	Mikey heard the waver in Trick’s voice. “Does this have something to do with why he isn’t sleeping?” She shifted to face Trick. “Did he talk to you about it?”

	“He did, although reluctantly. He asked me not to tell you, but at this point, I don’t think I have a choice.”

	Mikey tensed. “What is it?”

	Trick paused. “It…uh…”

	“Trick, you’re scaring me.”

	He took a deep breath and met her gaze. “He brought that evil spirit home with him, from his last client, and it’s been wreaking havoc on Red. He doesn’t want to tell you because he believes he can handle it on his own. He swore me to secrecy, but now, after today, and him sleeping on the couch, I think it’s getting more serious. Considering his outbursts of anger, I think whatever this thing is, it’s winning.” He paused. “I’d help him, but this is not my area of expertise.”

	Mikey dropped her jaw. “He’s under attack by that thing that locked him in the closet?”

	“He is,” said Trick. “And I’m afraid it’s going to get worse before it gets better.”

	“I’m calling him.” She raised her phone and hit a button.

	“He probably won’t answer.”

	Mikey listened as the phone connected and rang several times before going to voicemail.

	“Don’t yell at him over the phone. It won’t help.”

	Mikey bit her lip and waited for the beep, then left a quick message. “Mason. Please call me. We need to talk.” She started to say more, but decided against it, and hung up. “What do you think he’ll do after leaving Margot’s?”

	“I guess that all depends on what she tells him.”

	“Do you think it’s possible this thing with Max is about a business associate?”

	Trick shook his head. “No. I don’t. This is personal. And based on what you learned about Tommy, it seems even more likely.”

	Mikey tried to think. “We have to find Mason.” She closed her eyes, hoping an answer would come but it didn’t. “You think we should go to his house?”

	“I don’t think we should do anything until we hear from Red.” He checked his watch. “Let’s give him some time and see if he comes back here. If he doesn’t, and neither of us has heard from him, then we’ll go to his place.”

	Mikey wondered where her brother would go if he didn’t want to go home or return to the office. “I should call Valerie. Maybe she knows where he is. Plus, there’s Charlie’s, the bar he frequents. I’ll call there, too.”

	“What happens when we find him? You have any idea what to do about a nasty spirit that’s attached itself to Red?”

	Mikey stood, feeling exhausted after a stressful day. “I’ll tell you what we’re going to do. We’re gonna find that shitty spirit and send him back to hell where he belongs.”

	Trick nodded. “Sounds good to me.”

	 


Chapter Twenty-Four

	Red sat at the bar at Barkie’s, nursing his second drink. After leaving Margot’s, he’d walked for a while, just trying to shake off his fury and frustration, and hoping an idea would come to mind. He’d wanted to call Max but doubted his brother would talk to him. Normally, he’d call Mikey and they’d put their heads together and think it through, or he would talk to his partner, but none of that was an option. He felt trapped in a corner, much like the entity in his home, and combined with his lack of sleep, his brain felt like his mother’s pea soup.

	Deciding he needed a drink, he’d headed to Barkie’s. Mikey knew his usual places and he didn’t want to be found. He’d considered taking one of the two pills that remained from the bottle in his pocket, but since he was going to have a few drinks, he’d chosen not to. That decision had only convinced him more that he was in control and could stop and start whenever he wanted. The pills weren’t a problem, the malevolent spirit was. Sitting at the bar, he walked through various scenarios in his head as to how to get rid of it, but his fuzzy mind wouldn’t cooperate.

	“You want another?”

	Mason looked to see Barkie behind the bar. “No. I’m good. Thanks.”

	“No friends today?”

	Mason traced the side of his glass. “Nope. Just me.”

	“Too bad,” said Barkie. “Drinking alone sucks.”

	Mason sighed. “Sometimes it’s necessary.”

	Barkie wiped the bar with a towel. “I’ve told myself that a million times over the years, but you know what?”

	Mason waited.

	“It’s a pile of shit.”

	Mason’s head throbbed and an unexpected sadness washed over him. “I’ll tab out.”

	Barkie nodded. “You got it.” He tossed the towel behind him and walked away.

	Mason pulled out his cell and noted the missed calls. Valerie had tried to reach him, and Mikey had left another voicemail. Thinking of them now, he had a brief moment of clarity. He missed them, and he missed Trick. He wanted to get back to his old self and feel normal again and some crappy ghost wasn’t going to stop him.

	Barkie slid him the bill, and feeling defiant and fed up, Mason signed it and determined to confront and defeat the thing in his home, he strode out the door.

	 

	**

	 

	Trick closed his laptop. “I’m not finding much online on Thomas Patterson. You?”

	Mikey studied the computer at Mason’s desk. “Nothing other than what your contact learned.”

	Trick’s friend in Texas had called an hour earlier, telling Trick about Thomas Patterson’s previous restraining order, his arrest for assault and battery and a previous burglary charge five years prior. He’d served six months. Once he was out, he’d taken over his dad’s business and other than one abuse charge, which had been dropped, he’d had no other altercations with the law.

	“He’s pretty slippery, isn’t he?” asked Mikey. “Always seems to find a way out of trouble.”

	“Guys like him usually are. But that could work to our advantage. They start to get cocky after a while, thinking they’ll never have to answer to their crimes, and then they make mistakes. That’s when you catch them.”

	Mikey leaned back, looking weary. “We don’t have time to wait for this guy to screw up. Max will be in prison by then.”

	Trick picked up his coffee, drinking his third cup. His fatigue and the day’s activities were wearing him down. “We’ll think of something.” He rubbed his eyes and yawned. “Maybe after a good night’s sleep, we’ll get a bright idea.”

	“Let’s hope.” She checked her watch. “We’ve been waiting all day to hear from Mason. If he doesn’t contact us in the next fifteen minutes, I’m going over there.”

	“I know. We should have heard from him by now.”

	“Well, his time’s up.” She stretched her neck. “I’m worried. I know he needed time to clear his head, but it’s been too long.”

	Trick eyed the sun’s descent through the window. He wondered again if he should tell Mikey everything. He’d been about to earlier, but when the time had come, he couldn’t get the words out, so he’d only mentioned Red’s spirit problem. Red would be pissed, but he’d eventually understand. The pills were a different issue entirely. No ceremonies or chanting was going to stop that, but Trick figured they should deal with one thing at a time. Until they helped Red get his home clean, the pills would have to wait.

	“You’re right,” he said. A sudden feeling of wariness fluttered through him. “Let’s not wait.”

	Mikey stood. “I agree. I’m suddenly anxious, like something’s wrong.”

	“Me, too.” He stepped away from his desk as Mikey’s cell phone rang.

	She picked it up. “It’s Valerie.” She answered. “Valerie?”

	Trick watched as Mikey listened, her eyes widening. “Okay,” she said. “Take it easy. Don’t panic. We’re coming.”

	Trick walked to Mikey’s desk.

	“Stay calm,” said Mikey. She paused. “No,” she yelled. “Do not go in the house. You hear me? You stay outside and wait for us. We’re on our way.” She grabbed her purse and headed for the door. “We’ll help him. I promise. Just wait.” Her voice shook and Trick headed out while Mikey followed.

	“We’re heading there right now,” said Mikey. “Stay put and don’t do anything. Not until we get there.” She listened and nodded. “Okay,” she said and hung up as they walked out the outer door. “It’s Mason. He’s home. Valerie went over to try and talk to him. She banged on the door, and he finally answered. She said he wasn’t himself. He was angry and mean. Told her to leave.”

	They ran down the stairs. “What’d she do?” asked Trick, his fatigue gone.

	“She went in anyway, determined to find out what was wrong, but something pushed, then shoved her out of the house. The door slammed shut, and now she can’t get back in.”

	Trick cursed. “Hell. Red threw her out?”

	They raced out into the parking lot. “No,” said Mikey. “That’s just it. Mason never touched her, and he wasn’t near the door when it slammed. She said it was something else. And she’s terrified because Mason’s stuck inside with it.”

	“I’ll drive,” said Trick.

	Mikey opened the door of Trick’s truck, slid in, and Trick got into the driver’s seat. “God, Trick,” she said. “We waited too long. We should have gone sooner.”

	Anxious, Trick put the keys in the ignition. “If there’s one thing I know about Red, it’s that he doesn’t go down without a fight, and in my experience…” he put the car in reverse and pulled out of the space, “…it’s never too late.” He put it in drive and sped away.

	 

	**

	 

	Mason sat on the floor of his house, holding a towel to his bloody head, and listened to the silence. Although he heard nothing, he wasn’t alone. The entity remained and it was nearby. Mason could feel it and he loathed it. The moment he’d entered, he could sense its presence, almost as if it had been sitting at this dining table, enjoying a cabernet and some cheese until Mason returned. Mason had decided then that he would not leave again until he’d removed it for good. This was his home, and he wasn’t sharing.

	He’d challenged it, telling it that it wouldn’t win. That he was stronger and could outlast it. That it had to leave and leave now. Its response was to throw the picture frame at him–the same one that had been smashed on the first night. It hit Mason in the shoulder, and he’d been knocked onto the sofa. The lamp fell, the light bulb shattered, and the lights flickered and went out. Mason heard the thing chuckle and he shivered, realizing that it was planning on waiting him out until…Mason couldn’t be sure. Did the thing want to kill him or just torment him until Mason killed himself?

	After several minutes had passed, Mason stood, and then the cabinets in his kitchen began to bang open and shut, making a loud clatter as wood hit wood. Mason yelled that he wouldn’t cower in fear. The thing laughed again, and a plate had zoomed past his head, narrowly missing him, and shattered against a wall. It didn’t take long for Mason to realize he was going to need help. Positive energy, and a lot of it, would be required to stop this and he could no longer afford to keep his problem a secret. He’d grabbed his phone to call Mikey or Trick, but his battery had been completely drained, and when he’d tried his landline, he couldn’t get a dial tone. It had only beeped at him.

	That’s when he’d heard the knock, and Valerie had called his name from outside his door. His terror for her safety outweighed his need for help and he’d yelled at her to stay away and leave him alone. She’d refused though, and insisted he answer. Mason wouldn’t, and she’d used the key Mason had given her to unlock the door. She’d stepped inside and froze, seeing the condition of Mason and his house. He’d yelled again, telling her to get out, and she’d started to say something, when something had yanked her back and shoved her out, and the door had slammed shut.

	Mason had run and grabbed the knob, but the door wouldn’t budge. Then he’d turned and shouted at the spirit. His fury boiled over, and he’d damned it to hell, saying it would exist in darkness for the rest of its days. The picture frame had flown at him again, but he didn’t move in time, and it had slammed into his forehead. Blood flowed from his temple, and he’d found a towel and put pressure against it, trying to staunch the bleeding. But the encounter had drained him, and totally spent, he’d fallen to the ground, his back against the couch, realizing he didn’t have the strength to combat whatever had taken over his home. Without help, he would die on his own floor, maybe by his own hand. Terrible thoughts began to form in his mind. Loneliness, solitude, and weakness hammered him. Desolate, he debated his options, but came to a frightening conclusion. No one could help, and worse, he was certain no one cared. He’d alienated himself from the very people he loved the most. No one was coming for him.

	Holding his aching head, Mason fought against the dark thoughts. In some part of his still coherent brain, he knew the spirit was evoking these ugly fears. It wanted him depressed and desperate. It wanted him to feel pain.

	Mason pushed himself up, determined not to wallow. He wouldn’t lose. He couldn’t lose. He eyed the picture of his family, remembering that people did love and need him. This evil was strong, but not undefeatable. He had to fight it. Standing, he wobbled, and noted that the sun was descending quickly outside. He’d already tried the lights, but they still didn’t work. Within a few minutes, his house would be plunged into darkness, and Mason suspected that’s exactly what the Shadow Man was waiting for. It wanted Mason scared and vulnerable. It was biding its time. Feeling unstable, he sunk back to the floor.

	More time passed and another pounding on the door made him jump. He heard a voice shout his name.

	“Mason? Can you hear me?” He heard more banging. “It’s Mikey. Let me in.” She pounded again.

	Mason’s heart thumped. Mikey was there, but she had to stay away.

	He heard another stronger bang on the door. “Red? Open the door.”

	It was Trick.

	Mason groaned in despair, his anxiety building. He needed them, but he couldn’t risk injury or worse on those he cared for the most. “Stay back,” he yelled. “Don’t come in here.”

	The doorknob jiggled. “Mason, don’t you dare do this by yourself,” said Mikey. “Let us in. Let us help you.”

	“Go away,” said Mason. He heard a whisper in his ear. If they come in, they’ll join you in your misery. I’ll take them, too.

	Mason closed his eyes. “Leave them alone.”

	Only if they stay away. You can keep them from harm.

	The pounding came again. “Red. Open the door.”

	You know what you can do to save them.

	Mason wiped the blood trickling down his cheek. “I won’t do it.”

	Then when I leave here, I’ll go to them. Take them each one by one.

	Fury bubbled up. “No. You won’t.”

	Yes. I will. You can’t stop me. No one can. I am eternal.

	Trying to drown out the voice, Mason forced himself up, but stumbled on a toppled chair and almost fell again. The banging continued, but he could barely hear it. A strange thrumming sound began to pulse in his head. The sound intensified and he held his hands against his ears. The whisper returned. You can’t win. You can’t win. You can’t win.

	Mason fell to his knees. “Leave me alone.”

	Never. You know what to do. You are weak. I am strong.

	The pounding didn’t abate, and then he heard a crack. They were trying to break the door down.

	The pulsing in his head deafened him, and he fell forward, still holding his head.

	I’ll hurt them. Unless you take care of it. You know what you have to do.

	“No, please,” whispered Mason. Despite the incessant murmuring in his head, he heard three loud bangs. They would be inside soon.

	Do it, said the voice. Do it now, before it’s too late. Before I take them.

	Whimpering, Mason reached for the gun in his ankle holster.

	 


Chapter Twenty-Five

	Mikey continued to pound on the door after Mason had stopped answering. Trick kicked at the frame, attempting to break the lock, but the door was holding strong.

	Valerie walked up beside them holding a gun. “Trick,” she said.

	Trick kicked again but then widened his eyes at Valerie. He stepped back. “I like your style, Miss Vain. Let’s hope Mason’s privacy measures prevent the neighbors from calling the police. Cover your eyes, Mikey.” He lifted his jacket in front of his head and Mikey turned away. She heard three booming shots, and then it stopped.

	She turned back as Valerie drove her shoulder into the door. “Mason,” she yelled. The door began to give.

	“Stand back,” said Trick, and he lifted a booted foot and kicked the door hard. The wood splintered, a piece broke off and the door slammed open.

	Mikey ran in behind Valerie and Trick followed. Mikey stopped in shock at the sight of Mason’s home. She saw overturned furniture, a busted lamp, shattered light bulbs and broken picture frames. The kitchen was in shambles. Plates and glasses lay in pieces and silverware littered the linoleum. All the cabinets and drawers were open, and the faucet was running. Mikey spotted Mason sitting on his knees near the couch.

	It didn’t take Mikey long to sense the powerful presence. Her chest tightened and she began to feel sick. Her stomach rolled and there was an odd stench in the air, like old sweat and dirty socks left in a moldy hamper. Fear bubbled up but she pushed it back. 

	Valerie ran toward Mason, but he yelled at her to get back. She stopped before she reached him, and Trick stood beside Mikey, looking just as stunned by the condition of the house. He tried switching the lights on, but they didn’t work.

	Mason abruptly stood and that’s when Mikey saw the gun. Her heart rate tripled, and she took a step toward him. “Mason. Stop.”

	He held his gun in a shaky hand. “You need to leave. You can’t stay here.”

	Trick stepped closer, too. “Red. Put the gun down.”

	“Mason, please,” said Valerie. “What’s wrong? What’s happening?”

	“It’s the spirit from the house he cleared,” said Mikey. “It followed him here.”

	Blood streamed down Mason’s face. “Listen to me. You all have to go. This thing…it will take you, too.”

	“We’re not leaving you,” said Mikey. The quiet house scared her almost as much as Mason did. She could sense something near, and the air turned so cold she could see her breath. “You can’t fight this by yourself.”

	Mason grimaced and closed his eyes. “No. Don’t,” he said to something. “Leave them alone.”

	Mikey realized whatever evil was in Mason’s home was talking to him, and only Mason could hear it. “Don’t listen to it, Mason. It’s lying to you. It can’t hurt us.” 

	“Listen to us, Red,” said Trick. “Not…it. Put down the gun.”

	“Mason, please,” said Valerie. She reached out to him.

	Mason opened his eyes and stared at her hand. He moaned and, his face strained, he reached out to her. The effect was instantaneous. A chair flew up and hit the fireplace mantel, something flashed by Mikey’s face, hit the wall and shattered, and the cabinet doors in the kitchen began to bang open and shut.

	Mikey raised a hand to protect her face as objects began to take flight and Trick did the same.

	“What the hell is going on?” yelled Trick.

	Valerie knelt and crawled toward Mason. “Give me the gun, Mason. Now.”

	Mikey moved closer, careful to dodge anything zipping through the room.

	Mason gripped the gun tighter. A projectile hit him, and he fell back to his knees. “Please go. I can’t protect you.”

	Trick came up beside Mikey. The cabinets continued to bang, and an occasional shard of broken plate or picture frame would fly at them. Mikey suspected the spirit wanted them out and Mason alone. It was ramping up the fear factor to get them to flee.

	“Red,” said Trick. “Give up the gun. Don’t hurt yourself. You’ll only be doing what it wants. Fight it. Don’t let it win.”

	A fork flew by Trick’s head, and he ducked.

	“Do it, Mason,” said Mikey. “We’ll figure this out together. It’s the only way to beat this thing. You know that.” A knife hit Mikey in the arm by the blunt end and she turned, holding her elbow.

	Mason shivered, and his hand with the gun trembled. His face tightened and Mikey feared he’d given in, and she prepared herself to go for his weapon, but then something in him shifted. Holding out his hand, his grip on the gun loosened, the gun slipped from his grasp and swung from his finger.

	Relief coursed through Mikey, and Valerie grabbed the gun from him. She slid it into the back of her jeans and grabbed Mason’s arm. “C’mon. We have to get you out of here.”

	Mason shook his head. “I’m not leaving. I can’t.”

	Mikey took his wrist. “Mason, you have to get out.”

	“Let’s go, Red. You can buy another house,” said Trick. “Let it have this one.” He dodged another flying shard of plate. “We have to go before we all get cut to bits.”

	“It’s not about the house, Trick,” said Mason. “This thing wants me. Wherever I go, it will follow.”

	Mikey heard a low growl in the room and an icy fingernail traveled up her spine. The thing was behind her, and she fought back the terror.

	“Leave her alone,” shouted Mason. “You want me, you can have me. But let them leave.”

	“That’s not the way it works, Red. You come with us, or we all stay,” said Trick. Despite the cold room, his face was pale and sweaty.

	Mikey felt the thing move toward Trick. Trick stilled and swatted at his arm and cursed. “What the hell…?”

	“It’s trying to scare you,” said Mikey. “Try not to react.”

	“Does pissing myself count as a reaction?” asked Trick.

	“It does,” said Mikey.

	Valerie jerked and swatted at her hair. “Don’t touch me,” she said.

	“Leave them alone,” said Mason. “Get out of the house,” he whispered. “All of you.”

	“No,” said Valerie, shaking her head. “What can we do? There has to be a way to get rid of it. You said something before about getting help from someone else.”

	Mason stared for a second, and Mikey deflected a spoon that hit her in the stomach. Trick eyed the room in mute horror, but to his credit, he held his ground. “Mikey,” he said quietly, “if Mason doesn’t leave, we’re going to grab him and go. I don’t care if he’s kicking and screaming. You got it?”

	Mikey nodded, not knowing if that was the best option, but she wouldn’t leave her brother in this hellhole.

	“Mikey,” said Mason, his eyes wide as blood dripped between them. “There’s a man…who might be able to help.”

	“What man?” asked Mikey. She kneeled beside Mason. The presence returned and she could feel breathing against her neck. She swallowed and ignored it.

	“His name is Gus Longcreek. He’s a medicine healer. He’s gifted like me, and he’ll know who to contact who might be able to help.” Mason grimaced and grabbed his stomach. Groaning, he clenched his jaw.

	“Mason,” said Valerie. She put her arm around him. “What’s wrong?”

	Mason’s face turned white. “It’s attacking. It doesn’t want anyone else here.” He gripped his side. “Find and call Gus, Mikey. I have his number. He’ll know what to do.” His voice shook with strain and sweat ran down his face.

	Mikey reached for her phone. “I will.” Her fingers shook and she attempted to access Mason’s contacts but realized her phone’s battery was almost dead. “Damn it. My phone’s drained.”

	“It’s the spirit. It’s sapping it for fuel. You’ll need to go outside before it dies.” He spoke to Trick. “Go with her. Make sure she’s safe.”

	“Mason─” Mikey didn’t want to leave, but knew she had to get a hold of Gus.

	“Go,” said Valerie. “I’ll stay with him.” She huddled over him as another projectile flew past.

	Trick took Mikey’s arm. “Let’s go. We’ve got to get help.”

	Tormented, Mikey held Mason’s gaze, then nodded. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

	Mason groaned again, and then nodded back at her. “I know.”

	Mikey hesitated, but determined, she turned and ran from the house.

	 

	**

	 

	Trick ran out behind her, dodging a ceramic mug that zipped past his head and shattered against a wall. Once in the front yard, Mikey hit some buttons on her phone. “Hell. I’m at three percent.” She accessed a file and scrolled through a list.

	“You find it?” asked Trick, looking over her shoulder, breathless. He heard something else shatter. “Hurry.”

	“Here it is. Gus Longcreek.” She hit a button and with trembling fingers, she held the phone to her ear. “C’mon. Pick up. Pick up.”

	Trick eyed the house, wondering what they would do if Gus didn’t answer. Their best hope would be to get Mason out and deal with the repercussions later. He pulled out his own phone and cursed when he saw it was dead.

	“Please, please. Answer.” Mikey closed her eyes and then opened them. “Hello? Is this Gus Longcreek?”

	Trick sighed in relief.

	Mikey rushed to explain their situation with Red. “My brother said you might know someone who can help.”

	Trick waited for an answer, praying the man had one. Mikey gripped the phone. “What? Hello? Hello?” She put the phone down. “Shit.”

	“Did your phone die?”

	“No. He said he’d call me back and then hung up. Damn it. I’m at two percent.”

	“He’ll call,” said Trick.

	“He better call fast.”

	“He will. He has to.”

	“What are we going to do if he doesn’t?”

	Trick heard the clatter of the cabinets. “The only thing we can. We’ll get Red out.”

	“You heard what Mason said. This thing will only follow. It could attach itself to one of us.”

	“We can’t leave Red in the house, Mikey.”

	“I know that.”

	“Then what do you want to do? Sit around and make a campfire. Sing Kumbaya?”

	Mikey paced. “Mason’s got some items back at the office that might help. Maybe I could go back there and get them.”

	“I hate to tell you this, but no amount of sage, candles or positive thoughts is going to help. We are not equipped to handle this. Red’s not equipped to handle this. If Gus doesn’t come through, or your phone dies, then we go in there and drag Red out.”

	“And go where? You want to take him to your place? Or to the office? Or should Valerie take him and risk attack, too?”

	“I don’t care where we take him, he just can’t be here.”

	Mikey raised her voice. “It doesn’t matter where we take him if this thing follows.”

	Trick’s anger flared. “He slept in the office last night. Nothing bad happened. Why couldn’t he do it again?”

	She whirled to face him. “He had horrible nightmares, barely slept, and you witnessed the mood he was in. And just because that thing didn’t attack last night doesn’t mean he couldn’t do it another night. Mason is not safe until we remove whatever’s in there.”

	“But we may not be able to do that,” he yelled. “We have to have a back-up option.”

	Mikey’s eyes blazed. “I can’t give you a back-up option if there isn’t one.”

	Trick had the crazy urge to lash out, and he quickly turned away. “Damn it, Mikey. I─”

	Mikey’s phone rang. “It’s him,” she said, and answered. “Hello?” She listened for a second, her eyes widened, and she nodded. “Okay. I will. Thank you.” Then she paused, listening again, and looked at Trick. “Yes. I understand.” She lowered the phone and hung up.

	“What did he say?” asked Trick.

	“He’s sending someone. Her name’s Lena Willow. She’s a shaman and has experience with this sort of…problem. She’ll be here within the hour.”

	Trick blew out a breath. “Thank God.”

	Mikey stared at the phone. “He also said not to argue. It’s what it wants. It’s feeding off our fear and anger. We have to stay calm and wait until Lena arrives.”

	Trick stared, his mind racing. “How did he know─”

	“Mason said he was gifted.”

	Trick cursed and waved his hands. “Come to SCOPE,” he said. “We’ll hang out, have some fun, solve a few cases.” He ran a hand through his hair, laced his fingers behind his neck and stared at the night sky. “I should have known better.”

	“Welcome to the world of the paranormal.”

	“What happened to Casper the friendly ghost?”

	“He’s on sabbatical.” Mikey walked closer to the house. “We should go back in there.”

	“We need to wait for Lena.”

	“We don’t need to both wait for Lena. One of us should go back and help Valerie.”

	Trick walked up beside her. “Red told me to watch out for you.”

	“Nothing is happening out here.”

	“Not yet,” said Trick.

	“If it wanted to attack us, it would have done it by now.” She paused. “Maybe its power is limited to the house. Or maybe it’s only as strong as the power we give it.” She looked over. “Maybe that’s why it didn’t attack Mason away from home. Because it was conserving strength.”

	“Then all the more reason to get Red out of there.”

	Mikey shook her head. “It won’t work. It’s not going to let Mason leave. It wants him here.”

	Trick tried to understand. “But if we took Red out and this thing lost energy, it may not be able to follow.”

	“This thing knows what it’s doing. It can likely suck energy from any unsuspecting person if it wants to. You know how many people are walking around who are angry, sad and depressed? It’s like a damn buffet.” She paused. “It’s centered on Mason, though, and probably prefers a home base. But after it takes what it wants from him, it will find a new target.” She paced some more. “The question is why Mason? His boundaries are rock solid, yet this thing still found a way in.”

	Trick put his hands on his hips. “They may not be as rock solid as you think.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“We’ll talk later.”

	“Trick, what─”

	A loud crash sounded, and they heard a yelp. Mikey turned to run but Trick grabbed her elbow. “No. You stay here. Wait for Lena. You can describe better what’s going on.”

	Mikey tried to pull away. “Let me go.”

	Trick stared off behind her and pointed. “Look. She’s here.”

	Mikey stopped and turned, and Trick dodged past her and ran into the house.

	 

	**

	 

	Mikey paced outside, telling herself over and over to wait. There would be little she could do inside anyway, but her need to do something got the better of her and she walked to the front door and looked inside.

	It had gone eerily quiet. It was hard to see, but the cabinets had stopped banging, and nothing flew at her. She poked her head inside. “Mason?” The couch had been returned to its spot and she saw someone sitting on it hunched over. Darkness had descended, and she had to squint to see into the room. Hearing a groan, she stepped closer, and a head poked up from the sofa. Her eyes adjusting, Mikey could see Mason curled up beside Valerie, his face a grimace of pain.

	“Is she here yet?” asked Valerie.

	“Not yet. Where’s Trick?”

	Trick raised his head and she saw him sitting on the other side of Mason. “Right here. Just keeping my head down.”

	Mason groaned.

	“Mason?” asked Mikey.

	“He’s in pain,” said Valerie. “But he won’t leave. We’re trying to keep him comfortable until help arrives.”

	“I’m okay. I’ll make it,” whispered Mason.

	“Red,” said Trick. “We should take you out of here. This thing is sucking the life out of you.”

	“No. You leave. I have to stay,” said Mason.

	A cabinet banged, and Mikey jumped. “How long has it been quiet?” she asked.

	“Not long,” said Valerie.

	“I think it’s biding its time. Building up strength to combat what’s coming,” said Trick.

	“It is,” said Mason. “It’s preparing. It’s not going to leave without a fight.”

	Mikey wanted to go to her brother, but a cold presence stopped her. Putting out a hand, she felt a wave of frigid air and the musty smell returned. The hair on the back of her neck rose. “It’s here. I can feel it.”

	“Stay away,” said Mason.

	Mikey didn’t know if he was speaking to her or the spirit. The cold moved around her, and she shivered. An intense spear of pain hit her in the spine, and she sucked in a breath.

	“Get away from her,” said Mason.

	Mikey gripped her lower back and tried not to gasp. It felt like she’d been stabbed. “Leave me alone,” she said, intent on pushing this thing away from her. “I’m taking him back,” she said. “He’s not yours.”

	The cold air turned colder, and an icy breath caressed her cheek. A low hiss sounded in her ear. “Get out,” it said.

	Before she could react, something pulled on her midsection and she flew out onto the front steps, hitting hard on her back as the door slammed closed against the broken frame. The breath left her lungs, and she saw stars. Blinking, she tried to get her bearings. She pushed up and got to her knees, trying to catch her breath. The stabbing pain in her back dissipated, and she attempted to stand but a wave of dizziness hit her, and she almost stumbled when someone grabbed her elbow.

	She startled and almost pulled away when she saw a man and woman standing in front of her. The woman’s intense look along with deep creases around her dark eyes and full lips gave her a wise and dignified air. Two long dark braids trailed past her shoulders, and she wore a bright t-shirt with a flower on it, jeans and sandals on her feet.

	The man with her was closer to Mikey’s age, had prominent cheek bones, black hair with braids similar to the woman’s, a knapsack around his shoulder and also wore jeans and a t-shirt. He stepped closer, ensuring Mikey was stable. “Are you okay?” he asked.

	Mikey straightened and nodded. “I’m okay.”

	The man studied the house for a second. “Gus was right, Grandmother. This evil is strong.”

	The woman also eyed the house, her face stoic, but calm. “No evil is strong against the light, Kyle.” Her gaze found Mikey’s. “Are you Mikey?” she asked.

	Mikey nodded. “Lena?”

	“Yes,” she said. “This is my grandson, Kyle. He will be assisting me.”

	Relief that help had arrived overwhelmed Mikey and she bit back tears. “My brother. He’s in trouble.”

	“I can see that.” Lena walked closer and stopped in front of Mikey. “Tell me of your brother. What kind of man is he?”

	Mikey stammered, unsure of what to say, but then the flood gates opened and as her tears ran down her face, she told Lena about Mason.

	“Who else is here to stand for your brother?” asked Lena.

	Mikey told her about Trick and Valerie. “Can you help?” she asked.

	Lena closed her eyes. “What do you feel, Kyle?”

	Kyle closed his eyes, too, and took a deep breath. “This is an old energy. Ancient.”

	“Yes,” said Lena.

	“It comes from the earth’s core. Conjured by centuries of cruelty, neglect and pain.”

	“How do we get rid of it?” asked Lena, opening her eyes.

	Kyle paused. “We must return it to where it belongs. Back to the earth.”

	“And if we don’t?” asked Lena,

	Kyle opened his eyes. “Then it will only continue to harm others.”

	“We must show it the light,” said Lena, “or return it to the dark from where it came.”

	Mikey wrung her hands. “You can do that? Show it to the light?”

	“We will attempt it, but you must know something,” she said. “It will resist.”

	Mikey nodded. “I know.”

	“Energy of this kind rarely finds the light. It’s been too long without it. This is a darkness that craves the fear and pain of others.” She stepped closer. “You must be brave for your brother, or this will fail. Do the others know this?”

	“Yes,” said Mikey, bobbing her head. “I think so.”

	“Good,” said Lena. She paused, her gaze on the home. “Kyle? Are you ready?”

	Kyle bobbed his head. “Hell, yes. Grandmother. Let’s make Uncle Gus proud and kick this thing’s ass.”

	“Let’s try for the light first,” said Lena. “Then we can kick its ass.”

	Kyle adjusted the knapsack. “I’m ready.”

	Lena took hold of Mikey’s and Kyle’s arms, and bringing them forward with her, she approached the front door. “Then let’s begin.”

	 


Chapter Twenty-Six

	Trick slid off the couch and crawled across the floor. Something crashed nearby, and he cursed again and braced in case whatever broke hit him, but when nothing moved, he kept crawling. He found the linen closet off the hall and swung the door open, hoping it wouldn’t crash back into him. Spotting a still-folded blanket, he pulled it out, and started to crawl back toward Red, when the closet door slammed shut behind him. He yelped and scooted back to the couch, where he unfolded the blanket and put it over Red, who was shivering.

	Valerie tucked the blanket around Red and hunkered back over him, trying to shield him from flying projectiles. “Where are they?” she asked Trick. “Where’s Mikey?”

	Trick watched the still-closed, but damaged front door. “I don’t know.”

	Mikey had not returned since she’d been thrown backward and the door had slammed shut behind her. Trick had attempted to run toward her, but he’d been thrown back onto the sofa. His breath had left him, and a pain had flared beneath his ribs. When Trick had stayed put, the pain had subsided, and Trick figured that was a warning.

	He didn’t know what this spirit had planned, but Trick hoped he wasn’t about to become some sort of offering to evil, because he had no plans to visit either heaven or hell tonight. “Red?” he asked. “You there? How you doing?”

	Red tensed and groaned. “It hurts.”

	“Hang in there. Help is coming,” said Trick.

	Red lurched again. “I think someone’s here,” he said, gasping. “And Shadow Man is not happy.”

	“Shadow Man, huh?” asked Trick, trying to lighten the mood. “Sounds like a comic book hero.”

	“He is a comic book hero,” said Valerie in a whisper. “He fights Master Darque.”

	Trick lifted his head. “You don’t strike me as comic book aficionado, Valerie.”

	“I’m not, but my cousin reads them all the time,” she said, her gaze darting around the room. “I occasionally flip through them to see what he’s reading.”

	“Then perhaps fiction is closer to reality than we think,” said Trick. “Only we’re fighting Mr. Dark, and not the Shadow Man.”

	“It’s Master Darque.”

	“I don’t think this thing cares, Val.” Answered Trick. “And Mr. Dark seems more suitable, don’t you think?”

	“Call it what you want,” said Valerie. “But if it looks like anything close to the comic book version, I hope it stays hidden.”

	Trick released a shuddered breath, imagining what Mr. Dark would look like if it chose to show itself. “Thanks for that.”

	“You’re welcome,” said Valerie. Mason grunted. “Mason?” she asked. “You okay?” She shook his arm when he didn’t answer. “Mason?”

	“Red?” asked Trick. “Talk to us.”

	Red didn’t respond, and Trick sat up as the door flew open. The cabinets began to bang again, and the broken shards of debris resumed their aerial maneuvers. Trick stared as Mikey and two other people walked in, one an older woman and the other a younger man. Trick shook Red. “Red. They’re here.”

	All three walked in amid the swirling maelstrom. Mikey held up a hand to protect herself, and the man ducked when the lampshade flew up and grazed his head. He dropped his jaw and stared, his eyes wide. “Damn,” he said.

	The woman barely broke stride. “The knapsack, Kyle,” she said.

	Kyle pulled it from his shoulder and handed it to her.

	Mikey ran to the sofa. “This is Lena and her grandson Kyle,” she yelled over the banging cabinets. “I told them about Mason.”

	Trick nodded. “Glad you could join us,” he yelled over the noise. “Normally, we’d offer you a cocktail, but Mr. Dark here has broken the…well, everything.”

	“I can see that,” said Kyle, walking with Lena toward the center of the room. “We’ll take a raincheck on the drinks.” He dodged another missile while Lena seemed strangely unaffected by the flying debris. “You call it Mr. Dark?” asked Kyle.

	“It seems fitting,” said Trick. The couch bounced beneath him, and he swallowed back a scream. “A thing with a name seems less scary than a thing with no name, don’t you think?”

	Lena turned toward him, her face calm. “Names are the least of your worries, Mr. Trick.”

	Trick slid off the moving sofa. “Just call me Trick. This is Valerie and my friend Red, who Mr. Dark has taken a liking to.” He deflected a paperback book that flew at him. “Please tell me you’ve got the mojo to get rid of this thing.”

	A picture frame barely missed her head, but Lena didn’t flinch. “All of us have the mojo. It will take our combined strengths to save your friend.” She kicked at a piece of the broken chair, cleared a place on the floor, sat cross-legged and put the knapsack beside her. “Bring him.”

	Kyle walked over to Mikey. He took her elbow. “Come with me.”

	Looking uncertain, Mikey went with him.

	“Sit,” he said, pointing next to Lena.

	Mikey did as he asked and sat beside Lena.

	Kyle came over and took Valerie’s arm. “Come with me.” Valerie looked up and then at Mason. “It’s okay. He’s next.”

	Valerie hesitated, but then stood and went with Kyle who asked her to sit beside Mikey.

	Kyle returned and took Red’s shoulder. “Help me with him,” he said to Trick. A shard of something hit Kyle on the head. He winced and touched the injury as blood began to trickle down his face. But then he took Red’s arm and waited for Trick.

	Trick nodded and helped lift Red upright into a sitting position. Red barely registered their presence and grunted. Trick got on one side and Kyle the other and they lifted him until he stood.

	“Bring him over to Lena,” said Kyle. Trick helped Red walk with Kyle’s help. “Lower him down,” said Kyle.

	Trick slowly lowered Red when a loud crash almost caused him to drop his friend. Shaking, he got Red to the ground, where Red crumpled into a fetal position in front of Lena.

	Trick turned to see the dining table on its side and one of the legs broken off.

	“Sit,” said Lena. She held a cloth she’d taken from the knapsack and handed it to Kyle.

	Kyle sat on the other side of Red, took the cloth, and dabbed at the blood trickling down his forehead as Trick sat on the floor beside Lena. The five of them formed a circle around Red.

	Lena pulled items from her bag as more objects flew through the room. “You must all be prepared to do battle if you wish to save Mason. This Mr. Dark is powerful and will not go easily.”

	Trick held his breath as the front and closet doors began to slam open and closed. “I don’t think that’s in question, Miss Lena.”

	She pulled out a small piece of wood, what looked like a bundle of sage, a candle and a feather from her bag. Trick made eye contact with Mikey.

	“Sage and a candle don’t look so bad now, do they?” asked Mikey, her face pale in the dark room.

	“I stand corrected,” said Trick loudly over the slamming doors.

	“You’ve got to help him,” said Valerie, leaning over Red. “I think he’s getting worse.”

	Lena lit the candle and set it in a holder on the fireplace behind her. From the candle’s flame, she lit the wood and the sage and handed the sage to Kyle, who took it with the feather and stood. He carried it through the house, fanning the smoke with the feather. The flying debris didn’t seem to bother him although more blood trickled down his temple. The wood began to burn and smoke. Lena waved it over herself and handed it to Mikey. “Do as I do,” she said.

	Mikey took it and waved it over herself and then handed it to Valerie.

	“You must show no fear as of this moment,” said Lena. “Mr. Dark has fed enough. We must now remove his supply. Do you understand?” She eyed each of them.

	Trick took the wood from Valerie and waved it over himself. “Got it. No fear.” A knife sliced through the air in front of his face and his heart thumped hard against his chest. “Not scared at all,” he said, his voice shaking.

	Kyle returned with the sage and sat again. “We’re ready.” He waved the sage and feather over Red, who didn’t react, and handed it back to Lena, who set it on the brick of the fireplace where it continued to smolder along with the piece of wood.

	“Hold hands,” said Lena, taking Mikey’s and Trick’s hands. The rest of them clasped hands, as well, forming a connected circle around Red.

	Lena took a deep breath. “Mr. Dark does not wish to leave, despite my requests. It is fond of Mason. It senses his weaknesses. It will not abate and will not look toward the light.”

	“What does that mean?” asked Mikey.

	“It means we go to plan B,” said Kyle.

	“Plan B?” asked Trick. Something touched the back of his neck and he grit his teeth.

	“What’s Plan B?” asked Valerie. She grunted when a fork hit her in the stomach.

	Kyle smiled. “We kick its ass.”

	 


Chapter Twenty-Seven

	Mikey gripped Lena and Valerie’s hands like lifelines. She hoped she wasn’t hurting them, but figured they were too distracted to care.

	Lena closed her eyes and began to chant. Kyle did the same. The cabinets began to bang at a faster rate, the couch slid into the wall and books that Mikey recognized from Mason’s shelf in his bedroom began to join the rest of the flying debris. She bit her lip, forcing herself to stay calm, and kept an eye on Mason, who lay curled up in front of them, clutching his stomach as sweat dripped from his bloody face despite the cold in the room. “Mason. Stay with us,” she yelled. “We’re going to get rid of this thing. Mason?”

	He gasped and moved his hands to his ears. Something grabbed Mikey’s hair and pulled. She yelped and almost let go of Valerie’s hand.

	Lena stopped chanting. “Do not break the connection. We must all stand together.”

	A hardback book thumped Trick in the chest, and Valerie cursed when a side table slid into her back. “Mr. Dark is pushing some buttons, Lena,” said Trick with a grunt.

	“And it will continue,” said Lena. “It senses danger and will use personal attack to provoke and torment us. Our only protection is each other.”

	Icy cold fingers trailed down Mikey’s neck, and she shuddered.

	Valerie squirmed, and Mikey wondered if she was feeling the same thing.

	Trick grimaced. “Mr. Dark is getting a little too friendly.”

	Lena took in a deep breath and blew it out. “Kyle, are you ready?”

	Kyle straightened his shoulders, stretched his neck, and exhaled his own breath. “Hell, yes.”

	Lena closed her eyes. “Then I will work from one side, and you from another.”

	“I understand,” said Kyle.

	“Anytime, Kyle,” said Trick, still grimacing.

	Lena began to whisper quietly to herself.

	“Close your eyes,” said Kyle. “All of you.”

	Mikey did as he asked, and clenched her eyes shut. The fingers on her neck slid down to the hollow of her shoulder, and she forced herself not to move.

	She heard Kyle speak. “You must all clear your minds of anger and fear. Mr. Dark wants to distract and separate us. We must do the opposite. Together, we are strong. Take long, deep breaths, and whatever scares you, ignore it. It cannot hurt you.”

	Mikey took deep breaths and tried not to think about whatever was touching her.

	“Now,” said Kyle. “Imagine a small white light, deep inside you, at your core. It burns brightly and within it exist all the answers. Its power is all-knowing and all-seeing. It fears nothing and it can be directed and guided by you.” He paused, and Mikey imagined it in her mind. “Feel it begin to grow,” continued Kyle. “And as it grows, it becomes stronger and brighter. Heat flows from it, and your body warms. Let it build until your skin begins to glow. It is in you, of you and from you. It is strong and courageous. It is your power.” He paused and softened his voice. “Let it grow.”

	Mikey heard him take a deep breath, and she did the same, seeing the light within herself, and feeling the chill begin to dissipate. She stopped shivering.

	“The light fills you completely,” said Kyle. “It spills from your pores and into the room, traveling to each person beside you and across from you, and it begins to fill them, too. See the light trickle into each person, including Mason. Your light becomes his light, and his body is light itself.”

	The cabinets banged faster and harder, and Mikey heard a crash from another room but didn’t open her eyes. Her skin warmed, and she no longer felt the icy fingers on her neck and shoulder. The noise in the house became deafening but she felt strangely detached and unaffected. She envisioned the light emitting from her body and into the others, including Mason, and was surprised when she started to sweat.

	Lena continued to whisper to herself, and Mikey could not make out what she was murmuring. It sounded like a different language.

	“The light engulfs the entire group,” said Kyle, “each of us spilling the light, as it continues to increase in power. The light encompasses the circle and spills out to fill the room. As it grows, it gets brighter and stronger. Everything it touches is immersed in it. Nothing can defeat it. It knows and sees all.”

	Mikey saw the light swirl and develop in her mind like a large cloud bank. It seeped into everything it touched, making it glow and pulse.

	Kyle continued. “The light travels throughout the house, finding each room and every object within it, and takes it back from the dark. Everything it touches becomes part of the light.”

	Mikey directed the light through each area of Mason’s home, including the closets and bathrooms. She didn’t want to give Mr. Dark the ability to hide anywhere.

	“Every shelf, every corner, every drawer, every item and inch of the house is bursting with light,” said Kyle. “It cannot be stopped. Its power is unhindered by anything that stands before it.

	The cabinet doors stopped banging and the house went eerily quiet, but Mikey still sensed Mr. Dark’s presence.

	“See the light at the windows,” said Kyle, “ready to break free and escape the confines of the house and take with it that which no longer belongs. See it press against the walls, eager for escape.”

	Mikey imagined it, but felt a strange pressure push back. She saw the light glimmer throughout the room but couldn’t move it beyond the windows.

	“Do not fear the resistance,” said Kyle. “It cannot defeat the light. The light is easy and soft. It is effortlessly directed. Let it flow and push it further.”

	Mikey pushed harder, but the pressure increased.

	“No one can defeat the light,” said Kyle. “The light grows larger and more powerful with every breath we take.”

	Mikey struggled, but the increased resistance stymied her progress. Her head began to pound as the tension in the room grew. A trickle of sweat ran down her back.

	“The dark cannot survive the light. Dark runs from it. It fears it.”

	Mikey felt the weight in and around the room grow, as if she were underwater and submerging deeper and deeper.

	“Brighten the light. Let it flow easily from you,” said Kyle. “Growing and swirling, it feeds from the dark, taking all its strength. The dark weakens and fades.”

	Mikey didn’t feel anything fading. She clutched Lena and Valerie’s hands and felt Valerie clutch hers. Mikey’s ears popped and she heard what sounded like a deep groan, as if the house itself complained from the constraint.

	“The light’s intensity expands faster and faster,” said Kyle. His voice remained calm, and Mikey found it soothing. She held onto to his words like a lifeline as the resistance intensified. “Pushing on the windows and doors, eager for release. The light will not be denied. Its power crushes all in its path.”

	Mikey heard a grunt and guessed it was Trick. She thought of Mason, but in her mind, he was filled with the light, and protected. She pushed harder against the pressure in the room, determined to defeat Mr. Dark and banish him forever.

	“The light leads the way,” whispered Kyle. “The light leads the way. The light leads the way.” He continued to repeat the phrase and Mikey began to say it, too. The others picked it up and they whispered it together.

	Mikey could still hear Lena’s whispers, but then she heard a soft sigh in her ears, and a warmth flooded through her. The worry and fear vanished, and an all-encompassing sense of peace enveloped her. The light became fire, and she directed it at each window, pushing and probing, looking for a way out. The strain grew but she felt detached from it, as if it was only a minor bump in the road.

	“The light leads the way,” she whispered, along with the group. The house groaned again, and something splintered and cracked. The pressure eased slightly, and another crack sounded. The light swirled faster and glowed so brightly she would have squinted if her eyes had been open. She felt one more push from whatever fought back and then suddenly, a deafening shatter shook the house. In her mind, Mikey saw the light escape and shoot out into the night. It poured from their bodies, filled and spilled out of the house, and escaped into the streets, surrounding Mason’s home and his neighbors’, as it drifted into the sky and plunged into the earth, leaving nothing untouched as it spread far and wide.

	The pressure vanished, and Mikey took a solid, deep breath, feeling the freedom and release in the air. The smell was gone, and everything felt lighter.

	“The light leads the way,” said Kyle, whispering. Mikey repeated the words. “The light leads the way,” he said softly and paused. “The light has led the way,” he said, barely above a whisper. He stopped the mantra and so did the rest of the group. “Now the light travels,” he said, “as it continues to fill each of you, protecting all in its path.”

	Lena stopped whispering, and Mikey remained still, soaking in the calm and peace. They sat for a few minutes until Lena broke the silence.

	“You may open your eyes,” she said.

	Mikey opened them and blinked, seeing Valerie and Trick. They blinked back at her, looking just as dazed as she felt.

	“The house and Mason are free,” said Kyle, smiling. “The light kicked ass.”

	Lena let go of Mikey’s hand. “Your Mr. Dark is no longer present. He has returned to where he originated.”

	Trick dropped his hands and shook out his fingers. “Can he come back?”

	Lena shrugged. “Only when the pain and fear build again, and he hears the call. But that will take time.”

	“How much time?” asked Trick.

	“That all depends on us, and humankind.”

	“So, next week?” asked Trick.

	Lena intense stare softened. “Maybe longer, but I think you’re safe for a while.”

	Valerie crawled over to Mason. “Mason?”

	Mason remained curled up in the center of the group, but his face carried less tension and he almost looked like he was sleeping. Mikey leaned close. “Mason?”

	“Red?” asked Trick. He pushed up with a groan. “Is he okay?”

	“He’ll need a moment to return to this plane,” said Kyle. “He left for a while to protect himself.”

	Valerie shook his shoulder. “Mason. Can you hear me?”

	Mikey got low and spoke into his ear. “C’mon, big brother. Come back to us.”

	Trick came over and yelled. “Red. Wake your ass up. You’ve dozed long enough.”

	Mason’s eyelids twitched and then clenched.

	“He’s coming around,” said Mikey. She shook him again. “Mason?”

	His eyes opened, and he blinked.

	“Hey,” said Valerie. “There you are.”

	Mason blinked again as if trying to focus. “Where…?”

	“You’re home,” said Mikey. The emotion of the moment caught up to her when she realized they’d won. They’d banished Mr. Dark and reclaimed Mason’s house. Her brother was safe. Tears threatened, and she dabbed at her eye.

	Trick picked up a piece of glass and tossed it aside. “If you can call it that.” He looked around the house. “I hope your insurance covers spirit invasion, Red, because Mr. Dark packed a punch.”

	Feeling a slight breeze, Mikey took in the damage, and realized every window was broken. Glass littered the floors, along with the rest of the debris. Toppled furniture, broken dishes, books, silverware, and shattered remnants of any other objects that weren’t strong enough to withstand the assault were strewn everywhere.

	Mason attempted to sit up with a groan. Valerie helped him and Trick pulled him up from the other side.

	“How do you feel?” asked Mikey, with a sniff.

	Despite the blood running from his forehead, his pale color, and trembling fingers, he was present. He nodded at Mikey. “Better.” He rubbed his stomach. “I think.”

	Lena put out the smoldering sage and wood with a bag of sand from her knapsack and began to refill the bag. “You will be sore and tired for a while. My advice is to rest. You will need it.”

	Kyle stood and wiped his own blood from his face again with the rag. He helped Lena with the bag, then took it and put it back over his shoulder.

	Mikey stood and faced him. “What you did…,” she stammered, not knowing what to say. “…was amazing.”

	Lena stood, too. “My grandson has been gifted from a young age. He will take my place when my turn ends.”

	“This was my greatest challenge yet. Mr. Dark wanted to stay,” said Kyle.

	“But you didn’t show any fear,” said Mikey. “I was scared to death. I thought…I thought I’d give him more power.”

	Kyle shook his head. “It’s not about the fear, Mikey. It’s about how you handle the fear. There’s a difference. You, by far, are one of the bravest people I’ve met.” He held her gaze, and she found it difficult to look away. Kyle had a magnetism that was hard to ignore.

	Her tears welled again. “Thank you. I think you and Lena saved Mason’s life.”

	“We all saved him,” said Lena.

	“Your love for your brother is what defeated Mr. Dark.” Kyle reached out and took her hand. “Without it, we could have done nothing.” He squeezed her fingers. “Your tears will remove any stain that remains, so feel free to cry.”

	The tears spilled over then, and she wiped them away with her free hand. She could barely speak and could only nod in response.

	“C’mon, Red. Let’s get you up.” Trick grabbed Mason by the arm and tried to help him stand. Valerie held him by the other side to support him. Mason stood on wobbly legs. Kyle let go of Mikey’s hand, ran over and righted the sofa.

	Trick and Valerie guided him over, and Mason sat with a groan. “Thank you,” he said. He held his head. “I feel like I’ve been chewed up and spit out.”

	Lena walked over and squatted in front of him. She took his hand and held it. “Whatever plagues you, you must clear,” she said. “Your connection to the spirit world is strong and makes you vulnerable. Your gifts must be protected, or those from the dark will sense an opening, seek out and destroy you.” She paused and squeezed his fingers. “Unless you destroy yourself first.” Her intense stare returned, and his face fell. “Do you understand?”

	Mason sat still, and then nodded. “I understand.” He set his jaw and cleared his throat. “What you did for me…”

	“Is what you would have done for another,” she said. “We are no different. You will one day assist someone in need and pay it forward.”

	He pursed his lips, and Mikey cried more. She couldn’t seem to stop.

	A door slammed. Everyone jumped and Trick let out a high-pitched yelp. Kyle turned and walked toward the hall where the noise came from.

	“It’s not back, is it?” asked Valerie, hovering next to Mason.

	“So much for humanity,” said Trick, sitting next to Mason.

	Mikey followed Kyle, seeing the closed guest bathroom door. He opened it and peered inside. “That wasn’t Mr. Dark.” He closed it again. “But your bathroom is a mess.”

	“It was another spirit,” said Lena. “They are returning, now that Mr. Dark is gone.”

	Mason sniffed and wiped his eyes. “Come to think of it, I haven’t had much interaction from the other side recently.”

	“Now you know why,” said Lena. “But I’d expect a few visitors. I think you’ve been missed.”

	Mikey recalled the bathroom door slamming in the recent past. “It’s mom. She’s checking in and making sure you’re okay.”

	Trick sighed. “Thank God.” He looked up. “You’re welcome any time, Mrs. Redstone. I don’t suppose you could recommend a good house cleaner.” He kicked at another piece of glass.

	Lena straightened. “We should go Kyle. Let these people get some rest.”

	“Rest,” said Trick with a chuckle. “That’s funny. I’m not going to sleep for a week.”

	“After tonight,” said Lena, “I think you’ll sleep better than you think.” She spoke to Kyle. “If we hurry, we might still get your mom to feed us dinner.”

	Kyle nodded. “Mom would feed an army if they woke her at three a.m.”

	Lena smiled and looked at Mason. “You take care of yourself.”

	“Help me up,” said Mason, and Trick and Valerie each grabbed an arm and helped him stand. Once he was on his feet, he stepped toward Lena. “I think I owe you a hug.”

	“You owe me nothing, but I’ll take it,” said Lena, embracing Mason. She pulled back and held his shoulders. “You just remember what I said.”

	“I will,” said Mason.

	Mikey sniffed again.

	“Are you okay?” Kyle asked Mikey.

	“I’m better,” said Mikey, wiping a fallen tear. “Feeling stronger now.”

	“You can use the light whenever and however you want,” he said. “I use it as a meditation. It’s very powerful.”

	“Thank you,” she said. “I will.”

	He hesitated for a second. “Listen. I…uh…rarely meet people who understand our ways…and abilities.” He shifted on his feet. “The timing is awkward…but if you ever want to grab a coffee and talk, I’d welcome it.”

	Surprised, Mikey chuckled nervously.

	“Or…my mom makes terrific ribs,” said Kyle. “You should come over some time and have some. I make a great potato salad to go with it.”

	“Give her some air, Kyle,” said Lena. “She just banished an entity back into the earth’s core.”

	Kyle grinned. “What do you say?”

	Acutely aware of the eyes on them, Mikey debated what to do. She thought of Rem. “How about we start with coffee?”

	“Great,” said Kyle. “I’ve got your number. I’ll give you a call.”

	Lena headed toward the broken front door. “C’mon, Grandson. You can flirt later. I’m hungry.” 

	Kyle smiled at Mikey. “See ya.”

	Mikey nodded.

	Mason sat again, looking exhausted. “You ever need anything from me, Lena, you know where to find me.”

	“I do.” She eyed the house. “I’ll just follow the mess.”

	Mason smiled, and Lena and Kyle turned and left.

	 


Chapter Twenty-Eight

	Mikey rested her head against the seat while Trick drove back to SCOPE. After Lena and Kyle’s departure, Trick had helped Mason to Valerie’s car. Once seat-belted, he’d fallen asleep, and Valerie had insisted she’d be able to get him inside once she got him to her place.

	Mikey didn’t have the energy to argue, said she’d call Valerie in the morning, and she and Trick had done their best to shut the damaged front door before leaving, although it wasn’t too important since the all the windows were broken. Once in Trick’s truck, Mikey realized she’d run out of the office so fast, she hadn’t even locked the door. She needed to return to get her laptop, lock up, and then she would go home and crash, and by the looks of Trick, whose eyelids looked heavy enough to deadlift, he needed to do the same.

	Trick stopped at a light. “It’s only a little after ten o’clock.” He stifled a yawn. “I feel like I’ve been up for three straight days.”

	“I know.” Mikey rubbed her eyes. “Everything hurts.”

	“God knows what hit us while we were directing the light. I think I’m going to be bruised all over tomorrow.”

	Mikey’s shoulders ached, and she massaged them. “Listen. What you did…I know Mason told you to plan for some woo-woo stuff when you agreed to join SCOPE, but this went above and beyond. You could have left, but you stuck it out.”

	The light turned, and Trick hit the gas. “I’ll be honest. If Red had told me to expect Mr. Dark, I’d have stayed in Texas and joined the rodeo.”

	Mikey raised a brow. “Do you even know how to ride a horse?”

	“I took lessons when I was ten. The horse bucked me off and I broke my wrist. Haven’t ridden since.”

	“Then you’d be a lousy cowboy.”

	“I’d ride a bucking bull over facing Mr. Dark again any day.”

	Mikey smiled. “Despite your fears, you stayed. I appreciate that.”

	“Well, I figured if you and Val were going to hang in there, so could I, especially for Red’s sake. If it had been anyone else, I’d have boogied.”

	Mikey settled back in her seat. “I’m just grateful Mason’s okay.” 

	“And you met Kyle Willow.”

	Mikey shot him a sideways glance. “Don’t start.”

	“What? He’s handsome, too.”

	“God. You sound like my mother.”

	He grinned. “Don’t you like him?”

	Mikey sighed. “Can we please not have this conversation? We just banished an entity and saved Mason. I’m tired. Besides, it’s just coffee.”

	“Oh, he’s interested in way more than coffee.”

	Mikey held her head.

	“You’re thinking of Remalla, aren’t you?”

	“Trick, please…”

	Trick turned into the parking lot of SCOPE. “Looks like you have some decisions to ponder.”

	“Rem and I are just friends.”

	Trick pulled into a spot outside the office. “Then coffee and ribs aren’t that big of a deal, are they?”

	Mikey stared out the window. “I just…”

	“You just what?”

	She looked over. “I just want to go upstairs, get my stuff, and go to bed. Okay?”

	He paused. “Okay. You’re off the hook. For now.”

	“Thank you.”

	“Only because I know Red will start in on you tomorrow.”

	Mikey sighed again.

	Trick smiled wearily. “I’ll wait here until you come out.”

	“I’ll be fine. If you wait, you’ll crash before I get back.”

	“Then I’ll sleep in the truck.” He laid his head back and shut his eyes.

	Mikey popped the door open. “Suit yourself. I’ll be down in a sec.”

	“Uh-huh.”

	Shaking her head, Mikey stepped out and closed the door. Her muscles protesting, she pushed herself to climb the stairs to SCOPE. Still thinking about how lucky they were to have escaped harm, she opened the door and entered the office. It was quiet and dark. Leaving the lights off, she walked into the inner office and grabbed her laptop. She thought of Kyle and her stomach flipped. What’s the big deal, she asked herself. It’s just coffee.

	But she knew it was more. Kyle’s look while he’d held her hand had conveyed more than just friendship, and Mikey now found herself forced to consider what exactly she wanted. Did she expect to remain single forever? Did she want to date someone? After her traumatic experience with Victor, she’d never wanted to pursue a man again, but as the years passed, she had to wonder. Was it time to move on? How did she feel about Remalla? Were the two of them just playing it safe because it was easier than facing their fears?

	Fatigue and weariness made her head pound. Tomorrow, she said to herself. You can reflect on your insecurities and love life after you get some sleep. She tucked her laptop under her arm and turned to leave when something on the shelf reflected the moonlight coming in from the window.

	She moved around the desk and saw the wooden box and the two plexiglass containers that held the stone statues on Mason’s shelf. One of the containers was open. Frowning, her mind raced. Why was it open?

	“Hello, Mikey.”

	Mikey whirled, almost dropping her laptop, and saw Tommy Patterson sitting on the couch.

	Mikey froze, her heart rate rising, and her fatigue gone. She started to leave but he stood and blocked her exit. She stopped and stepped back. “What are you doing here?” Her voice shook.

	Tommy held a flask and took a swig. “I just thought I’d stop by and say hello.” He chuckled. “After you so kindly visited me today, I figured I’d return the favor.” He took another swig from the flask and swayed.

	“You’re drunk.” Mikey debated her options. If she ran, could she get around him? Could she hit him with the laptop hard enough to knock him back? She doubted it. She thought of Trick and sent out a silent message for help, praying he’d hear it.

	Tommy took a step closer. In the dark, he was just a silhouette in the light coming through the front window. “I made a few calls,” he said. “Figured out where you worked. Wasn’t that hard.” He sneered and moved closer. “You think you’re so smart, confronting me? Threatening me?” He took another step. “Well, how does it feel, huh? To be threatened in your own space?”

	“You need to leave. Now.” Mikey thought of her phone, but the battery was dead. “You touch me, and you’ll be arrested. Then it will be easy to put the pieces together. They’ll know what you did to Al Whitten.”

	He wobbled and then righted himself. “Is that what you want? For me to touch you?”

	Mikey almost bolted but forced herself not to move.

	“I can if you want.” He took another step, and she moved back, bumping against the far wall. “And if the cops show, I’ll just tell them we were having some fun, but things got a little rough between us. It happens.”

	Mikey tried to think. She had to get out of there. “That won’t work. We have cameras.”

	He snickered and raised a hand, holding a wire in his fingers. “You did have cameras.”

	Terror reared up, and her throat constricted. She thought Mr. Dark was scary, but this took fear to a whole new level. “Think it through, Tommy. You have a business, a girlfriend, a life. You hurt me and you could lose all of it.”

	Tommy encroached, and she pressed hard against the wall, holding her laptop against her chest as if it could protect her. “I won’t lose a thing,” he said, walking up to within inches of her. “Nothing touches me, sugar.” He reached up and caught a tendril of her loose hair in his fingers.

	Mikey cringed. “Stop it. Leave me alone.”

	Tommy took another pull from the flask, screwed the lid on, put it on the shelf, and rested a hand on the wall beside her head. “I’ll leave you alone when I’m good and ready.”

	Mikey could smell the alcohol on his breath, and she fought back panic.

	“You’re so pretty.” He breathed deeply and smiled. “But women like you need to learn their place.” He trailed a finger down her arm. “You want to take off your clothes or you want me to do it for you?” She shoved his hand away, and he grinned. “I’m happy either way.”

	A scream stuck in her throat, and she prepared herself to fight. This man wouldn’t take a thing from her without getting damaged at the same time.

	“Get the fuck away from her.”

	Tommy whirled, and Mikey got a clear shot of Trick standing at the office door. Without thinking twice, she swung the laptop and hit Tommy in the head with it. He grunted but it only momentarily distracted him. She made a run for it, but he grabbed for her arm and pulled her back. She swung again, and he let her go as Trick launched himself into Tommy. She fell backward against the table that held the coffee machine, and the machine toppled and fell over. Trick’s momentum carried Tommy backwards and they both slammed against the wall and hit the shelf holding the box and statues.

	Stunned, Mikey tripped on the coffee machine cord and fell on her butt. The damaged shelf collapsed from the impact and the two plexiglass holders and box hit the ground with a crash. One of the statues rolled and stopped at Mikey’s feet and the other dropped beside Trick and Tommy.

	Trick held Tommy against the wall. His position gave him leverage and he slugged at Tommy’s face. Blood spurted from Tommy’s nose, but Tommy’s size, strength and drunkenness made him dangerous, and he punched back. Trick attempted to gain leverage, but he stepped on the statue, his ankle rolled, and he stumbled, allowing the momentum to shift in Tommy’s favor. Trick fell to his side, and he tried to roll away, but Tommy jumped on top of and straddled him. Trick grabbed one of Tommy’s arms and held it back while Tommy tried to go for Trick’s throat. Trick’s free hand came up and connected with Tommy’s midsection. Tommy lurched and grunted. The blood from Tommy’s nose dripped and began to seep through his shirt, and Mikey saw what looked like a pencil sticking out from beneath Tommy’s ribs. Enraged, Tommy punched at Trick and Trick fought him, trying to force Tommy off and keep Tommy’s hands from his neck.

	Her head clearing, Mikey forced herself up. Eyeing the statue, she grabbed it and as Tommy got a hand on Trick’s throat and squeezed, she stepped close, raised the statue and brought it down hard on Tommy’s head.

	 

	**

	 

	Police lights flashed, and Mikey could hear the squawking of the radios from the nearby cars and the officers’ mics. Sitting on the curb in the parking lot, she pulled the blanket closer around her. She thought of Remalla again, wishing he were there. A policeman stopped beside her and touched her shoulder, asking if she was all right. She nodded and he walked away.

	Trick sat in an ambulance while an EMT checked him and swabbed a cut on his head. Tommy had been taken away in handcuffs and in an ambulance earlier, his nose bleeding, his head bandaged and the pencil still protruding from his side, yelling and screaming that she and Trick had been the ones to attack him.

	Mikey had spoken to a female officer and after hearing Mikey’s account, the officer had left to speak with Trick.

	Debating whether to call Mason, Mikey decided to wait. There would be little he could do other than get upset. Shuddering at the memory of Tommy touching her, she squeezed her eyes shut and pulled the blanket closer. She wondered if she’d ever be able to sleep again.

	Hearing a grunt and the scrape of a footstep, she opened her eyes to see Trick lowering himself to sit beside her.

	“You okay?” he asked. He had a bandage on his forehead and a swollen eye.

	Mikey nodded, but she still trembled. “Yeah.”

	“He didn’t hurt you, did he?”

	“No.” She looked him over. “How are you?”

	“My ego’s a little bruised and my ankle hurts, but that’s the worst of it.”

	She eyed the ambulance still on the scene. “Don’t you need to go to the hospital?”

	“No. I’ve dealt with worse on my best days as a Ranger.”

	“But your ankle…”

	“I’ll go to the doctor tomorrow. I don’t need an emergency room. And my head will heal.”

	“Trick─”

	“Mikey, I’m all right. I’m more worried about you.”

	Her fingers trembling, she clasped her hands together. “I’m just a little shaken. Hell, I’ve battled Mr. Dark and Tommy in one day. It’s a lot to process.”

	“Tell me about it.”

	She thought about Tommy. “You think this will clear Max?”

	“I don’t know. It all depends on what Tommy chooses to say.”

	“He’s spewing lies about how this is my fault. That I invited him upstairs.”

	“None of that will hold up. Any good cop will see through it. Remember how I told you he’d get cocky and screw up? Well, consider him screwed. I know you didn’t invite him up. And how much you want to guess the cameras caught him entering SCOPE and even disabling them? I doubt he thought to erase that footage. He was too damn drunk.”

	“I hit him with the laptop first.”

	“You were trying to escape, and he threatened you.” He took her arm. “He’s not going anywhere, and you were not at fault.”

	“I walked into that stupid office in the dark. I didn’t even see him. I─”

	“Mikey. You and your brother should have been twins. Stop blaming yourself. Blame the offender. You have every right to go into your office at night without expecting to be assaulted.”

	“I provoked him today. I was an idiot.”

	“Provocation or not, it’s not an excuse.”

	“I should have known better.”

	Trick sighed. “Admittedly, it would have been wise not to go it alone when you spoke with him earlier, but who the hell am I to tell you what’s right and wrong? I’ve made plenty of my own damn mistakes. Ask Red.”

	Mikey hung her head. “God. Mason is going to lose it over this.”

	“I say we hold off on telling him until he gets his bearings. He’s had a lot to deal with and we don’t want to send him over the edge.”

	“He’s going to kill me after he learns I confronted Tommy.”

	“He might want to, but he’ll get over it. You may have solved the case and found the man framing Max. That might buy you some time.”

	Despite her anxiety, Mikey smiled. “Maybe I could book a flight to Bali. I hear it’s nice this time of year.”

	“How about we get food and a good night’s sleep first? Then you can check with a travel agent.”

	Mikey shivered, thinking of going back to her place by herself.

	“Hey,” he said, after a pause. “If you don’t mind driving my truck, we can swing through a drive-through, get something to eat, and go back to my apartment. I’ll sleep on the couch, and you take the bed. We’ll both get some rest and then we’ll talk to Red in the morning. Break the news delicately. What do you say?”

	Relief welled up and tears clouded her vision. “You don’t mind?”

	“If I didn’t offer, Red would kill me, too, and we can’t both be dead.”

	She sniffed. “You saved me tonight.”

	“It was my pleasure. I like saving people.”

	“Then you’ve had a good day.”

	“One of my better ones.” He bumped her with his elbow. “Don’t forget. You saved me, too. Tommy’s likely got a nasty headache.”

	“I wish I’d hit him harder.”

	“You hit him plenty hard. Guys like that don’t go down easy.” He struggled to stand. “You ready?”

	She wiped an eye, stood and held out a hand. “I’m ready.”

	He took her hand and groaned when she helped pull him up.

	“You want burgers or chicken?” she asked, heading toward his truck. She held his arm while he limped beside her.

	“I was thinking a Taco del Fuego. Remalla introduced me and now I’m craving one.”

	Mikey groaned. “Great. Now there’s two of you.”

	“And they’re open all night.”

	“Lucky me,” said Mikey. “But people who save my life get first dibs, so tacos it is, Trickster.”

	He smiled. “My luck’s just getting better and better.”

	 


Chapter Twenty-Nine

	Mikey followed the trail of blood through the house and found herself in a dark kitchen. A refrigerator door stood ajar and illuminated the space. Standing there, she shivered and then became aware she was having a lucid dream. Scared, but seeing the benefit, she observed her surroundings. Although there was still blood, this house was different, but yet familiar. Following the streaks of blood along a white tiled kitchen floor, her heart raced when she saw legs. The feet were bare, and as she neared, she put her hand on the countertop and touched something. Lifting her hand, she saw it was a butterfly earring.

	Her fear grew, but she had to know more. The murkiness increased and it became harder to see. Determined, she stepped toward the legs, but then heard a noise. She turned and saw someone standing in the shadows. The face was obscured, but they were watching. Mikey didn’t know if the person on the floor was alive or dead, but she yelled at them to get away.

	The stranger encroached and something gleamed in the light. Looking closer, Mikey saw a glittering geode clutched in the person’s hand. There was blood smeared on it and on the person’s fingers.

	Desperate, she tried to move but found herself rooted to the floor. She struggled against invisible restraints as everything became hazier, the kitchen faded, the people vanished, and frustrated, she opened her eyes.

	Waking, she saw her bedroom, but could still see the blood and the legs. Flustered, she sat up in bed, trying to hold onto the fragments that still remained. Telling herself to relax, she took a deep breath, but the events of the last couple of days intruded and her mind wandered.

	After staying at Trick’s following Tommy’s attack, she’d insisted she was okay to return to her own place. They didn’t see Mason the next day since he’d slept through it. Mikey had stopped by Valerie’s the day after, but Mason had remained in bed, still half out of it and recovering from Mr. Dark. She’d reluctantly told him about what had happened with Tommy, hating to add to his burden, but wanting him to hear it from her. He’d acted surprisingly calm, and then told her he’d needed to rest, and Mikey had left.

	That night, anxious and needing to talk, Mikey had called Rem, leaving him a voicemail he had yet to return, and desperate to know more about Tommy’s situation, she’d called Captain Lozano. Lozano had told her that Tommy had been charged with assault, breaking and entering, and tampering. He’d been questioned by Bevins and Winkler about his possible involvement in Al Whitten’s death, but so far, he wasn’t talking. Lozano told her that without more evidence, they couldn’t charge him with anything else, and he would likely make bail and be released the following day.

	Now, sitting on her bed, Mikey held her head in her palms. If Tommy made bail, would he come after her again? She doubted he’d be that stupid, but the worry lingered. Mikey had informed Jean about Tommy’s assault and Jean had been shocked. To Mikey’s surprise, Jean still found it hard to believe that Tommy could be a murderer. 

	Now fully awake, Mikey walked into the kitchen and poured herself some water, trying to get Tommy out of her head, and thought of Max. She’d updated him about Tommy’s possible involvement but had left out Mr. Dark’s and Tommy’s attacks. She couldn’t handle any more lectures. Max had stuck to his guns, though, and told her if Tommy was involved, the police would figure it out, and for her and Mason to stay out of it.

	The dream still tugging at her, she forced herself to sit on the couch and relax. So much had happened the last few days, she could barely think straight. If she could be still long enough, maybe she would know what to do next. Between her two brothers and Tommy, she was a mess. Trick had kept her occupied by getting her to come to the office, but he was hobbled by a sprained ankle and was exhausted himself. Mikey had rescheduled Mason’s appointments, but beyond that, she and Trick had just tried to keep busy.

	Settling on the cushions, she thought of her plan for the day. Mason had reached out before she’d gone to bed and had asked her to meet him at his house that morning, and to bring cleaning supplies. Mikey hoped he would be more himself and the two of them could have a good conversation. The kind they’d used to have before Mr. Dark arrived.

	She set her water down, rested her head back, and closed her eyes. She shut everything else out and focused, bringing herself back to the house with the blood. A few minutes passed with no success and realizing it was pointless, she got up to take a shower.

	 

	**

	 

	Mason lifted the side of his dining table and picked up the broken leg. After studying it, he decided it could be salvaged and laid the table against the wall with the leg beside it. He’d been at his house since early morning, feeling stronger after almost two days of solid rest. He and Valerie had gotten breakfast and then stopped at the store to buy supplies, food and whatever else he might need to clean his home.

	They’d made solid progress, and Mason could see positive signs that his house might be livable again sooner than he’d thought. They’d cleaned the bedrooms and bathrooms, but the kitchen and living room had taken the biggest hits and his windows would all have to be replaced. That was minor, though, and Mason could only continue to give thanks that no one had been seriously hurt. Material things could be replaced. People couldn’t. Feeling grateful, he grabbed a trash bag and began to fill it with broken plates and cups when he heard a knock on his broken front door. That would have to replaced, too.

	“Come in,” he said.

	Mikey entered, carrying a broom and dustpan. Seeing Mason, she held them up. “I came prepared.” She looked around the room. “You’ve made some progress.”

	Mason set the bag aside. “We got here early. Figured it was better than staying in bed another day.”

	Mikey set the broom and dustpan beside the couch, which had been returned to its proper place along with the rest of the furniture that was still usable. “How do you feel?” she asked.

	“A lot better,” he said. “How are you?”

	“Pretty good.” She debated telling him about her latest dream, but the memory of his cynicism stopped her. “Slept better than I thought.” She looked around. “Where’s Valerie?”

	“She went to the hardware store. We need to patch the windows with something and somehow secure the door until I can get them repaired.”

	She nodded. “You’ll be back here before you know it. You need me to do anything? Make phone calls? Get some other repairs done?” She reached for the broom. “Or do you want me to start sweeping?”

	He grabbed the broom before she took it and set it aside. “Never mind the broom.” He gestured at the couch. “Have a seat. We need to talk.”

	“We talked yesterday.”

	“No, we didn’t. You talked, and I rolled over and went back to sleep. C’mon. Sit.”

	Mikey dropped her small purse on the couch and sat beside it. “Okay.”

	“I’d offer you coffee, but the machine’s broken. I’m going to have to buy a new one.” He sat next to her.

	“Well, that’s something I can do.” She reached for her purse. “I’ll get you a new coffee maker.”

	He put a hand over hers. “Mikey, stop.” He shifted to face her, feeling the weight of the guilt on his shoulders. His own sister would barely look at him. “Stop ignoring what happened.”

	“You mean Mr. Dark?” She looked around. “I hate to tell you this, but I’m sitting in your wrecked house. It’s almost impossible to ignore.”

	“Not the attack. Me. How I acted toward you. I said things I didn’t mean. I was cruel and harsh, and I made personal attacks against you.”

	“Mason, you were under the influence of an evil spirit. I don’t blame you for that.”

	“That doesn’t make what I said or did any less severe or painful. I hurt your feelings.” He squeezed her hand. “And I’m sorry.”

	Her face softened. “It’s okay.”

	“Stop saying it’s okay. It’s not okay.”

	She put her other hand over his. “Mason, I know you didn’t mean any of it. I’ll admit, I wanted to punch your lights out and you’re lucky I didn’t. But I know it wasn’t you. I can’t get angry with you when you were under the influence of something out of your control.” She squeezed his hand between hers. “I forgive you for all of it.”

	He shook his head. “It’s going to take me a little longer.” He sighed. “Just the look on your face when you walked in…I sensed your uncertainty.”

	She paused. “Maybe I was a little anxious. I mean, when we talked yesterday, you weren’t yourself, and I’ll admit, I think I worried that maybe you might need more time.”

	“You thought I was going to yell at you again, didn’t you?”

	She shrugged.

	He leaned toward her. “I will never mistreat you again. I promise. And if I do, you have permission to knock some sense into me. You got it?”

	Her eyes turned shiny. “I got it.”

	“Come here.” He leaned in and put his arms around her. Hugging her, Mason felt the tension in his shoulders ease. He took a deep breath, held her for a second, and then pulled back. “You sure we’re okay?”

	She sniffed. “Yes. We’re great.”

	“Good,” he stood. “Now that we’re back to where we should be,” he said, looming over her, “if you ever pull a stunt like that again with Tommy, I will personally knock your lights out.” He shot out a hand. “I can’t believe you went and confronted him by yourself. Do you know what could have happened to you? That was stupid and irresponsible, and you should have known better. What were you thinking?” He started to pace. “And then, what happened later.” He scowled. “I swear. If I see Tommy Patterson, he’s going get my booted foot up his ass. If Trick hadn’t stopped him,” he hesitated, “I don’t even want to think about it.” He stopped again. “You have to be more careful, Mikey. I know you think this world isn’t as cruel as it really is, and I admire that, but you have to take your personal safety seriously.” He glared. “And if you think for one second that you’re staying alone when that guy makes bail, you’re seriously deluded. I don’t care if I have to duct tape the door and windows, you’ll stay here before you’ll stay at your place. I don’t care if…” He stopped when he caught her smiling. “What’s so funny? I’m serious…”

	She stood and surprised him with another hug. “It’s good to have you back.”

	Relief welled up in his heart and he swallowed back his own emotions. “What happened to you scares me to death. If Trick hadn’t been there…”

	“But he was.” She pulled away. “And I’m fine. But I hear you. I’ll be more careful. I promise.”

	He patted her shoulder. “Famous last words.”

	“And if Tommy makes bail today. I’ll happily stay here. Duct tape or not.”

	“I don’t want you alone until he goes away for what he did to you and to Max.”

	Her shoulders fell. “I’m one thing, Max is another. I talked to Lozano, and Tommy isn’t saying a word about Max. They don’t have any evidence that he was involved in Al’s death. They can’t charge him with anything other than what happened to me. I told Max but he just acts like it’s no big deal, and Jean didn’t think Tommy could be a killer, either.”

	“Sit,” he said. She returned to the couch, and he sat with her. “What did Tommy say to you? Did he mention Max at all? Or allude to you that he may have been involved?”

	“He certainly didn’t deny it when I brought it up. If he were innocent, don’t you think he would have said so? Plus, there’s the whole butterfly earring thing. Jean said she had a pair stolen, so Tommy has to be involved.”

	Mason vaguely recalled her mention of the earrings when Mikey had visited the previous day. “Tell me again about the earrings.”

	Mikey went through Jean’s story and what Tommy had said, or not said, when she’d met him at the rec center. “And there’s the whole water thing from my dream. It has to be because of Tommy’s coaching. The pieces are there, Mason, but we just can’t connect them.”

	“Well, unfortunately, dreams don’t hold up in a court of law. We need physical evidence.”

	“I dreamed last night of someone lying on the ground and a person in the shadows, holding a geode. There was more blood, but I couldn’t see any faces. I tried to focus, but my mind wouldn’t settle. I…”

	“Hold on. Slow down. You had another dream?”

	She groaned. “I know you’re going to tell me it’s silly, but…”

	His heart fell. “I’m not going to tell you it’s silly. Just ignore the crappy me from the last few days, okay?”

	Her eyes softened. “Okay.”

	“Take a breath and tell me what you remember.”

	Mikey exhaled, relaxed against the couch, and told him about the kitchen with the blood, the legs and the person holding a geode.

	“And you can’t see the faces?”

	“No. I can’t.”

	Mason nodded. “Come with me.” He took her hand and they stood. He guided her toward the back door, and they went outside, where he guided her toward a patch of grass. “Here. Sit.”

	“Why am I…?”

	“Just sit.”

	She sat cross-legged. “Okay. I’m sitting.”

	He crouched beside her. “I want you to relax. You’ve had so much going on the last few days, you’ve barely had a chance to breathe. Be still. And when your mind is silent, I want you to go back to the dream. But not until you can relax. You’ll know when you’re ready.”

	“Why am I out here?”

	“Because it’s quiet and sitting in a wrecked house isn’t conducive to calming your mind. It might take a little time, and Trick is due soon, and I need to talk to him. So, sit. Listen to the wind and the birds, forget about Tommy, me and Max, and Mr. Dark. Unwind. And when you’re ready, go back to the house. And when you go, stay calm. Let it play itself out. Watch from the sidelines and let the players’ actions unfold. You’re just the observer, so observe.”

	She eyed him. “Okay.”

	“Take your time. Unless you’re in a hurry to clean.”

	She poked him in the shoulder. “I missed you, big brother.”

	“Well, I’m back now. And you’re going to get sick of me hovering.”

	“Remember. You gave me permission to knock your block off.”

	“I’ll take my chances.”

	The back door opened, and Trick stuck his head out. “There you are. What are you two doing out here? Talking to the flowers?”

	Mason rolled his eyes. “Relax,” he said to Mikey.

	“Will do.” She closed her eyes.

	“Good.” He stood. “I’ll be inside.”

	She nodded, and he walked back to the house where Trick waited. He had a cowboy boot on one foot and a boot from his doctor on the other. He narrowed his eyes at Mason.

	“What have you got her doing now? Yoga?” he asked.

	Mason sighed. “Come inside. Let’s talk.”

	Trick eyed Mikey for a second but then followed Mason to the couch. “Have a seat,” said Mason. “How’s your ankle?”

	Trick limped and sat. “It’s better. It’s just a bad sprain. How are you?”

	Mason recalled Trick stopping by for a few minutes before Mikey had the day before, but Mason had barely spoken with him. “I’m a lot better. Sorry about yesterday. I was still out of it.”

	“Understandable.” He eyed the room. “You got your work cut out for you.”

	Mason nodded. “I do.”

	“I’d help, but with this ankle…” Trick rubbed his leg and frowned.

	“Yeah. I’m sure you’re in terrible pain.”

	Trick smiled. “Unbearable.”

	“I bet.” Mason eyed a chair that was still intact and pulled it over. “Put your foot up. It should be elevated.”

	Trick raised his ankle and rested it on the chair. “Thanks.”

	Mason sat beside him and considered his next words. “There’s a lot I need to say.”

	Trick raised a hand. “Before you go there, don’t worry about it. There’s nothing to say.”

	“The hell there isn’t. I was an asshole to you, and to Mikey. You two were trying to help and I…I…”

	“You didn’t know what end was up, Red. That Mr. Dark had a hold on you. You didn’t know it and neither did we.”

	“I should have known. I should have…could have done a better job of protecting myself, but I didn’t. I let my guard down and you two paid the price.”

	“Paid the price? Hell, Red. I’ve seen you at your worst. I can take it.”

	“But you shouldn’t have to take it.”

	“We’re friends, Red. Partners. It comes with the territory. You’d do the same for me.”

	Mason nodded but knew there was more to say. “I appreciate what you did. I know facing Mr. Dark wasn’t easy.”

	“I’ll admit. I tossed my shorts out that night, but I can buy new ones.”

	Mason couldn’t help but chuckle. “And Mikey. I…I don’t know what I would have done if Tommy had hurt her. But you were there…when I should have been.”

	Trick shook his head. “Don’t start with the blaming yourself.”

	“If it hadn’t been for me attracting Mr. Dark, she never would have been in that situation.”

	“You don’t know that.”

	“Still, thank you for backing me up.”

	Trick shifted and adjusted his elevated foot. “If Mikey hadn’t hit him over the head, I don’t know what would have happened. I wanted to kill him. I got a pencil in his ribs, and I was about to shove it deeper.”

	Mason grunted. “I’m sure I would have killed him, so maybe it was better you were there.”

	“She’s okay, and that’s all that matters.”

	“You think he’d come after her again?”

	“Guys like that? You never know. Chances are, he won’t. He was drunk and his ego bruised. But now with charges against him, he’ll likely steer clear. But I personally don’t like her being alone.”

	“She won’t be. Not after today.”

	“Good.”

	Mason braced himself for his next words. He sat up and clasped his hands together. “We need to talk about…about the drugs…” He set his jaw, but knew he had to push forward. “You’re right. I’ve been taking them since Mom died.” He dropped his head, feeling ashamed. “I thought I had it under control.”

	“Red…”

	“I know it was stupid. I just thought…” He fell against the back of the couch, suddenly tired again. “Hell. I don’t know what I thought.”

	Trick stared for a second. “I know what you thought. That you could handle it like you did when we were Rangers, but it backfired. Now you have to face a whole new set of demons beyond Mr. Dark.” He paused. “You have to stop taking them.”

	Mason flinched at the thought.

	“You take any today?”

	“No.”

	Trick nodded. “Do you want to?”

	“Hell, yes.” He held out a hand and his fingers shook. “But I’m holding off.” He tightened his hand into a fist.

	“I know you went cold turkey before, and it was rough. You sure you want to do that again?”

	“No, but what choice do I have?”

	“I’m saying get some help. Have you thought about rehab?”

	Mason shut his eyes. “I can’t do rehab.”

	“Why the hell not?”

	“Because it would mean telling Mikey and Valerie.”

	“Don’t you think they should know?”

	Mason put his elbows on his knees. “I’m not sure I’m strong enough for that. At least not right now. Plus, I have responsibilities, Trick. I can’t just leave SCOPE for a month, or longer.”

	“You forget. I’m here. I can help out at SCOPE and hold down the fort while you’re away. Mikey and Valerie would help, too. We’d keep you afloat until you were back.”

	Mason nodded. “I appreciate the offer, but…”

	“Red, you can’t do this alone. How do you think Mr. Dark got to you in the first place? Those pills made you vulnerable.” He paused. “How long will it be before another crisis hits and you have the urge to take a pill? There will always be a reason to need one. Hell, Red, be honest. You have the control issues of a dominatrix, and you’d blame yourself for the damn climate crisis if you could link yourself to the melting glaciers.” He leaned in. “There’s no shame in admitting you need help.”

	Mason clenched his jaw, hating that Trick was right, but not quite ready to admit it. “I’ll think about it, okay?”

	“Red─”

	“Just let me figure out this thing with Max, and make sure he’s not going to prison, and then we’ll see where I stand, all right?

	“That could take a while.”

	“Maybe not. If we can connect Tommy to Al’s death, then maybe this will be over sooner than we think.”

	“And if we can’t, then we’re back to square one.”

	“Maybe not square one. Tommy’s a place to start. He knows something. We’ve just got to get him to talk.”

	Trick watched him, and Mason wanted to shrivel up under the scrutiny. “You sure you can do this again?” asked Trick.

	“I can try.” Mason hesitated. “I know I’ve got you on my ass, so that will be incentive.”

	Trick sat quiet again. “Where’s your stash?”

	Mason groaned. He’d been dreading the question.

	“Red?”

	“Under the sink. In my bathroom. In my shaving kit.”

	Trick stood and hobbled into Mason’s bedroom. Mason bit his lip after waiting and hearing the toilet flush. Thinking about the lost pills, he broke out in a sweat.

	Trick hobbled back and sat on the couch. “You have any more in the house?”

	Mason chuckled anxiously and waved a hand at his messy living room. “If I did, they’re gone now.”

	“You sure about that?”

	“I am.”

	They sat in uncomfortable silence, and Mason fought not to think about the pills Trick had flushed.

	“Damn, Red,” said Trick. “You’re as stubborn as my aunt’s bulldog, Coltrane.” He put his injured foot back on the chair. “But if this is your decision, then I’ll support you.” He pointed. “If I get a whiff, though, that you’re back on the stuff, I’ll have to tell Mikey, or insist you tell her, and I’ll find a rehab for you myself, if Mikey doesn’t beat me to it. Okay?”

	Mason ran his hands through his hair. “I hear you.”

	“I’m going to check in with you every day. I’m going to be a giant thorn in your annoying backside.”

	“What’s different about that?”

	“You’re about to find out.”

	“Hell.”

	“Welcome to it. Hopefully, it won’t be any worse than Mr. Dark.”

	Mason bounced his knee. “Crazy as it sounds, I almost prefer Mr. Dark.”

	“You may for a while, but it will pass.” He patted Mason on the knee. “We got through this once. We can do it again.”

	Mason nodded and rubbed his palms on his jeans. “You’re right. I’ll get through it.”

	“And you should talk to someone, even if you don’t go to rehab.”

	“Yeah. I know.”

	“Then that’s your assignment. Find a good therapist and make an appointment. And that’s not dependent on Max’s situation. That needs to be done now.”

	Mason stifled a moan, wishing he could get out of the house and get some air. He suddenly felt claustrophobic. “I will.”

	“You let me know who it is when you find them.”

	“Okay.”

	Trick massaged his leg above his ankle with a grimace. “You want to talk about this anymore?”

	“I’d rather talk about the climate crisis, and why the hell the glaciers keep melting.”

	Trick smiled. “Fair enough. But how about we talk about Kyle Willow. He likes your sister.”

	Mason shook his head at the change in subject. “What?” Before he could get clarification, Mikey came in from the backyard.

	“Mason,” she said, breathless. “I saw them.”

	“Saw who?” asked Trick, sitting up. “Is someone out there?”

	She ran over and sat next to Mason. “You okay?” she asked him. “You look pale.”

	Mason forced a smile. “I’m fine. Just worried about the climate.” She narrowed her eyes. “That didn’t take long,” he said. “You saw the people from your dream?”

	“I did.” Her face fell. “And it’s not good.”

	“Who are they?” asked Mason.

	“Max was the man on the floor in the kitchen, barefoot and wearing a robe. The person holding the geode is…”

	Mason waited. “Who?”

	“…it’s Jean,” she said. “I saw Jean holding a bloody geode.”

	Trick squinted. “Does someone want to tell me what is going on here?”

	“Jean?” asked Mason. “Are you sure?”

	Mikey bobbed her head. “I saw her clearly.” She put a hand on her head. “I don’t know what to think. Does Jean want to hurt Max? Is she in cahoots with Tommy? Who does she really love? Did she lie to me?” She cursed. “I felt so sure she loved Max.”

	“Whoa,” said Trick. “Hold up. What did I miss?”

	Mason tried to keep up. His mind whirled with the possibilities. “Tell Trick about the dream.”

	Mikey updated Trick and Trick whistled. “Well, this just got more interesting.” He raised a brow. “You sure about what you saw? This is a mighty big accusation to make.”

	Mikey moaned. “I know what I saw, but it doesn’t make sense.”

	“Maybe Jean turned on Max,” said Mason. “Maybe she tried to rekindle the romance and he turned her down?”

	“Or Tommy still has a hold on Jean,” said Trick, “and he’s pulling the strings.”

	“But what about the earrings?” asked Mikey. “Jean wouldn’t leave them behind and cast suspicion on herself.”

	“Unless Tommy’s trying to make her a scapegoat,” said Trick. “In case they get caught.”

	Mason was glad to be thinking of something else other than the pills. “There’s one way to find out. We’ll have to talk to her.”

	“What do you mean? Talk to Jean? Are you sure?” asked Mikey.

	“Call her,” said Mason. “Ask her to meet after work when Max is not around. If she is involved and she realizes we’re onto her, maybe she’ll admit to it.”

	“It’s smart,” said Trick. “If she’s being pressured by Tommy, she might cave.”

	“Or she’ll clam up like Tommy and not say a word,” said Mikey.

	“We have to do something,” said Mason. “If what you saw is accurate, then whatever happens to Max happens during the night, which means we at least have today to do some digging. If we meet with Jean and get nowhere, then we’ll talk to Max, and see if we can get him take his safety seriously.”

	“You know what he’ll say,” said Mikey. “He’ll think my dream’s nuts. And he’ll likely defend Jean.”

	“Maybe not, if it comes from you,” said Mason. “You can get through to him better than me.”

	“I could talk to Jean on my own,” said Mikey. “She might open up to me.”

	Mason frowned. “What did I say about you doing anything on your own? For all we know, Jean’s a murderer.”

	Mikey slumped. “Fine.”

	“You want me to join you?” asked Trick. “I made a date with the lovely Miss Dana, but I can reschedule.” He raised his injured foot. “We won’t be doing any bungee jumping, but I think she plans on making even dinner invigorating.”

	Mason considered their options. “No, don’t cancel. That might work to our advantage.” He pointed at Trick. “Ask her about Jean. Maybe she knows more than she realizes. Maybe she’s seen Tommy around or even with Jean or near Max’s office. There’s no telling.”

	Trick nodded. “Mission accepted. I’ll see what I can find out.”

	“I’ll call Jean now,” said Mikey, looking for her phone.

	“Maybe if we’re lucky,” said Mason, sitting back on the couch, “after tonight, we’ll find Al’s killer.”

	 


Chapter Thirty

	The elevator dinged when they reached the top floor of Max’s building, and Mikey stepped out with Mason beside her. The corridor was quiet, and they turned down the hall.

	“This is why I didn’t want you to meet with her alone,” said Mason. “There’s nobody around.”

	“I tried to get her to meet earlier, but she said she and Max had an important dinner with a big client. I guess they’re trying to calm the waters. She said she’d be stopping by here before going home, and we could talk then.” They passed the turn leading to Max’s office and Mikey saw Max’s closed office door and Dana’s quiet receptionist desk. She thought of Trick and hoped he’d learn something of value from Dana.

	“This might work better. It’s quiet and she’s away from Max.”

	Mikey stopped in the hall. “How exactly do you want to start this conversation?”

	Mason shrugged. “How about asking did you kill Al?”

	Mikey dropped her jaw. “C’mon, Mason. Seriously?”

	“Sometimes the element of surprise is the best tactic. Her reaction will tell us a lot.” He dabbed at his face with his sleeve, and Mikey noted a sheen of sweat on his forehead.

	“Are you okay? You’re a little pale. You still recovering from Mr. Dark?”

	“Maybe a little.” He patted his mustache with his forearm. “I’m okay, though. Let’s go.”

	“When we’re done here, you need to get some rest.”

	“That all depends on what Jean has to say.”

	A shadow cast from Jean’s office crossed the hall and Mikey took a breath to settle herself. “Do me a favor. Let me start the conversation.”

	“What for?”

	“Because she and I have talked, and I think she’ll be more open if we don’t immediately accuse her of murder.” She headed toward Jean’s office.

	“Suit yourself. But if it doesn’t work, we do it my way.”

	Mikey approached Jean’s door. It was glass and the shades were open. She could see Jean inside standing beside the far wall talking on the phone. She waved them in.

	Mikey entered, and Jean put the phone to her shoulder. “Sorry,” she said. “Can you give me five minutes?”

	“Sure,” said Mikey, and she backed out and closed the door.

	“Who is she talking to at this time of night?” asked Mason.

	“The woman has a life, Mason. Cut her some slack. It may not be a work call.” She saw him clench his hands. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

	He shook out his hands. “Yes. I’m fine.” He paced for a second before stopping. “Since we have a few minutes, let me ask you something.”

	Mikey leaned against a wall. “What’s that?”

	“Trick tells me Kyle Willow asked you to coffee.”

	Mikey slumped. “That’s what you want to ask me? Right before we’re about to interrogate Jean?”

	“What else is there to talk about?” He put his hands in his pockets. “You going to go out with him?”

	“That is none of your business.”

	“It’s just a question.”

	Mikey opened her mouth to say something, but nothing emerged.

	“Did he call you?”

	“Mason…” she stammered. When her brother just kept staring at her, she began to pace. “It’s just coffee. What is the big deal?”

	“I didn’t say it was a big deal.”

	“I mean…yeah, he’s nice, and I like him, and maybe I will have coffee with him.” She turned back toward Mason. “But maybe I won’t.”

	“Okay.”

	“I do have the right to say no, you know?”

	“Of course you do.”

	“And just because he asked, doesn’t mean I have to go.”

	“No. You don’t.”

	“And even if I do go, then it doesn’t mean anything.”

	Mason tipped his head.

	“I mean, I’m friends with Remalla. I could be friends with Kyle.” She kept pacing. “Is that so wrong?”

	Mason didn’t answer.

	Mikey’s mind raced, and she thought about the voicemail she’d received that afternoon. “Kyle did call today, and asked me for that coffee, but I haven’t called him back. I haven’t decided yet what I want to do.”

	Mason rested against the wall, crossed his arms, and watched her pace.

	“I’ll admit, he’s cute, and there’s something about him, but…” She put a hand on her hip. “I feel some measure of guilt, which is silly. Why should I feel guilty? I’m not doing anything wrong.” Frustrated, she sighed. “I mean Remalla wouldn’t care, would he? If I went out with Kyle?” She turned again and walked down the carpet. “I have to consider that he might. I ask myself what I would think if he went out with someone, and I don’t know how I’d feel.” She held her head. “I’m so confused.”

	Mason put his hands in his pockets.

	“I didn’t expect to find myself in this position, but then I think, what position? I’m not dating anybody.” She looked at Mason. “Am I?” She paused. “Have I been deluding myself this whole time? Do I have feelings for Rem?” She groaned. “But what if he doesn’t have feelings for me? Hell, with everything going on, I’ve called him several times, and has he called me back? No, he hasn’t. And he knows that pisses me off. Plus, he’s a cop, and wouldn’t that just be a giant mess?” She eyed the ceiling. “You know what? I am way overthinking this. I can have coffee with Kyle and just see how it goes, and maybe when Rem gets back, we can talk. It’s not that big of a deal, right?” She nodded and paced back toward Mason. “I just need to relax. That’s what you tell me all the time. It will all work out. I’ll know what to do when the time comes.” She huffed out a heavy breath. “I’m feeling better now. I just need to take it one step at a time.”

	Jean opened her door. “Sorry about that. Come on in.” She held the door wide.

	“I’m glad we could have this talk,” said Mason, walking in behind Mikey.

	“Me, too,” said Mikey, shifting gears from Rem and Kyle to Jean and Tommy. She took a seat across from Jean’s desk and Mason took the one beside her.

	Jean walked to her desk and sat behind it. “I’m sorry it’s late. The dinner went longer than I thought, and then I had to make a quick call. It’s been an insane day.”

	“You must be exhausted,” said Mikey. She looked at Mason who quirked an eyebrow at her as if to say she’s all yours.

	“I am.” Jean put her elbows on the desk. “But you said this was about Max and it was important, so I’m happy to talk. Did you learn anything else about who might want to frame him?”

	Mikey bit her lip, suddenly tongue-tied. Mason sat quietly and Mikey shifted in her seat.

	Jean furrowed her brow. “What is it? Is it serious?”

	Mikey debated the best thing to say, when she spotted a photo behind Jean, sitting on a shelf cluttered with folders. It was a selfie of Jean, Tommy and another man. They were all smiling and appeared to be at the beach. Seeing that, Mikey took a deep breath, shot a look at Mason, and then eyed Jean. “Did you kill Al?”

	 

	**

	 

	Trick whistled when he walked into the big house. “Damn. This is your parent’s place?”

	Dana tossed her purse on the front table and put Trick’s keys beside it. Cheeto ran in, headed toward the back door, and barked.

	“It is,” said Dana. She went to the door and opened it for Cheeto, who ran outside. “This is where I grew up, at least since high school.”

	Trick walked carefully around the living room, favoring his bad ankle and eying the fancy furniture, expensive art, high ceilings and oriental rugs. “It’s impressive.” He walked up to the back window. One light illuminated a back deck with big trees, cushy lounge chairs and a tall statue of two cherubs in a loving embrace. He chuckled. “California.”

	After meeting Dana at her place, he’d driven her to dinner. Thankfully, it was his left ankle that was injured so he could still drive although his ankle still throbbed. But the drive was short and they’d enjoyed a nice bottle of wine and some delicious steak with another view of the ocean. Afterwards, Dana had invited him to her parents’ since she needed to check the mail and water some plants. She’d offered to drive Trick’s truck so he could rest his foot, and he’d let her. They’d picked up Cheeto and the dog had stuck his face out the back window while Trick and Dana talked during the drive. Trick had mentioned Jean and Max, but he hadn’t yet brought up Tommy.

	While he observed the cherub, Dana walked in front of him and put her arms around him. “What can I get you to drink, Cowboy?” She undid the top button of his shirt. “Something cold and refreshing?” She kissed his exposed skin above the button. “Or something hot and wet?”

	Trick slid his hands down to her waist and pulled her closer. “What do you think?” He could smell the flowery scent of her hair.

	She giggled. “I’ll go get us something.” She stepped back. “Have a seat and take some weight off that ankle. I don’t want you to get too tired,” she winked at him, “before the festivities begin.”

	Trick sighed, imagining what she had planned. “Festivities, huh?” He took her hand and tugged her back against him. “What’d you have in mind?”

	She whispered against his lips. “Oh, I don’t know. We can enjoy a few drinks, get comfortable, and who knows? Maybe we can put the spacious jetted tub in my parents’ bathroom to good use?” She touched her nose to his and trailed a finger down his chest. “Unless that ankle of yours is too painful, then we could just sit and talk until I drive you back.”

	His body warmed. “Ankle? What ankle?”

	She giggled again. “I’ll be right back.”

	“I hope so.” He took off his hat and tossed it on the couch. “I’m not a patient man.”

	Smiling, she turned and left. Trick eyed the cherub again, before walking to the couch and sitting. He put his leg up and waited, admiring the art and wondering how much it was worth. He heard the pop of a cork from the kitchen. “What exactly does your dad do, Dana, besides own a racetrack?”

	Glasses clinked and she reappeared, holding a bottle of champagne and two crystal flutes. “He’s a stock market guru. Has the mind of a financial genius if you believe my mom.” She set the glasses down on the coffee table in front of Trick and poured champagne into each. “This bottle is from Dad’s private stash. It’s good stuff.” After filling each glass, she handed one to Trick.

	“Thanks.” He took a sip and sighed. “You’re right. That’s good stuff.”

	She sat beside him and drank from her glass. “Daddy only gets the best.”

	“So, tell me,” asked Trick. “How come you work for Max?” He looked around. “You obviously don’t have to.”

	She shrugged. “No. I don’t. I have a trust fund that will take care of me and a long line of descendants, but I’m not good at sitting around. I like having something to do and somewhere to go. And I like working for Max.” She sipped her champagne and shifted to closer to him. “Do you like what you do?”

	“I do.” Trick rested his arm over the back of the couch. “It’s fun.”

	“Why is it fun?” Her eyes widened. “Let me guess. Because it’s dangerous?” She touched the brow of his eye that was still bruised from his encounter with Tommy. He’d told her he’d pissed someone off and gotten slugged, which was close enough to the truth.

	He smiled. “Probably. To be honest, what I do is mostly mundane. But every once in a while, you crack a case, or catch a bad guy, and it makes all the mundane stuff worthwhile.”

	“Like the thing with Max?”

	“Yeah,” he said, pushing a strand of hair away from her face. “Like the thing with Max.”

	She leaned close and kissed his neck. “You making any progress? It’s going to suck if I have to get a new boss.”

	His breathing picked up, and Trick tried to focus. “Speaking of that, we might have made some. I have a suspect and you may be able to help.” 

	“Really?” She sat back, sipped her champagne, and put it on the coffee table. Then she took Trick’s glass and put it beside hers. “Do tell.” She pushed up, threw a leg over him and straddled his lap.

	Trick moaned and returned his hands to her hips. “You don’t make it easy to have a conversation.”

	She rested her arms over his shoulders. “This is how I talk best.” She squirmed, and he moaned again. “Consider this a dangerous interrogation and you’re about to crack the case.” She lowered her head and whispered in his ear. “Fire away, Cowboy.”

	Breathless, Trick attempted to speak. “What do you know about Jean?”

	Dana pulled back, her eyes wide. “Jean? Are you serious? You think she has something to do with Max?”

	“I don’t know. We don’t have all the details yet. Have you ever met her ex-husband?”

	“Her ex-husband?” She pursed her lips. “I know she’s divorced, but that was a while ago.”

	“Think back. Did you ever meet him? His name’s Tommy. Big guy, likes to swim, bully people, and threaten women.”

	Her face fell. “Is that why they divorced?”

	“It is, as far as I know.”

	Her gaze fell on his lips, and she traced a fingertip over his top one. “I haven’t met him, but I may have seen him once or twice, but like I said, it’s been a while.”

	Trick wanted to capture her finger with his mouth but forced himself to wait. “Try and think back. Anything stand out?”

	She lightly dragged her finger down his jaw to his neck and chest and undid another button. “That tub’s calling our name.”

	“I know, and believe me, I love a bubbling tub, but this could be important.”

	Dana lowered her head and sighed against his mouth. “Okay. I’m thinking back now.” She kissed his cheek and trailed her lips across his skin. “Still thinking.” She moved to his ear and tugged on it with her teeth.

	“You think any longer, and we’ll never make it to that tub.” He gripped her hips to try and keep them still.

	She giggled again and brought her face to his. “I do remember once seeing him in her office.”

	“Who? Tommy?” asked Trick.

	She nodded. “Yes. I think they were arguing, but I didn’t hang around to find out. Then I saw him walk by later, heading toward the elevators.”

	“Anything else?” Trick fought back a groan when she moved her hips despite his hold on her.

	“Well, there was the time he stopped by the office and asked to see Max.”

	Trick went still. “Are you serious? When was that?”

	She smiled. “I’m just messing with you. He never did that. But I wish he had.” She undid the next button. “I want to give you something you need.” Meeting his gaze, she paused. “Over and over again.”

	He moved his hands up her back, disappointed she didn’t know more about Tommy. “And I want to give you the same. You ready for that tub?”

	She fiddled with his next button. “Of course, if I’d happened to have seen Tommy and Jean together after their divorce, would that help?”

	Trick grabbed her hand. “Don’t tease me.”

	“Perish the thought.”

	“When?”

	She took her hand back and caressed his cheek with her thumb. “I think it was about a month ago. They were sitting in a diner, talking. I saw them, but they didn’t see me.”

	“Did you catch anything they said?”

	She shook her head. “Not really. It seemed like an intense conversation, though.” Leaning in again, she whispered. “Is that helpful?”

	Trick brought his hands back to her waist and pulled her in. “You were holding out on me.”

	She undid the next button. “I’m enjoying the interrogation. Aren’t you?” She wiggled her hips again.

	Trick groaned. “Hold that thought.” He shifted and reached for the phone in his back pocket.

	“You’re calling someone?” she asked, undoing another button. “Now?”

	“Give me one second. Just need to send a text.” Trick quickly typed out a message to Mason and sent it. He set his phone on the couch and stroked Dana’s shoulders. “Now, where were we?”

	 She brought her face back to his. “I believe you were interrogating me.”

	He ran a hand up to her neck and his fingers into her hair. “If all interrogations were like this, I’d be the luckiest cowboy in the west.” He grazed his lips over hers. “Everybody would want to be a cop.”

	Grinning, she ran her hands down his chest. “Then maybe you need to frisk me, too.”

	Trick sighed with pleasure. “I’m here to please.” Her hot breath mingled with his own, and she slanted her lips over his in a demanding kiss.

	 


Chapter Thirty-One

	Mason watched as Jean’s face tightened and her jaw dropped. “Excuse me? Did I what?”

	“Did you have something to do with Al’s death?” asked Mikey.

	Mason eyed Mikey with a bit of pride. Despite that she usually argued with him, she could sense when to strike and trusted her instincts. He shifted in the chair, his body itching for a pill, but he forced himself to ignore it.

	Jean squinted. “I’m your suspect? You think I’m doing this to Max?”

	“We’ve got to ask,” said Mikey. “You have a history with Max and Tommy, and you would have motive.”

	“Motive?” Jean asked. “What motive?”

	“Who takes over the business if Max goes to prison?” asked Mason.

	Jean flattened her palms on her desk. “Takes over?” She scoffed. “At the rate we’re going, there’ll be no business to take over.” She scoffed. “That’s what you think I’m doing?”

	“You knew Al had embezzled,” said Mikey. “It’s the perfect plan. You frame Max for Al’s death by taking one of Max’s geodes, which would be easy for you. You kill Al and wait for the authorities to do the rest.”

	“Max’s business will take a hit,” said Mason, “But your calm approach and unwavering devotion saves a few clients, and before you know it, once the storm passes and Max is gone, the clients start to come back. It’s risky, but if it pays off, you win big.”

	Jean stammered. “That…that is absurd.”

	“You loved Max,” said Mikey, “and probably still do. But maybe Max doesn’t return your feelings. It can be hard to swallow, especially if you have to work with him every day. And even have to watch him date someone else.”

	Her eyed narrowed. “I would never hurt Max.”

	Mason waited, letting Jean absorb the accusations he and Mikey were firing at her, but also thinking about the earrings. That was the only part of this scenario that didn’t fit, unless Mikey was right, and Tommy had been smart enough to leave one behind without Jean’s knowledge to link her to the crime.

	“You’ve got this all wrong.” Jean fell back in her seat, her face stricken. “I didn’t kill Al, and I would never frame Max.”

	“Where were you on the night Al died?” asked Mikey.

	“I can’t believe you’re asking me that.” Jean raised her voice. “I didn’t kill anyone.”

	Mason’s phone buzzed and he took it out of his pocket. Seeing a text from Trick, he read it. “Huh,” he said, and showed it to Mikey, who leaned over and read it, too. Her eyes widened and he put his phone back. “Interesting, isn’t it?”

	“It is,” said Mikey.

	“When’s the last time you saw Tommy, Jean?” asked Mason.

	“Wh…what?” asked Jean. “What kind of question is that?”

	“A simple one. Have you seen him since the divorce?” asked Mason.

	“I…I…no.” Jean stared at her desk. “Well, maybe.”

	“You told me you hadn’t seen him and didn’t want to see him,” said Mikey. “Was that true?”

	Jean stood. “I can’t believe this.”

	“When did you last see Tommy?” repeated Mason.

	Jean turned away. “I met him at a diner. I don’t know, maybe a month or two ago. He’d called and wanted to talk.”

	“Why didn’t you mention that?” asked Mikey.

	Jean whirled back to face them. “Because I was embarrassed, okay? He called, and acted all contrite, and I was stupid. He said he just wanted to talk, and I gave him fifteen minutes. It only took five to realize I’d made a mistake.” She sighed. “I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want it to get back to Max. I…I…didn’t want him to know. I…didn’t want him to be disappointed in me.”

	“What did Tommy want to talk about?” asked Mason.

	“I’m not even sure,” said Jean. “He started to ask about my personal life, and I told him that it was none of his business, and then he got angry that I wouldn’t answer his questions. I put up with it for as long as I could and then I walked out.” She paced. “Is that what this is about? You think Tommy and I are working together to destroy Max?” She stopped and looked at Mikey. “And that Tommy came after you because you suspect he’s involved?”

	“He’s dangerous, Jean,” said Mikey. “He’s got something to do with this, we just don’t know what, but the logical conclusion is you’re involved, too.” Mikey pointed. “You defended him when I told you what he’d done to me. Said he couldn’t be a killer. Plus, you’ve got a frickin’ picture of him on your shelf. So I have to question if you’ve truly broken ties with him. And if he’s not a killer, maybe you are.”

	Jean straightened and eyed the picture of her and Tommy.

	“Mikey’s got a point, Jean,” said Mason. “None of this looks good.”

	Jean chuckled uncomfortably. “You’re basing all of this on one interaction in a diner, and a photo?”

	“Do you still have a thing for Tommy?” asked Mikey.

	“God, no.” Jean closed her eyes. “I’ll admit, I carry guilt over that relationship.” She opened her eyes. “I know it sounds stupid, but I still feel like maybe I could have changed him. It’s ridiculous, and maybe I thought by meeting with Tommy one more time, I’d see that he’d recognized what he’d lost and might actually be contrite, but I learned my lesson.” She eyed the shelf. “I think that’s why I keep the photo.” She paused. “To be honest, from my seat at the desk, it’s hidden behind the folders, so I don’t really notice it.”

	“You can see it walking in the door, Jean,” said Mikey.

	Jean bit her lip and her eyes welled up with tears.

	“Why do you really keep it?” asked Mason. The longer they talked, the less certain he felt about Jean killing Al, but he let her continue because Tommy’s involvement still wasn’t clear. 

	“It…it’s from a different time.” Jean walked over and picked it up. “It’s from before Tommy and I got married, when things were still good. We went to the beach with Tommy’s best friend and his girlfriend.” She stared off. “I forget her name.”

	“You obviously had fun,” said Mikey.

	Mason caught Mikey shiver and could imagine what she felt looking at a picture of Tommy. “He’s a monster,” said Mason. “How can you stand to look at him?”

	“He wasn’t a monster then.” Jean dropped the picture onto her desk. “He was good to me. And that was the last real fun we had together. I guess…I guess I just like to hold onto that. Maybe to remind myself that I wasn’t totally stupid for marrying him.” Her eyes watery, she leaned back against her shelves. “But you’re right. It’s dumb to keep it. But just because I do, doesn’t mean I’m working with Tommy and framing Max.”

	Mikey glanced at Mason. “I believe her.”

	Sighing, Mason rubbed his temples. “So do I.”

	A tear escaped Jean’s eye and she wiped it away. “I would never hurt Max. He’s my best friend.” She sniffed. “I tell him everything. Hell. I even had some guy ask me out last week and I said no because I still want to be with Max.” She wiped away another tear. “Isn’t that dumb?”

	Mason raised a brow at Mikey. “Sounds familiar,” he said, and Mikey frowned at him.

	Jean grabbed a tissue from a box on her desk and dabbed at her cheeks. “Sorry,” she said.

	“Don’t be,” said Mikey. “We just accused you of murder and working with Tommy. I’d cry, too.” Jean nodded and blew her nose. Mikey gestured at the photo. “Where were you guys?”

	Jean grabbed another tissue. “Uhm, we’d gone to Cancun. One of those all-inclusive things. Tommy could snorkel and Rafael could parasail.”

	“Rafael?” asked Mikey.

	“Tommy’s best friend. They’ve known each other since grade school. He’s a thrill seeker. Loves to do all that scary stuff.” She chuckled. “He likes to skateboard, too. Called himself a professional skateboarder.” She snorted. “Isn’t that ridiculous?”

	Mikey’s body language shifted, and the color left her face.

	“What is it?” asked Mason. “What’s wrong?”

	Mikey put her hand on the desk. “Did you say a professional skateboarder?”

	Jean nodded. “Yes. Why?”

	Mikey stared for a second, her eyes wide and gazing off. “Does he go by Rafe?”

	Jean lowered her tissue. “Yes. How did you know?”

	“Mikey?” asked Mason.

	Mikey sat still for a second and then grabbed for her purse. “Shit,” she whispered. “Where’s my…” She fumbled with the strap. “Where’s your phone?”

	“What is going on?” asked Mason. Worry crept up his spine.

	“We have to call Trick. Right now.” She got her purse open and grabbed her cell.

	“Why?” asked Mason.

	Mikey hit the buttons with shaky fingers. “Because I think he’s in trouble.”

	 

	**

	 

	Dana guided Trick into her parents’ bedroom, where he whistled again. “This is bigger than my apartment.” He took in the high ceilings, the canopied bed, the heavy drapes and a large oil painting on the wall. He blinked. “Is that a Jackson Pollock?”

	“It is,” said Dana. “It’s my mom’s favorite painting. She keeps it in here so she can see it first thing in the morning and before she goes to bed.” She held his hand and squeezed his fingers. “You a Pollock fan?” 

	“I am.” He studied the picture. “I don’t know much about art, and I can’t even tell you why I like it. It just draws me in.”

	“I know. It’s sort of like a frenzied calm. It’s hard not to stare.”

	Trick nodded, but then looked back at her. “It’s pretty but there’s more attractive things in this room right now.”

	She wrapped her arms around him. “You hang here for a second. Look around all you want.” She cocked her head. “Sorry about the tarp on the floor. Painters are coming tomorrow because Mom wants a sea green color instead of the sky blue.”

	Trick eyed a sitting area with a huge fireplace, a mantel with an ornate flower arrangement, and two cushioned chairs that had been pushed against the wall. A large tarp had been laid across the floor. “I’m more of forest green guy myself.”

	“I’ll go run the tub and get into something more comfortable.” She kissed him hard and pulled back. “Or maybe into nothing at all.”

	Trick tried to catch his breath. “Don’t wear clothes on my account. Personally, I think they’re overrated.”

	Smiling, she stepped away and headed into the bathroom. He heard the water run and then she returned. “Be right back,” she said. “Maybe I’ll see if I can find some more bubbly while I’m gone.”

	“Don’t take too long. Don’t want the water to get cold.”

	“Oh, I’m not worried about that. We’ll be heating it up in no time.” She offered him a sultry look and left the room.

	Trick moaned. “This woman is going to be the death of me.” He eyed the Pollock a little longer and then wandered around the room. Large windows were on either side of the fireplace and he stepped onto the tarp and looked out. It was dark, but the moon provided enough illumination that he could see a small lake and what looked like a boathouse. “How big is this place?” he murmured to himself. He turned from the window and bumped into a small cabinet that had been moved against the brick of the fireplace. It tottered to one side, and he grabbed it before it could fall, but not before a few pieces of jewelry that had been sitting on top of it slid off and hit the tarp.

	Righting the table, he squatted and pick up a necklace with a diamond pendant and a delicate gold bracelet. He set them back on top of the cabinet and almost stood when he saw something else sparkle in the light. He reached for it and stopped, holding his breath when he saw it was a gold butterfly earring. His mind whirled, remembering the picture he’d taken from Al’s apartment, and was certain this was an exact match.

	His mouth suddenly dry, he picked it up, recalling Mikey’s dream. She’d seen a house, the earring and water was nearby. And so was a lot of blood. Eyeing the tarp beneath him, his stomach dropped. Cursing, he straightened and started to turn when something cold and sharp dug into his side, and he gasped, dropped the earring and reached for the object lancing through him. White-hot agony shot through his gut, and he gripped something solid and a hand, and saw Dana holding a knife that protruded from below his ribs.

	Grasping her wrist, he buckled to his knees. “Wh…what…what are you doing?”

	“Sorry, Cowboy. It’s nothing personal,” she said, her eyes wide with innocence. She yanked the knife out and he bit back a scream, gripping the wound as blood spurted from between his fingers. He fell forward onto his side. His vision swum and he rolled onto his back. “Da…Dana,” he whispered, feeling his blood seep through his fingers.

	She loomed over him, holding the bloody knife. “Well…,” she said with a smile. “…maybe it’s a little personal.”

	Trick bit back the excruciating pain. Hearing his phone ring from the other room, he cursed himself for his ineptitude.

	 

	**

	 

	“He’s not answering,” said Mikey, holding the phone to her ear.

	Mason tried to call, too, but it only rang and went to voicemail. “You’re sure about what Trick said?”

	“Absolutely,” said Mikey. “Dana was in the coat closet with Rafe at the Christmas party. She saw Jean argue with Linda.”

	“But I didn’t see Rafe,” said Jean. “I would have recognized him if he’d been at the party. If I recall, Dana came with someone else.”

	“That’s the thrill,” said Mason. “Show up at the party, pull Dana away, and try not be seen while having sex in a closet under everyone’s noses.”

	“How would you know?” asked Mikey.

	“That’s not important,” said Mason. “Right now, we’ve got to find Trick.” He put his phone away. “We need Dana’s address,” he said to Jean.

	Jean narrowed her eyes. “You think Dana has something to do with Max?”

	“She knows Tommy’s best friend. Which means she likely knows Tommy,” said Mikey. “And she has easy access to Max’s rocks.” She approached the desk. “We’ve got to find her. If she thinks Trick’s onto Tommy, she’ll feel threatened.”

	“What the hell’s her address?” asked Mason, his voice raising. Something told him time was short.

	Her eyes wide with shock, Jean nodded. “Hold on. Let me check the employee files.” She sat and opened her laptop.

	“Hurry,” said Mikey.

	Flustered, Jean typed some keys. “Here. I’ve got it. Plus her number and emergency contact info.”

	“Write it all down,” said Mason. “Mikey, call Lozano. Once we get the address, we need to get the police over to Dana’s.”

	Mikey nodded and grabbed her phone. “Should we call Dana?” she asked.

	Mason wondered the same. “No. Not yet. I don’t want to alert her. Maybe Trick’s just away from his phone and they’re doing God knows what. But in case he’s in danger, we need to call the cops.”

	Jean wrote down the information and handed it to Mikey. Mikey called Lozano.

	“What do you want me to do?” asked Jean.

	“Stay here for now. Wait to hear from us in case we need more information.” Mason grabbed Mikey’s arm and pulled her toward the door while she spoke to Lozano.

	“Where are you going? What about Max?” asked Jean.

	“We’re going to Dana’s,” said Mason. “Don’t say anything to Max yet. Not until we know what’s going on. I think you and he are safe for now.” He got to the door and Mikey hung up. “But stay by the phone.”

	“I will,” said Jean, her face pale.

	“Lozano’s sending someone,” said Mikey, hanging up.

	“Good. Let’s go,” said Mason. His hands shook and not trusting his mental state with the combination of withdrawal and worry, he gave her the car keys. “You drive.”

	“Call me as soon as you know something,” said Jean.

	“We will,” said Mikey and they ran out of her office.

	 


Chapter Thirty-Two

	Trick moaned and writhed in pain. “Dana,” he spoke, his voice raspy. “I need help.” He used his hands to try and put some sort of pressure on the wound to slow the blood loss. “Right now.”

	After stabbing him, Dana had walked away, and he’d heard the running water from the bathroom turn off, then she’d returned and still holding the knife, she stood over him, her eyes a mixture of worry and unfortunately for him, excitement. She picked up the butterfly earring, stepped off the tarp onto the carpet, and sat cross-legged. “I’m sorry. I know you didn’t expect this. Neither did I. But Rafe told me to always be prepared. He’s pretty smart for a skateboarder. Way smarter than Tommy.” She eyed the earring in her hand. “I almost forgot I put it there. It’s good you saw it because I’m going to need it later.” She slipped it into the pocket of her pants.

	Trick blinked when his vision went in and out of focus. “Dana, don’t do this.”

	She eyed the knife and then set it on the tarp. “It seems it’s already done.”

	“Call Mason or Mikey.”

	“No. I don’t think so.”

	“Please,” said Trick. He trembled and tried to think.

	She put her elbows on her knees. “You are pretty cute, you know. It’s kind of a shame. Mikey told me you were commitment shy. I just didn’t realize how much.”

	His mind fuzzy, Trick tried to follow. “Wh…what?”

	“I thought we had a nice time on our first date. But then I asked you out on the second and you declined and wanted to talk to Jean.” She rolled her eyes. “I told myself you were trying to help Max, so logically you’d want to talk to her. So, I let it pass, but then Tommy screwed up, so I decided to show up at your place the other morning to find out what you knew.”

	Trick grit his teeth and groaned.

	“I brought you bagels and coffee but imagine my surprise when I saw you leaving with Mikey.”

	“D…Dana…it’s not…”

	“Don’t even try to explain. It doesn’t matter. I just didn’t expect that from Mikey. She said you weren’t her type. But I guess I should have expected it from you.” She raised the tarp to prevent his blood from trickling onto the carpet. “But you got what was coming. Funny how that happens.”

	“Why?” he managed to ask through a grimace. “Why are you doing this?” He could feel his hot blood pooling at his waist.

	Her eyes glittered. “The whole thing is Max’s fault really.”

	Trick grimaced as another wave of pain shot through him. “You framed him?”

	“You didn’t think I had it in me, huh?” She smiled. “Just because I’m pretty, blonde and hot doesn’t make me stupid. Too bad Max didn’t realize that.” She stared off. “He could have had me, many times over, but he never took advantage. Not once.”

	Sweating, Trick tried to breathe through the agony.

	“I wanted him. A lot.” She traced the handle of the knife. “But Max never looked my way.” She wiped a spot of blood off her hand with the edge of her blouse. “My Dad’s always told me to do something with my life. Get a job. Find a man. So, I did.” She leaned back on her hands. “When I started working for Max, he hit all the buttons. I knew eventually I’d bring him here to meet the parents, and they’d be so impressed. He was exactly the type of man they wanted for me. Smart, handsome, rich. It knew it was just a matter of time before he asked me out. Most men don’t wait long.”

	Everything hurt, and Trick struggled to get enough air.

	Her face changed and she glared. “I thought he was hesitating because of the work thing, and was being noble, but then I realized what was stopping him. Jean.” Her eyes narrowed. “I could see it on his face when she was around, and I caught them once, well almost, when I walked into his office without knocking. Her face was flushed, and her top button undone, and his shirttail was out. They were flustered but acted like it was no big deal. That’s when I started following Jean.”

	Trick dug his fingers into his stomach, but the blood continued to flow.

	“I learned about her divorce, and I found Tommy. I met him at a bar when he was with Rafe, and we all hit it off, especially me and Rafe. I knew at some point I could use them, but wasn’t sure how, until Al Whitten entered the picture.” She chuckled. “Then it all became clear.”

	“Dana…please…I need help.” Trick started to shiver with cold.

	“I rigged the intercom at the office,” said Dana with barely a pause. “I could hear Max’s conversations. That’s how I heard about Al stealing from the company, and how Jean had fired him. I’d seen Al a few times around the office, and when he disappeared, I tried to find him, but he was good at hiding.” She sighed. “By then, Jean and Max were over, and Max had tried dating. I’d hoped he might look my way, but every time I tried to give him a hint, he ignored me, and I knew why.” She sat up and grabbed the knife. “Because he was still hung up on Jean.”

	She jabbed the knife into the carpet and Trick winced.

	“I had to get rid of her, but Tommy and Rafe had a better idea. Get rid of both of them.” She eyed the knife. “I was hesitant at first, but then Max called me into his office one day and told me he wanted to promote me and move me under Jean. Said my talents were being wasted as a receptionist, and they could use me elsewhere. I politely declined and realized Rafe was right. They both had to die.”

	She picked at the tarp with the tip of the knife. “Rafe told me not to get blood on the carpet. The tarp was his idea, just in case things turned ugly.”

	Trick tried to talk, but his mouth was so dry, it was getting difficult. “Dana…listen…”

	She tossed the knife on the tarp beside Trick. “Al was the key to the whole thing. I had the geode, and the earrings Tommy had stolen, but Al had vanished. Tommy, Rafe and I watched his place when we could, but with no luck. I began to doubt our plan, but one day, fate looked my way.”

	Trick studied the ceiling and thought of Mason. There were things he wanted to say, but knew he’d never get to say them.

	“I stopped at a drug store near Al’s apartment, and who did I see but Margot, one of the women Max had dated. She didn’t look nearly as put together as before, and my feelers went up. I know a con artist when I see one, so I followed her. Imagine my shock when she drove to Al’s parking lot and there was Al. I couldn’t believe my luck. They knew each other. She was in on the embezzlement.” She shook her head. “I was impressed and wondered if maybe there could be a little money in this. If I blackmailed Al, could I share in the scheme?” She laughed. “I didn’t need the money, but hell, I thought it was cool.”

	Trick groaned again.

	She shrugged. “It wasn’t meant to be though. Once Margot left, Al went into his apartment. I was ready. I slid on a dark hoodie and walked up to his door. I guess in his haste, he didn’t lock it and I walked right in.” She chuckled. “He stared at me for a second, looking shocked, but then I told him who I was, and that I wanted a piece of the pie. He laughed and said the pie was gone and went to the door to leave.”

	Her eyes sparkled in the light, and Trick prayed to live long enough to find a way out of this.

	“That pissed me off,” she said. “I grabbed the geode from my purse with a scarf and whacked him over the head. He didn’t go down immediately, but he was bleeding. He stumbled into his bedroom, but then fell and I hit him again until he didn’t move anymore. Then I dropped the geode, left the earring and slipped back out. No one ever saw me.” She sighed. “It was really pretty easy.”

	A sharp throb in his side made Trick gasp.

	“Everything was going perfectly,” she said and then she scowled, “until Tommy screwed it up by letting Mikey get to him. God, he’s an idiot sometimes but he can keep his mouth shut. I’ll give him that.”

	Trick reached out a bloody hand. “You don’t have to do this.” He returned his hand to his stomach.

	She tipped her head at him. “You know what I have to do?”

	Trick summoned the strength to shake his head.

	“Get you out of here. I can’t have my parents find you lying on their carpet.” She stood and grabbed the edges of the tarp at his feet and sides pulled them up and over him. “I’m going to take you outside.” She walked to his head and gathered the tarp and began to pull.

	Trick felt himself start to slide. “Wait…where…where are we going?”

	She kept pulling and got him through the bedroom door. “To the boathouse, silly.”

	Trick watched the ceiling change as he moved, realizing she was stronger than she looked. “Then what?” he whispered.

	Dana got him to the back door and opened it. Cheeto ran inside. “Go lie down, boy,” said Dana and Cheeto sniffed the tarp and ran off. Trick debated trying to grab onto the door frame to stop his progress but knew it was a lost cause. He didn’t have the strength to roll over much less stop Dana from dragging him.

	She grabbed the tarp again and pulled him through the door. Trick heard the crickets chirping and guessed the property was big enough that a nosy neighbor wouldn’t see Dana pulling a bloody man on a tarp through the backyard. Trick grunted when she pulled him down a step, then she returned to the door and closed it.

	“Once I take care of you,” she said. “We’ll fix Tommy’s mess. If Mason and Mikey think this is all his fault, then eventually he’ll cave. Besides, Max and Jean still have to pay.” She picked up the tarp’s edge again and pulled him across the deck.

	“It won’t work,” said Trick. His vision swirled and he began to see spots.

	“It will.”

	Trick felt the ground beneath him change from smooth concrete to dirt and rocks.

	“Almost there,” she said, breathless.

	The ground sloped downward, and her progress picked up. Then she stopped and he heard a door creak open. Getting pulled again, he saw wooden walls and a spider-webbed ceiling and heard the muffled sounds of gently rocking waves. His movement stopped and he saw her stand over him.

	“There. How’s that?” She wiped some sweat from her face. “You’re a heavy guy.”

	Trick sucked in a difficult breath. “You’re going to leave me here?” He was acutely aware that the knife was still in the tarp and wondered if she would search for it to finish him off.

	“For now.” She took the edge of the tarp at his shoulders and started to cover him with it. “Just until Rafe arrives. Then we’ll put you in the boat and dump you in the lake. We’ll weigh you down with something, I’m sure.” She adjusted the tarp around him. “Don’t worry. You’ll be dead by then, so you won’t feel a thing.”

	Trick tried to swallow but his throat stuck. “I may hold out longer than you think.”

	She frowned. “For your sake, I hope you don’t.” Wiping more sweat from her brow, she sighed. “I better get going. I’ve got a busy night. After I get done at Max’s, then I’ll finish here, and get rid of your truck.”

	Fading in and out, Trick fought to stay conscious. “They’ll know. They’ll find you.” His words sounded slurred and distant.

	She squatted and patted his injured foot. “No, they won’t, Cowboy. By the time Rafe and I are done, Max and Jean will be dead in an obvious murder-suicide, and your truck, along with your phone and hat, will be at the bottom of a cliff in the ocean where the waves beat against the rocks. They’ll just assume you drank too much and took the curve too fast and that your body got pulled out to sea. They’ll come talk to me, of course, but I’ll tell them you and I had a nice date, came back here, had a few drinks and a little fun, and then you left, and I haven’t seen you since.” She tipped her head. “It will be a terrible tragedy, but everyone will move on.”

	She reached for the tarp beside her that had slid down and pulled it up and over his lower half. Then stood and stepped near his head, where she grabbed the tarp above him.

	“Dana,” he struggled to speak. “Wait.”

	“Sorry, Cowboy. It’s been real.” Then she covered his face, and everything went dark.

	 


Chapter Thirty-Three

	Mikey pulled into the lot at Dana’s apartments, seeing two police cars, their lights flashing, parked against the curb. She parked near them, and she and Mason got out. They stopped as two uniformed officers approached.

	“Are they here?” asked Mikey. “Did you find them?”

	One officer shook his head. “You called this in?”

	“Yes,” said Mikey. “Our friend’s in trouble.”

	“Where are they?” asked Mason.

	“Nobody’s home,” said the other officer. “The manager showed and even let us in. Everything looks fine. No sign of any disturbance.”

	“They’re not there?” asked Mikey.

	“Nope,” said the first officer.

	Two more officers stepped out from the apartment building walkway. “It’s all clear,” said one.

	Mason cursed, and Mikey shook her head. “They have to be here.” She looked at Mason. “Where else would they be?”

	The third officer approached. “Talked to a neighbor. She hasn’t seen or heard anything. The place is quiet.”

	“Let’s go,” said the fourth officer. “This is a wild goose chase.”

	“Our friend is in danger. We have to find him,” said Mikey.

	“We have reason to believe the lady who lives here might be a murderer,” said Mason.

	The first officer chuckled. “Well, when you prove that, and you find her, you let us know.”

	The second officer gripped his belt buckle. “You two have a nice night.”

	Mikey watched in shock and disappointment as they returned to their cars and left. “What the hell do we do now?”

	Mason paced. “Jean said Dana had an emergency contact?”

	Mikey grabbed the paper Jean had given her. “Yes.” She read Jean’s notes, her hands shaking. “Her parents. It’s a phone number.”

	“Read it to me.” Mason pulled out his phone, and Mason dialed and listened as it rang. He out the phone down. “No answer.”

	“Should you leave a voicemail?”

	“No. I can’t take the risk they could tip their daughter off that we’re looking for her.”

	“Then what?” She shook the paper. “What do we do? Call Dana?”

	Mason hesitated. “We’ll have to. Can you call and make something up? Like you need to ask Trick a question and he’s not answering?”

	Mikey nodded. “Yes. I can do that.” She pulled out her phone.

	“Act casual. We can’t make her suspicious.”

	“I know.” Mikey dialed and waited. “Damn it. She’s not answering either.”

	“Hang up. Don’t leave a message.”

	Mikey hit a button and put her phone down. “What now?”

	Mason held his head. “Let me think. Where the hell would they go?”

	Mikey recalled what Trick had said about his first date with Dana. “Wait. Trick said something about going to a racetrack with her. Her father owns it. You think they could be there?”

	Mason stared for a second, but then dialed another number.

	“Who are you calling?”

	Mason didn’t answer and waited for someone to pick up. “Jean?” he asked. “I need you to do some digging for me.”

	 

	**

	 

	Mason waited as Jean did some research and finally came back on the phone. “I’ve got something,” she said.

	“Tell me,” said Mason, acutely aware of the time. If they didn’t find Trick fast, he feared they’d be too late. “I’ll have Mikey write it down.”

	Mikey pulled out a pen and wrote on the note Jean had given them earlier. Jean conveyed Dana’s parents’ address as well as the address to the race track her father owned. Mason thanked her, told her to go home and said he’d call her and Max as soon as he heard anything. He hung up.

	“Which address do we go to?” asked Mikey.

	Mason studied both. In his experience, going with his gut had always proven to be the best option. But what was his gut telling him now? He clenched his shaky fingers, praying his need for a pill wouldn’t screw with his instincts.

	“Mason?”

	Eyeing his sister, a fuzzy form behind her began to take shape, and tingles ran down his arms. Trick’s deceased grandmother slowly materialized beside Mikey and smiled at him. It was his first spirit contact since the exit of Mr. Dark. His heart thudded and she smiled and pointed. Mason thanked her in his head and spoke to Mikey. “We’re going to her parents.”

	 

	**

	 

	Mason gripped the dash as Mikey made a quick turn onto the long driveway of a substantial wooded lot. The lack of light made it hard to see but after a few seconds, a huge house came into view, and Mikey gasped. “It’s Trick’s truck.”

	Mason saw the truck parked in front of several steps leading to an ornate front door. “Stop here,” he said. Looking around, he saw more trees, a high fence, and no view of any neighbors.

	Mikey hit the brakes. “What do we do?”

	Mason eyed the property, trying to decide the same. “I don’t suppose there’s any way to get you to stay in the car?”

	“Hell, no. That’s a stupid question.” She killed the engine and put the keys in her purse.

	“Mikey, we don’t know what we’re walking into…”

	“You can’t go in there alone. And it could be just as dangerous if I sit out here.”

	Mason reached into his glove compartment and pulled out his gun. “You stick to me like glue. You understand?”

	“Call me Elmer’s.” She opened the door.

	Mason opened the door and took off into the trees. He squatted beside one as Mikey raced up next to him.

	“You could wait here,” he said.

	She smirked at him. “If you go in, I go in.”

	“Just remember…”

	“Yeah. I know. Like glue.”

	Mason darted toward the house. He made his way to an iron gate, which he opened and slid through. Mikey followed. The side yard was dark, and as he neared the back, he could see a small lake and boathouse.

	“Look,” whispered Mikey. “Water, like in my dream.”

	Mason nodded, crept up to the edge of the brick and peered around it. He saw a tiled deck with outdoor furniture and a large statue of two cherubs. “C’mon,” he said.

	Moving out onto the deck, he stopped beside a window and glanced quickly inside. It was dark and he couldn’t see much. The only sound was the croaking of frogs and the chirping of crickets.

	“Anything?” asked Mikey.

	“Nothing. It’s quiet. Almost too quiet.”

	After another glance, he jogged over to a back door and stopped just beside it, aiming his gun down. A soft light illuminated the interior, and he could see a kitchen and a living area, but no people.

	He reached for the knob and realized it was unlocked. “Here we go,” he said.

	“Be careful,” said Mikey.

	He started to open the door when a small dog appeared at the glass and started barking.

	Mason startled and almost fired, but then lowered his gun with a muffled curse. He stilled and waited to see if the dog’s barking roused anyone inside. When no one came looking, he pushed on the door.

	The dog ran out and yipped, and Mikey picked it up. “Hey, pooch. Be quiet, Okay?”

	Mason slipped inside with Mikey behind him. Mikey put the dog down and he ran to his water bowl and took a drink.

	The house was big and quiet. Mason debated which way to go.

	“I think we’re alone,” said Mikey. “Where the hell are they?”

	Mason headed toward a hall and stopped outside the door to a large bedroom. He reached in and flipped on the light.

	Mikey sucked in a breath. “I think this is the room from my dream.” said Mikey. “Except there’s no blood.”

	Mason stepped inside. “You look around. I’ll check the bathroom.”

	“Okay.”

	“Anyone shows, you hide. Wait for me.”

	“I will.”

	Mason headed for the bathroom. He peered around the door frame and flipped the light switch. There was a large, jetted tub, big walk-in shower and wide vanity with two sinks. Various personal items sat atop the counter. Big mirrors reflected the light and Mason entered. He stepped into an enormous walk-in closet but saw nothing but clothes and a huge assortment of shoes and purses. Returning to the bathroom, he eyed the vanity and stopped short. Several pill bottles were on the counter next to an array of make-up items. Sweat popped out on his skin, and he stepped closer. Leaning over, he read the prescriptions, and his skin prickled. Going still, he stared at his reflection in the mirror.

	Mikey spoke from the other room. “Mason, come here. I found something.”

	Mikey’s voice snapped him out of his state, but he looked back at the pills. A second passed and he grabbed a bottle, opened it, shook out two pills of the four remaining and swallowed them dry. Then he put the bottle back and left the bathroom.

	“What is it?” he asked.

	Mikey pointed at a small armoire near a fireplace in a sitting area. “Here.”

	Walking closer, Mason could see a necklace and bracelet on top of the cabinet. “What?”

	“Look.” She stuck her finger out toward the side of it. “What’s that?”

	Mason studied it. “Hell. That’s blood.”

	 

	**

	 

	Max slid on his pajama bottoms and sat on his bed. Eyeing his phone on the table beside him, he wondered again if he should call Mikey or Mason. He’d been avoiding them, partly because he didn’t want another argument, but mainly because he’d been busy trying to stop the leaks at his company before the whole ship went down. Several clients had told him they believed him and wished him well, but they couldn’t be associated with something like this. In today’s world, the slightest hint of a connection to anything improper could spell disaster for a business. Max and Jean had calmed a few of them down and they’d agreed to wait before making a decision, but he knew they wouldn’t wait long.

	He thought again of Mason. He’d been hard on his brother, and knew Mason only wanted to prove his innocence. And now that he’d had a couple of days to think after his arrest, he was glad someone was on his side. He thought again about calling but chose to get some sleep and call in the morning.

	Sliding into bed and pulling the covers up, he heard the doorbell ring. Checking the time, he wondered who would be at his door. He got out of bed, threw on his robe and left his bedroom as the bell rang again. “I’m coming.” He got to the door and opened it. Jean stood outside. “Jean?”

	She walked in and he closed the door.

	“We need to talk,” she said.

	 

	**

	 

	Mason checked the rest of the armoire. “There’s another blood drop.”

	“Something happened here,” said Mikey.

	“Check around. See any more?”

	Mikey stepped away and looked around the room. “No.”

	“We should call nine-one-one.”

	“You’re sure?” she asked. “If this is another wild goose chase…”

	“I don’t care. If Trick’s in trouble, he’ll need more help than just you and me, and if he isn’t, I can live with a little embarrassment.”

	“Okay.” Mikey grabbed her phone and dialed. She spoke to someone, telling them the situation, gave the address, told them she couldn’t stay on the line, and hung up.

	Mason headed toward the door. “Let’s check the rest of the house.”

	Mikey followed and they returned to the kitchen. The dog barked again and scratched at the back door.

	Mason went down another hall. There were three more bedrooms and adjacent bathrooms. He and Mikey searched but didn’t find anything that could lead them to Trick or Dana, and they ended up back in the kitchen.

	“Let’s check upstairs,” said Mikey.

	Mason groaned in frustration, but his shakiness and sweating had begun to ease. “I don’t─” The dog scratched and whined at the door again and he had a thought.

	“What?” asked Mikey.

	Mason went to the door and opened it. The dog ran out and down a step onto the porch, then ran to a back gate that led to the lake. Mason followed.

	“Where are we going?”

	“Follow the dog,” he said. He opened the gate, and the dog shot past it, ran down a sloping path and toward the boathouse, where it pawed and whined at a wooden door.

	Mason jogged up beside it. “Get the dog and stay behind me,” he said to Mikey.

	Mikey picked up the dog and waited as Mason stuck his fingers between the slats and slowly pulled the door open. It creaked, and holding his gun, he swiveled, trying to see into the dark. He spotted a small boat tied to a dock and it bumped gently against it as light waves rocked it. Stepping inside, he squinted in the murky light and almost tripped when his foot caught on something. Whatever he hit crinkled and aiming the gun, he saw a tarp.

	Mikey came up behind him. “Anything?”

	Mason eyed the tarp, seeing the size and shape of it.  A cold sick shiver ran though him. “Oh, my God.” He stuck his gun in his belt and grabbed at the plastic covering, revealing a booted foot. “Oh, shit.” He pulled the rest away.

	Mikey gasped when Trick came into view. He was lying flat on his back, and his midsection and jeans were covered in blood. He didn’t move or react to their presence.

	“Trick,” said Mikey, putting the dog down. “No. Oh, no.” She knelt beside him. “There’s so much blood.”

	Mason’s heart slammed against his chest, and he kneeled beside his friend’s head and took his pulse. He prayed he’d find one and moaned in relief when he felt a faint beat against his fingers. “He’s still alive.”

	Mikey pulled off her jacket. “He’s been stabbed.”

	His eyes adjusting to the light, Mason could see better. The amount of blood loss shocked him. He leaned over Trick. “Trick. Can you hear me?” Sirens sounded in the distance.

	Mikey put her jacket over Trick’s side, below his ribs, and pressed. “Hold on, Trick. Please don’t die.”

	As Mikey added more pressure, Trick made a small moan, and his eyes clenched.

	“He’s coming around,” said Mason. “Trick?” He patted Trick’s cheeks. Trick moaned again, and his eyes fluttered. The sirens grew louder. “Stay with me. Help is coming.”

	Mikey kept pressing and Trick groaned, and his bloody hand came up, but fell back against the tarp. “Hur…hurts,” he whispered.

	“Sorry, but I have to,” said Mikey. “You have to hang in there.”

	Mason leaned close. “Take it easy. I need to go tell them where we are.”

	Trick tried to lift his head. “Wait,” he whispered. His voice was so soft, Mason could barely hear him.

	“I can’t,” said Mason. “You need help. Now.”

	“M…Max.”

	Mason froze.

	Trick blinked. “D…Dana. Going…next.”

	Mason’s stomach twisted. “She’s going after Max?” He fumbled for his phone. His fingers shaking, he pulled it out and dialed while standing and running for the door. Seeing officers with flashlights, he yelled for help and waved them over, just as Max answered.

	 


Chapter Thirty-Four

	Mikey paced the waiting area, Trick’s blood still on her hands. After the police had arrived, an ambulance had been called. Mason had told Max what Trick had said and what had happened. Max had told him he was safe and would call the police to ensure no one was on the property. Mason had hung up and sat with Trick until the EMTs had arrived and zoomed Trick off to the hospital.

	After updating the police, she and Mason had raced to the emergency room and waited until a doctor told them that Trick had been rushed into surgery. His situation was critical, but he didn’t know more than that. He’d directed them toward the surgical floor and told them it would be a while before they heard anything.

	Mikey tried to sit, but her nervous energy compelled her to keep moving. An elevator dinged, and she looked to see Mason step out, carrying two large coffees. His face was pale and worn and Mikey could imagine he was scared but was doing his damnedest not to show it.

	He handed her a coffee. “Here you go. You hear anything?” He eyed the doors to surgery.

	“No. Nothing.” She took the coffee and sipped it. “Max called. The police left and didn’t find anything. He’s on his way here with Jean.”

	Mason gripped his cup. “There’s nothing he can do here.”

	“I told him that, but he still wanted to come.”

	Mason nodded. “Yeah. Okay.”

	“You all right?” She watched him sit and bounce his leg.

	“I’ve been better.”

	She sat beside him. “He’ll be okay. Trick’s strong. He won’t go down easy.”

	“He lost a lot of blood.” He rubbed his face. “God knows how long he was out there.”

	Mikey sighed. “He’ll make it.”

	The elevator dinged again. It opened and Mikey saw Detectives Bevins and Winkler step out.

	“Ah, hell,” said Mason, putting his coffee cup on a side table. “We have to do this now?”

	“Dana’s still out there,” said Mikey. “We’ve got to find her before she hurts someone else.”

	Mason stood. “Detectives.”

	Bevins approached and nodded. “Redstone.”

	“We heard you had quite a night,” said Winkler. She eyed the doors to surgery. “How’s Mr. Monroe?”

	“It’s touch-and-go. We may not know for a while,” said Mikey. “You know what happened?”

	“We talked to Lozano,” said Winkler. “We’ve got an APB out on Dana. You know anything else about who may have been involved?”

	“Trick just said she was going after Max next,” said Mason.

	“We picked up Tommy again,” said Bevins. “We’re asking him questions, but so far, he’s sticking to his guns. You sure he’s involved?”

	“He may not have killed anyone,” said Mikey, “but he had to have known something. Dana dated his best friend, Rafael, so she must know Tommy. I suspect all three of them are involved.”

	“Rafael?” asked Winkler. “You know a last name?”

	The elevator arrived again, and the doors opened. Max stepped off with Jean.

	“I don’t,” said Mikey. “But she’d know.” She nodded toward Jean.

	Bevins and Winkler turned as Max and Jean approached. “How is he?’ asked Max.

	“We don’t know,” said Mason. “But he’s critical. Doctor said it will be a while.”

	“I can’t believe it,” said Jean. “Dana did this?”

	“She did,” said Mikey. She gestured toward Bevins and Winkler. “They need to know more about Rafe…Rafael. Can you tell them?”

	“Yes. Of course.” Jean answered the detectives’ questions, and Winkler made notes in a small notebook.

	“Is there anything else you know about Dana?” asked Bevins. “Where would she go?”

	“I don’t know,” said Max. “I don’t even know why she’s targeted me.”

	“Well, until we sort this out,” said Winkler, “I’d recommend you stay some place safe.”

	“My place is perfectly safe,” said Max. “I have an alarm system and your people have gone through it. And she’d be stupid to show up after all this.”

	Winkler closed her notepad and made eye contact with Bevins. “I hate to tell you,” said Bevins, “but you’re not off the hook. If Monroe dies, so does any of his testimony as to what happened tonight. We have nothing that isn’t circumstantial that links Dana to Al Whitten’s death.” He raised a brow. “As far as we know, Monroe and Dana got in a tiff, and she made it personal with a knife. That may seal her fate as far as the attempted murder on Monroe, but it means nothing in terms of Al Whitten.”

	Mikey gripped Mason’s arm and waited for the outburst. Her brother didn’t disappoint.

	“Are you serious?” asked Mason, glaring. “Where’d you two go to cop school? Disneyland? How hard is it for you two to put two nickels together and get ten cents?” He gestured toward the surgery doors. “My best friend is hanging on by a thread because Dana the psychopath has it out for her boss. God knows why. She teamed up with her ex,” he said, shooting a thumb at Jean, “probably because she’s pissed at both Jean and Max. Maybe she wants to climb the corporate ladder or maybe she didn’t get the gold star she wanted, but either way, she’s got it out for both of them.” He set his jaw. “Dana meets Tommy through Rafe and between the three of them, they come up with an elaborate plot to ruin Max and Jean by killing Al. Only Dana got spooked when we got close to Tommy, and Trick paid the price. God only knows what she planned to do once she returned to the house after taking care of Max.”

	“I’ll tell you what she planned,” said Mikey. “She would have dumped Trick in the lake, taken care of the truck, and acted innocent when we searched for him. And she would have implicated Jean in Max’s death.”

	“And it would have worked, too, if we hadn’t come looking,” said Mason.

	Bevins adjusted his belt and sighed. “That’s a great story, Redstone. But it’s all shit without evidence.” He looked at Max. “Did you see Dana tonight, or was there any evidence she was around?”

	“No,” said Max with a sigh.

	Bevins spoke to Mason. “You have any proof that Dana killed Al, other than assumptions?”

	“Tommy broke into Jean’s apartment,” said Mikey. “He took her butterfly earrings.”

	Winkler raised a brow. “How do you know about the butterfly earrings?”

	Mason cursed. “You two couldn’t find the Empire State Building with an airplane and binoculars. Who the hell gives a damn about how we know about the earrings? Tommy took them from Jean, and either he, Rafe, or Dana, or all three of them planted them at Al’s, and used Max’s geode, which Dana obviously had access to, to kill Al and frame Max and Jean.”

	Winkler nodded. “If Monroe can corroborate that, then we may have something, but if he can’t…”

	Mason’s red face turned redder, and Mikey stepped up. “Maybe you two should focus on finding Dana and Rafe. If they tried to kill Trick and then planned on hurting Max, I suspect one of them will confess to save their asses. Then you’ll know Max is innocent.”

	Bevins narrowed his eyes. “I think we know how to run an investigation, but thanks for your input.”

	“You sure about that, Bevins?” asked Mason. “Because right now, a couple of Boy Scouts could do a better job than you two.”

	Bevins shot Mason an ugly glare and Winkler put a hand on his arm. “I think we’ve got the information we need. Emotions are frayed right now, and tempers are hot.” She tugged on his arm. “We can talk more later.” She eyed Jean. “And now that we know the butterfly earrings are yours, we’ll be in touch.” She pulled again and Bevins reluctantly walked with her.

	“Get ready, Jean,” said Mason, with a sneer. “Sherlock and Watson are on the case.”

	Bevins sneered back, but Winkler successfully got him to the elevators. The doors opened, they walked on and with a last glance, they disappeared as the doors closed.

	“Those stupid motherfu─,” said Mason.

	“It’s okay, Mason.” said Max. “They’re just doing their job.”

	Mason put his hands on his hips and blew out a deep breath.

	“Once they find Dana, they’ll know what happened,” said Jean.

	“If they find her,” said Mikey. “What if they don’t? We saw her parents’ house. They’re loaded. She might be able to disappear and never be found.”

	Mason grunted. “They’ll find her. Something tells me she doesn’t like to lose.”

	“If Tommy talks, that would seal her fate,” said Mikey.

	“Tommy won’t say a word,” said Mason. “He knows they don’t have anything. Not yet anyway,” said Mason. “But if Bevins and Winkler can find Rafe or Dana, that might make him sweat.”

	“Unless they’ve taken off together,” said Jean.

	Looking exhausted, Mason walked to the doors of the surgical unit. He put his hand on the wall and dropped his head.

	Mikey grabbed Mason’s coffee. She brought it to him, and he took it. “He’ll be okay,” she said.

	He closed his eyes. “He has to, Mikey, because if he isn’t…” He bit his lip and opened his eyes, his gaze on the floor. “It not just Max that’s screwed…” He took a shuddered breath, “…hell, I’m screwed too.”

	Mikey swallowed as tears sprang to her eyes. Holding it together, she took his elbow. “C’mon.” She tugged and finally he moved, and she guided him to the chairs where they sat and continued to wait.

	 


Chapter Thirty-Five

	Max opened the door to his house and Jean walked in. He followed, tossed his keys on his front table, turned off the alarm, and closed the door. Exhausted, he rubbed his eyes. “What a night,” he said.

	Jean rubbed her neck. “Well, Trick made it through surgery. That’s something, at least.”

	“Let’s hope he gets through the next twenty-four hours,” said Max. “Doctor said that would be the true test.”

	“I hope Mason goes home and gets some rest. He looked dead on his feet.”

	“Mikey will get him to go. There’s not much more to do but wait. Besides, with Trick in ICU, Mason can’t visit until tomorrow at the earliest.” He walked to the couch and sat. “God. I hope he makes it. I don’t know what Mason will do if he dies.” He pinched the bridge of his nose.

	Jean sat beside him. “You okay?”

	“It’s been a helluva week.”

	“Are you sure you want to stay here tonight?” asked Jean. “With Dana still out there? You heard what the detectives said.”

	Max couldn’t help but chuckle. “She’s long gone by now. She attacked Trick. Whether she went after Al or not, the game’s up. If they catch her, she’ll go to prison.”

	“We need her to be caught to get you off the hook.”

	“Not necessarily. She could clam up and not say a word. The evidence will still point at me. Unless she said something to Trick and he survives to tell his side, then I will still be the main suspect.” He looked over at her. “Maybe you, too.”

	She put her hand on his arm. “Let’s not think the worst. I’d find it hard to believe a jury couldn’t sort through this mess to see the truth.”

	“I don’t want it to get that far. I can take the accusations and nasty looks, but I don’t want that for you.”

	Jean went quiet and studied her hands. “What do you want for me?”

	He shifted toward her. “I want you safe and sound. It scares me that Dana has made you a target.”

	She slid her hand into his. “When I came over earlier and wanted to talk, I stalled, and I didn’t get a chance to say what I wanted to before Mason called.”

	Max held his breath, afraid to hear what he suspected. He squeezed her fingers. “You’re leaving, aren’t you?”

	She stared for a second and then laughed. “Leaving? Why would I leave?”

	“Why wouldn’t you leave? Look at the mess I’m in and what you’ve had to deal with since I got arrested. And now you could be arrested, too, because of your connection to me. Hell. If I were you, I’d be out of here.”

	“That may all be true, but there’s a reason why I don’t want to leave.” She paused. “And why I want to stay and defend you until we can call those clients back and tell them you’ve been exonerated.”

	His heart skipped and he waited. “What’s that?”

	She hesitated and gripped his hand. “Because I am in love with you. Have been since last year, when you let me stay here.”

	He opened his mouth to speak, but she held up her fingers. “It’s okay if it’s not reciprocated, but after all that’s happened, I’d be foolish to let another day go by without telling you how I feel. If you don’t feel the same, it will hurt like hell, but at least I’ll know where I stand and what direction to go in, because I’ve been rudderless for a while now,” she sighed, “and it sucks.”

	“Jean…”

	“And this is not about trying to latch onto you after you helped me with Tommy. He treated me like shit, but I’ve had some time now to distance myself from him, and from you, and be on my own for a while. I needed it and it healed something in me. I’m not saying I don’t still have issues, but hell, if I wait for those to clear up, I’ll be alone forever.”

	“Jean…”

	Her face fell. “You don’t feel the same way, do you?” She nodded her head up and down. “It’s okay. Really.”

	“Would you shut up?” He faced her and took her other hand. Taking a second, he thought about what to say. “I think you’re the most amazing woman. You’re strong and smart and beautiful. I can’t imagine not seeing you every day.”

	Tears welled in her eyes. “There’s a ‘but’ coming, isn’t there?”

	He smiled. “No buts. I’ve wondered myself what to do about us. I tried dating other women, but I hated it. All I ever did was think of you.”

	Her eyes rounded. “You did?”

	“I did.” He lifted a hand and traced a finger down her cheek. “You’re on my mind all the time. And every night when I go to bed…” He cupped her face. “…I wish you were there.”

	She sniffed and a tear fell from her eye. “What are you saying?”

	“I think it’s obvious.” He leaned in and whispered. “I love you, too.”

	Her breath caught and she swiped at the tears running down her face. “You do?”

	“I do.” Chuckling, he stroked her jaw with his thumb. “Now kiss me before I take it all back.”

	She broke into a grin, pushed him back on the couch, and pressed her lips to his.

	 

	**

	 

	A little while later, Max woke. Jean snuggled into his side, and he smiled, feeling better than he had in months. Despite the problems he faced, knowing Jean backed him up and loved him made everything seem small in comparison. Feeling lucky and blessed, he carefully shifted and got out of bed. Jean turned and buried her head into the pillow, and he stood and slipped on his robe.

	Not a great sleeper, Max typically woke in the night and got something to drink. After using the bathroom, he went down the hall to the kitchen and opened the fridge. Reaching for the juice, he sensed a presence just as something swung near his head. Instinctively, he jerked back, but not fast enough. It sliced across his arm and shoulder in a glancing blow. A white-hot streak of pain traveled through his chest, and blood spurted and streaked down his skin. His knees buckled, and he fell to the kitchen floor.

	The light from the open refrigerator provided the only illumination and he saw someone encroach. He scooted back until he bumped into a dining room chair. Dana stepped into the light, holding one of his knives.

	“Hey, Max,” she said in a whisper. “Surprised?”

	Max held his bloody chest, his mind racing with what to do. He thought of Jean sleeping and prayed she wouldn’t wake. “How…how did you…?”

	She stepped closer and squatted. “I know everything about you, Max. Don’t you know that by now? I know your habits, your favorite food and booze, what time you go to bed, where you get your hair cut and laundry done, your passwords, and yes, your alarm code. You’re a creature of habit, and you really should change things up every once in a while.”

	He grimaced against the pain. “Dana…why?” He realized he had to buy for time, and maybe get her to reconsider. Blood ran down his arm and his chest burned.

	She sneered. “You’re such an idiot.”

	Confused, he shook his head.

	Her eyes narrowed. “I’ve been right in front of you all this time and you only saw Jean. Jean this and Jean that.” She poked the knife toward him, and he flinched. “Guess you see me now, don’t you?”

	“Dana…listen. We can talk about this…”

	“No more talking. It’s time for action. After tonight, you and Jean will be dead.”

	“But what you did to Trick…They’re looking for you.”

	“Let them look. Once Trick dies, I’ll tell them it was self-defense. He came at me when I denied killing Al and I grabbed a knife to protect myself. The only thing they can prove is that I dragged him to the boathouse.” She pouted. “But I panicked because I didn’t know what else to do. I was so scared that I just left him there and ran.” Her pout vanished. “Dad’s lawyers will have me out in a heartbeat.”

	“It won’t work. Trick’s not dead.”

	“Not yet, he isn’t, but that can be fixed.”

	Max tried to scoot back more, but the table stopped him. “Listen to yourself. This is crazy. None of this is going to work.”

	A big man, wearing a cap and gloves, walked into the kitchen, holding a gun. Max’s heart raced when he thought of Jean.

	Dana glared and stood. “Did you take care of it?”

	He put the gun on the countertop. “It’s not as easy as it looks,” he whispered.

	Max’s fear almost made him gag, and he could see the glisten of sweat on the man’s forehead.

	“You stupid…we talked about this.” Furious, Dana approached him. “How hard is it? She’s asleep. Shoot her in the head, I’ll kill him, and we’ll put her prints on the knife and gun. The gun’s hers anyway so they’ll trace it back to her. We’ll shoot it with it in her hand and it will be an obvious murder-suicide. Then we reset the alarm, go home and get some rest.”

	The man gestured at Max, his eyes wide. “He’s right. This is crazy.”

	“Rafe, stop being such a pussy. The only thing crazy is not doing this. You want to be on the run for the rest of your life?”

	Rafe put a gloved hand on the counter and eyed the gun. “I tried to pull the trigger, but…but…”

	Dana’s face transformed. She smiled and softened her eyes. “Listen, baby. You wanted the ultimate thrill, didn’t you? Well, this is it. It doesn’t get any bigger or better than this.”

	He hesitated. “I’m scared we’re in over our heads.”

	“That’s because you don’t trust me.” She reached and touched his hand. “We can do this. You and me together, forever. Right?”

	He took a deep breath. “Yeah. Right.”

	“Good. Now go show me what you’ve got. I know you won’t disappoint.” She squeezed his fingers. “Just like I won’t disappoint later, when we’re done with this, and I can show you how much I love you.”

	His gaze held hers. “Okay.” He picked up the gun. “I can do this.”

	“You bet your sexy ass you can,” said Dana.

	“Rafe,” said Max, desperate. “Don’t listen to her. You’ll go to prison. But if you leave now, there’s still hope for you.”

	“Shut up,” said Rafe. He smiled at Dana. “I’ll take care of it.”

	“I know you will, baby,” said Dana.

	Holding the gun, Rafe turned and left the kitchen.

	“No, don’t,” said Max, yelling.

	Dana strode toward him and swiped at him with the knife. He kicked back and deflected but she came at him again. Max grabbed a chair and pulled it in front of him, but she knocked it back and away. She swung again and the knife caught him just above the knee. More blood spewed, but he didn’t even feel it. In his haste to survive, he scrambled up and under the table, looking for anything to use against her as a weapon, but there was nothing. He knocked the chairs on the opposite side of the table away and tried to use them as a barrier, but she stood, and shoved the entire table over and on top of him. Max grunted, fighting to scramble away, but his blood on the tile made it slick and he slipped and fell back.

	Dana loomed over him, the knife in her hand and a maniacal look on her face. Max put up his hand as she raised the knife. “Consider this my notice of resignation,” she said.

	Max braced, waiting for the impact, when he heard a low thunk. Dana jerked, and her arm lowered. He heard another whack and Dana’s knees gave way, and she collapsed to her side, the knife falling from her hand and her head hitting the ground. Blood trickled down her cheek.

	Gasping, Max sucked in a painful breath, and saw Jean standing over Dana, with one of his geodes in her hand.

	Staring at Dana, Jean didn’t move for a second, but when Dana remained still, she blinked. “Take that, you bitch.”

	Max tried to think, but his numbness quickly vanished. He gripped his injuries. “Rafe,” he said, breathless. “Rafe is here. He’s got a gun.”

	Jean set the bloody geode down on the counter. “No, he’s gone. He took off when he saw me awake in the bedroom. I suspect he’s halfway to Tijuana by now.” She maneuvered the table off of Max and squatting next to him, grabbed for the landline phone on the kitchen counter, pulled it down and dialed. “Oh, God,” she said, looking him over. “How bad is it?”

	Blood ran down his arm and chest and his leg was bleeding. Sharp stabs of pain radiated from the wounds. “I’ll live.”

	Talking to nine-one-one, she found some kitchen towels and held them against his injuries. Max laid back, trying to calm his pounding heart, but was still worried about Rafe. What if he came back?

	“They’re on their way,” said Jean, still holding the phone. She shoved the table and chairs back, sat beside Max and put his head in her lap. “Hang in there.”

	“You’re…you’re sure he’s gone?”

	“He’s gone. I think he peed his pants when he saw me.” Her voice shook and she held the towel against the slash in his chest. “I could tell he was scared, and I told him I’d faced worse than him, and if he was going to shoot me, he better not miss.” She moved the towel to his arm and Max winced. “He freaked and ran. I heard Dana and I grabbed the geode. You know the rest.”

	Max reached up with his good arm and grabbed her hand. “You saved my life.”

	Holding the phone to her ear with her shoulder, she brushed the hair from his forehead. “I expect a raise.”

	He chuckled softly, and his heart rate slowing, and her warm touch soothing him, he closed his eyes and said a grateful prayer that they were both alive.

	 


Chapter Thirty-Six

	Mason entered Trick’s room and quietly pulled up a chair. After three days in intensive care, the doctors were satisfied enough with Trick’s recovery that they’d moved him to a private room. Mason had visited the last two days, but Trick had been too weak to carry on a conversation longer than a minute or two before succumbing to sleep. Mason hoped today would be different.

	During his previous visit, he’d been able to tell Trick that Dana had been arrested after attacking Max. Max and Jean were fine, although Max was injured. Mason recalled that night. He’d barely made it home before he’d gotten the word that Max was in the hospital. He and Mikey had rushed back and were relieved to hear that Max’s injuries were serious, but not life-threatening. He’d spent a day in the hospital before Jean had taken him home.

	Dana had been brought to the hospital with a concussion, and Rafe had been apprehended when running a stop light and speeding away from the cops. Trick had been strong enough to tell Bevins and Winkler what Dana had done and said, and now Dana, Rafe and Tommy were all turning on each other, eager to save themselves.

	Max had officially been exonerated and all charges against him were dropped.

	Sitting in the chair and grateful that he could tell Trick that Max was no longer a suspect and Dana was behind bars, Mason sighed and sat back, but tensed because he knew there was more to discuss.

	He heard a raspy whisper. “You going to sit there all day with that worried look on your face?”

	Seeing Trick was awake, Mason pulled the chair closer. “You’re the one who’s been sleeping through all of this. You’re lucky I don’t poke you in the stomach.”

	Trick winced. “That would get my attention.”

	“Feeling better?”

	“I can breathe now without pain. I guess that’s progress.” He shifted and flinched. “Can you raise the bed?”

	Mason found the controls and the head of the bed began to lift.

	“That’s better. Thanks.”

	“You got it.” Mason set the controls down.

	“How’s Max doing?”

	“He’s okay. Dana’s been formally charged with Al’s murder and your attempted murder. I suspect Tommy and Rafe will be next. Max is off the hook. Plus, he and Jean have declared their love for each other. All is right with the world.”

	“Good for them. How’s Mikey?”

	“She’s fine. She’s conflicted about Kyle. I guess a cup of coffee is a bigger deal than I thought.”

	“It is when you have feelings for someone else.”

	Mason shrugged. “She’ll figure it out.”

	“What about you?”

	Mason fidgeted in his seat.

	“You don’t look like a man going through withdrawal.”

	“Can we worry about you? You’re the one in the hospital. You scared me to death, by the way.”

	“And you’re scaring me.” He eyed Mason. “Red…are you back on the pills?”

	Mason groaned. “I’m fine. I’m handling it.”

	“Damn it, Red. That doesn’t fly with me. You’re on them, aren’t you?” He raised his head. “I didn’t find all of them, did I? You had more stashed away?”

	“Trick…”

	“Don’t Trick me. Tell me the truth.”

	“It’s been a little stressful. I thought you were going to die. I─” He held his head.

	“Don’t you dare use me as justification to dope yourself. That’s bullshit.”

	Mason lowered his hand but didn’t know what to say.

	“Be honest. Are you on them now?”

	Mason didn’t answer.

	“Damn it, Red. We made a deal.”

	“That was before you and Max were attacked.”

	“That’s just an excuse.” He flinched again and paused. “You need help, Red.”

	Mason gripped the armrest, knowing Trick was right but unsure what to do about it.

	“You need to come clean. Tell Mikey, Max, and Val, and then go to a treatment center.”

	The very thought terrified him. “I can’t.”

	“Yes, you can.” Trick swiveled his head toward Mason. “If you don’t tell them, I will.” He rested his head back and closed his eyes. Mason could see he was tiring. “I love you, Red, but if it means risking our friendship to save your life, then I’ll do it.”

	“I’m not dying.”

	“Yes, you are. You just won’t admit it.” He opened his eyes. “Mikey, Max and Val love you, too. They’ll understand.”

	Mason swallowed, feeling his emotions surface. “I don’t think I’m strong enough.”

	Trick met his gaze. “I’ll back you up. A hundred percent. You don’t have to do it alone.”

	“Yes. I do. You can’t face my demons for me.”

	“You faced Mr. Dark and survived. And we all helped. This isn’t a whole hell of a lot different if you think about it.”

	Mason studied the floor.

	“Listen,” Trick whispered. “Before Dana laid me out, I made a few phone calls. There’s a contact in Texas. Her name’s Mallory. She deals with this sort of thing. Helps addicts navigate through finding help. She found a couple of facilities near this area. I’ve got an email from her, and when I’m strong enough to hold my phone, I’ll forward it to you. You can talk to her, pick a center, and she’ll contact them and get it all set up. She’ll take care of the details and all you have to do is show up and walk through the doors.”

	Mason interlaced his fingers, his mind racing and his body sweating.

	“This is called tough love,” said Trick. “I know you, Red. Once you’re across the line and can see from the other side, you’ll wish you’d done it sooner.”

	Mason took a deep breath and wiped at his tear-filled eye. “You’re not going to stop, are you?”

	“Not until I’m dead. You almost got lucky.”

	Mason smiled and sniffed. “Maybe I should have put a pillow over your head.”

	“Too late. You had your shot, but you waited too long.”

	“Me and my timing.”

	“It sucks, much like your aim.”

	“My aim is better than yours.”

	“The hell it is.”

	Mason swallowed past the lump in his throat. “Maybe, once I’m out of rehab, we can go to the gun range, and we’ll see who’s the better shot.”

	“You’re on. You can buy me a steak when I win.”

	His fingers trembling, Mason took Trick’s hand. “Okay…you win. I’ll call Mallory.”

	Trick squeezed his fingers. “Thank you.” He blinked and his eyes closed briefly.

	The door opened and Mason turned to see Max stick his head in. “You up for a visitor?” asked Max.

	Mason let go of Trick’s hand and sat back. “I think he is. He’s getting tired though.”

	“Hey, Max,” said Trick. “How are ya? I hear you had a little run in with Dana yourself.”

	Max approached the bed, his arm in a sling. “Not as bad as you, though.”

	“She caught me by surprise,” said Trick. He stifled a yawn and opened and shut his eyes again.

	“I won’t stay long,” said Max. “I just wanted to thank you for what you did.” He looked at Mason. “You both stuck your necks out for me, despite my obstinance. Jean said I was a horse’s ass, and I should have handled it better.”

	“Jean’s a smart lady,” said Trick.

	“Smarter than me,” said Max. He adjusted his sling. “So,” he paused, “…thank you.”

	“You’re welcome,” said Trick.

	Max glanced at Mason. “And when you have time, we need to talk.”

	Mason stilled and thought of what Trick had said. “We do. About a lot of things.”

	“Whenever you’re ready,” said Max.

	Mason nodded.

	“Red…” said Trick, his voice weaker. “Don’t put it off.”

	Mason’s heart fell, but he pushed onward. “Day after tomorrow. Meet me at my office at eleven o’clock. There’re things I need to tell you. Okay?”

	“I’ll be there,” said Max. He waited for a second. “You get some rest, Trick. Hopefully, they’ll let you out of here soon.”

	“God, I hope so,” said Trick. “I’ve had enough Jello to last me a lifetime.”

	“We’ll have party at my place when you’re better,” said Max. “Celebrate a little. I think we could all use it.”

	Mason smiled but realized he would likely be unavailable to attend. “Sounds good.”

	“Just tell me where and when,” said Trick, his voice weary and his eyes closed.

	“Just don’t bring any psychopaths as a date,” said Max.

	The side of Trick’s lip lifted. “You don’t hire ’em and I won’t date ’em.”

	“You’re on,” said Max.

	Trick’s head settled back, his breathing evened out, and Mason could tell he’d fallen asleep.

	“I’ve got to get back,” said Max quietly. “I just wanted to stop by. I’m glad he’s better.”

	“Me, too,” said Mason.

	Max paused. “I know I said some things…”

	“So did I,” said Mason. “But we’ll talk in my office, okay? Go take care of business and get some rest.”

	“You do the same. You look tired.”

	Mason sighed. “Mikey keeps telling me to sleep.”

	“Listen to her.” He walked to the door and stopped. “She’s got your back, and well, I do, too. I just have a lousy way of showing it.”

	“I know.” Mason wondered if Max would feel the same after they talked. He stood and walked over to Max. “And I have yours, too.”

	“Believe me. I’m aware. And you’re pretty damn stubborn about it.” He opened the door.

	“And you’re damn stubborn when it comes to listening.”

	“I guess Mikey’s right,” said Max. “We have a lot in common.”

	Mason nodded and Max stepped out into the hall. “See you soon,” he said.

	“See you.” Mason waved and Max turned and walked away.


Chapter Thirty-Seven

	Eyeing the time, Mikey entered the office of SCOPE and shut the door. Seeing it was about a quarter to eleven and glad she was a little early, she went into the inner office, put down her laptop and purse, and started a pot of coffee. The shelf had been repaired since Tommy’s attack and the wooden box and two plexiglass containers with the stone statues were back in place. Although everything was where it belonged, it didn’t stop Mikey from shivering when she thought of that night.

	She told herself to focus on other things, though, and she did. Mason had asked her here to talk, and she was anxious to speak with him. He’d been quiet the last few days, but after Mr. Dark’s assault and Trick’s near death, she figured he needed time to replenish his reserves and refocus. She’d needed it, too.

	After much mental debate, she’d finally called Kyle back. They’d had a surprisingly easy conversation and she’d agreed to have coffee. They’d met that morning. Mikey stopped in mid scoop of the coffee grounds, recalling their meeting. It had gone well. Almost too well, and after Mikey had agreed to have dinner with him, Rem had called her back, and she’d answered.

	Mikey groaned at the memory, not knowing whether to be excited, concerned or dejected. So many thoughts ran through her head about Kyle and Remalla that she could barely think straight. Kyle had already texted to confirm their dinner date for later in the week and, conflicted, she hadn’t yet answered.

	Finishing with the grounds, she couldn’t wait to talk to Mason. He could always calm her and get her to see things clearly. She finished making the coffee and flipped on the machine when she heard the ping of the doorbell.

	Curious, she walked to the camera and saw Max standing outside. She hit the buzzer and he entered. “Hey,” she said, when he walked in. “You need something?”

	He frowned at her. “Mason wanted to talk to me. Is he here?”

	Mikey frowned back at him. “He wanted to talk to you, too?”

	“Yes,” said Max. “I thought he wanted to talk alone.”

	“I thought so, too.” Mikey wondered what was going on when the bell rang again, and Mikey saw Valerie at the door. “What in the…?” She buzzed her in, and Valerie entered. She looked between Mikey and Max.

	“You here to see Mason?” asked Mikey.

	She set her purse down. “Yes. He said he wanted to talk.” She pointed. “You, too?”

	“Apparently, all three of us,” said Max.

	Mikey eyed the time. “Why would he have said that? Why is he being so cryptic?”

	“You know Mason,” said Max. “There’s no telling what’s on his mind.”

	Mikey noticed Max no longer wore the sling. “How’s your arm?”

	He stretched it. “Sore, but better. The stitches come out soon.”

	Valerie sat on the couch and checked her watch. “Have you heard from him?”

	“No, but he should be here any minute,” said Mikey. “I made coffee. It will be ready soon.”

	“What do you think he wants to talk about?” asked Max.

	“Has he seemed okay to you?” asked Valerie. “Since Mr. Dark?”

	“Since who?” asked Max.

	Mikey patted him on the arm. “I’ll explain later.” She considered Valerie’s question. “He’s been quiet, but considering everything, I figured that was normal.”

	Max sat beside Valerie and grabbed one of Mason paranormal research magazines. “I guess we’re about to find out,” he said. He flipped through the magazine, rolled his eyes and tossed it back on the table with a huff.

	 

	**

	 

	Mason sat in his car in the parking lot outside SCOPE’s office. His heart fluttering, he swiped at his sweaty forehead. He knew Mikey, Max and Val were all inside waiting, and the rehab center had him registered and expected him that afternoon. He’d tossed his remaining pills that morning, determined that he’d never take another. Trick was due to be released from the hospital the next day, and Mason had tried to postpone, but Trick wouldn’t hear of it. It was now or never, and delaying would only make it more difficult.

	Gripping the wheel, a thousand thoughts flew threw his mind, and he almost started the car and drove off. He could disappear for a while, think it through, reschedule his time at the center and try again on his own. Now that Max’s situation was resolved and Trick was out of the woods, there would be fewer distractions and it would be easier. He could do it and nobody would have to know but him and Trick.

	He started the car, put his hand on the wheel and almost backed out of the spot, when his arms tingled, his hair raised, and a spirit began to materialize in the seat beside him. He sucked in a hard-fought breath when he recognized his mother.

	She didn’t say a word, but smiled at him, and all his reserves collapsed, and he burst into tears behind the wheel. Just the feel of her alone was enough to take his breath away. It was the first time he’d seen her in spirit form since her death.

	“Mom,” he said, through his tears.

	He heard her soft voice in his mind. “Seek the help you need, son, for yourself and for others. Your presence is required where you’re going, in ways you don’t yet understand.”

	Mason gulped in a breath and tried to pull it together. “I’m scared.”

	“I know,” she whispered, “but do it anyway.”

	Her words caught him off guard, and he choked back a sob.

	“I love you.”

	His breath caught. “I love you, too.”

	His phone beeped, and he startled. Composing himself, he wiped at his face and saw a text from Trick. He looked back at the passenger seat and his mother was gone. He took a long, deep, shaky breath and read the text.

	If you’re still sitting in your car, Red, get out and go talk to them. Now.

	His phone beeped again, and another text appeared.

	Then call me on the way to rehab, and I’ll talk you all the way in. You can do this.

	Mason sniffed, wiped his cheeks, and texted back. 

	Now mom’s on my ass. Don’t worry. I’m on my way. I can’t fight both of you.

	He took a few more deep breaths and dried his face when his phone beeped once more.

	Who do you think invited her to the party?

	Mason couldn’t help but smile, and feeling calmer, he put his phone in his pocket. He shook out his hands, took a deep breath, opened the door, and headed toward SCOPE.

	 

	 

	∞∞∞

	 

	 

	Want more from J. T. Bishop? Sign up here for her newsletter or go to jtbishopauthor.com. Get her first book in her Red-Line Trilogy, Red-Line: The Shift and the new Daniels and Remalla novella, The Girl and the Gunshot, a prequel to First Cut, for free, in addition to extra content, plus opportunities for more free books.

	 

	I hope you enjoyed Lost Dreams, but there’s more to come when Mason enters rehabilitation and finds more than he bargained for. Get ready for Lost Chances, now available for pre-order.  Enjoy an excerpt below. Or if you haven’t had a chance yet, read book one in the series, Lost Souls.

	 

	If you liked Lost Dreams and this is your first foray into the world of J.T. Bishop and her paranormal thrillers, then you’re in luck. Check out the 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.

	 

	Or if you want to jump straight into Daniels’ and Remalla’s own series, then look into Haunted River which involves the ghost of a woman whose murder remains unsolved. When another woman turns up dead years later, are Daniels and Remalla next? This book is followed by Of Breath and Blood where our detectives investigate a cult leader and will have to rely on each other to survive. Of Body and Bone continues the story arc and Of Mind and Madness is available for pre-order.

	 

	Or do you enjoy urban fantasy with light sci-fi and some paranormal romance thrown in? Then check out Bishop’s first series, The Red-Line Trilogy, or the sister series to the Red-Line trilogy, The Fletcher Family Saga. Either can be read first. Take your pick. Boxsets are available, too!

	 

	Check out the series pages on Amazon if you’d like to learn more…

	 

	The Red-Line Trilogy

	The Fletcher Family Saga

	The Family or Foe Saga

	Detectives Daniels and Remalla

	The Redstone Chronicles

	 


A Note from J.T.

	 

	I love to hear from my readers about their experiences with my books, and I’d love to know what you thought about Lost Dreams. I’d missed the Redstones and enjoyed diving back into their lives. I wanted to have some fun with this story and put on a little pressure and toss in some more paranormal. Mason’s battle with drug addiction and his evil attachment gave me room to delve deeper into his character. His relationships with Mikey and Trick suffer as a result and that gave me a chance to explore how they respond to his struggles. Trick has blossomed into one of my favorite characters to write. His flaws make him interesting, and his vulnerabilities give him an added edge that I find intriguing. His friendship with Mason allows for plenty of opportunities to reveal more about each of them. It’s a path I’m excited to follow.

	And Mikey. She has a lot of layers that are fun to reveal. I can’t wait to see what happens with her next. Will she end up with Kyle, or will Remalla fight for her? We’ll just have to wait and see.

	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 for Lost Dreams. And if you’d like, please leave a few comments, too.

	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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Dedication

	 

	To Sydney and Caleb,

	You’re about to begin an awesome journey. One I hope is full of magic, wonder and joy.

	So, no lost dreams for you.

	Here’s to all your dreams coming true.
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Enjoy an excerpt from Lost Chances, Book Three in The Redstone Chronicles

	 

	Mason Redstone clutched at his bedsheets. His body trembled and he wiped the sweat from his eyes. He did his best to focus on how far he’d come, but a chill lanced through him, and he cursed. A week into his stay at the rehabilitation center, his withdrawal symptoms were less intense, and the nausea and vomiting had abated, but his body still craved the drugs and he’d often wake in the night, sweaty and desperate for a pill.

	He wondered how he’d suffered through this on his own when he’d gone cold turkey the first time he’d kicked the pills. It was a pain he’d forgotten or had chosen to wipe from his mind. He didn’t recall it being this difficult, but he realized this time he’d been addicted for much longer and his body was fighting back.

	He forced himself up and pushed back the covers. With shaky fingers, he reached for a glass of water beside his bed. He picked it up and took a sip, studying his quiet room, grateful he had it all to himself. After being admitted, he’d learned that all the residents had their own personal space. Apparently, Mallory, the woman who’d arranged his stay, had managed to admit him into a posh and exclusive rehabilitation center typically reserved for the rich and famous. When he’d questioned how he’d qualified, the woman who’d greeted him when he’d first arrived had explained that many residents gained entrance on scholarships. If they met certain criteria, they wouldn’t have to pay a cent. Apparently, he’d met the requirements and had received the benefits of a free ride.

	At the time, he’d been too anxious and terrified to ask questions. He’d just done what he was told, followed the instructions and started his detox. They allocated two weeks to allow for the withdrawal from the drugs. He figured it would take a week at most, but now, after a week in, he’d changed his mind. Based on how he was feeling, he was going to need the full two weeks.

	Blinking and still shaking, he set the water down, grabbed the blanket at the edge of the bed and wrapped it around him. He’d kept the lights off because he hoped after a few minutes, the shaking and sweating would abate, and he could go back to sleep. He thought of Mikey and Trick and wondered how they were coping with his absence. He couldn’t help but worry. Would they be able to keep SCOPE afloat without a paranormal investigator at the helm?

	Mikey had assured him that they would handle it. He could still see her face when he’d told her the news of his addiction. She hadn’t believed him at first, but then the shock and disbelief had set in. It had quickly transformed to worry and uncertainty and then resolve and determination. She’d taken his hand and had told him that he’d been there for her when she’d needed him, and she would do the same for him. All she wanted was for him to get better. Assuring him that she and SCOPE would be fine, and fighting back tears just as he had been, she’d hugged and held him.

	His brother, Max, and girlfriend, Valerie, had done the same. They’d showered him with support, told him they would help Mikey however they could and were proud that he was getting the help he’d needed.

	Trick had still been recuperating in the hospital, but he’d continued to remind Mason that SCOPE needed a healthy P.I. at the helm and that Mason’s well-being mattered more than any case, and as soon as Trick was back on his feet, he would be there to help Mikey and not to worry about anything.

	Sitting in his dark room, Mason wished he could talk to them, but family visits weren’t allowed in the first thirty days. He hadn’t seen or spoken to them since arriving, and while he understood the reasons behind it, he would have welcomed hearing their voices more than once this past week.

	The blanket wrapped around him, his shaking eased, and his chills slowed. He did his best to quiet his mind as the counselor had recommended. Sometimes it helped, but often it didn’t. This time, though, he had more success. Sitting back against the headboard, he relaxed, telling himself in soothing words to take it easy. This battle would take time and there were no overnight fixes. He was in a better place and while it would be difficult, he’d get through it. His muscles relaxed and his thoughts slowed. The chills stopped and while still sweating, he felt calmer.

	Giving himself some time to sit and be still, he felt a slight tingle run up his arm. The tingles grew until the hair raised on his skin. Recognizing the presence of more than just him in the room, he opened his eyes, and saw the faint outline of a woman standing in the corner of the room.

	Seeing her, his whole body prickled. It was his first spirit encounter since entering the facility. It was possible he’d had other visits, but Mason doubted he would have recognized them as such due to the effects of the withdrawal. This time though, he was well enough to realize that this was a spirit who wanted to communicate.

	Waiting to see if she’d speak, he stared at her. She stood quietly, her straight blonde hair running down her back and her eyes wide. She wore a long brown dress with long sleeves and a trickle of blood ran from her nose.

	Mason didn’t move. His heart thumped, and he wondered why she’d chosen to appear to him and not someone else. He wasn’t in much condition to help anybody right now.

	When she made no attempt to communicate, he decided to break the ice. “How can I help you?” he asked.

	She didn’t react but continued to stare.

	“You should know,” he said. “I’m in rehab right now. Kicking pain pills. It sucks.” He considered if perhaps she’d been a patient here. “Were you here once?”

	No answer.

	“Do you know someone who is here?”

	She jerked at the question and her mouth opened.

	Mason shivered, but not from withdrawal. “What do you want?”

	The woman began to whisper.

	Mason leaned in. “I can’t hear you.”

	She spoke louder. “You should have listened,” he heard her say.

	“Listened?” he asked.

	“You should have listened to me. You should have listened to me,” she repeated.

	“Listened to what?” He leaned back as her voice raised.

	“You should have listened. You should have listened.” She started to shout. “You should have listened.”

	Mason shook his head. “I don’t understand.”

	Restless, she moved closer. The blood began to stream from her nose and blood droplets dripped and streaked down her dress. “You should have listened.” She approached.

	Mason pushed back against the headboard. “To what?”

	At the edge of the bed, she pointed at Mason, her bony finger sporting a red-polished nail. “You should have LISTENED.” Her voice bounced off the walls and Mason held his ears. She reached forward and touched Mason on the arm.

	An electric pulse sizzled through him, and Mason jumped. She continued her mantra, her eyes turned milky white, and she aimed an ugly glare at him.

	Scared, Mason tried to get away. He scooted back toward the edge of the bed and slid off onto the floor. He wriggled away to a corner of the room.

	The woman followed, still yelling that he should have listened.

	Unable to go anywhere and powerless to stop her, Mason opened his mouth and screamed.
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