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      Kelly Moretti, in all of her sixteen years, the age where kids get into trouble and make the worst of the worst decisions, knew full well how her parents would feel if they caught her with her tongue down her boyfriend’s throat.

      The two stumbled in through the back door of her home in the pristine neighborhood of Clarendon Hills, Illinois, and began tearing at each other’s clothes before they fell into the kitchen and then leaned against the kitchen counters to finish the job.

      “You can’t stay long,” Kelly said between hot and heavy kisses. “My mom and little brother will be home soon.”

      Aiden gave a cocky smile and ran a hand through the thick the curly locks that fell just past his ears. “I thought your parents liked me.”

      He edged her softly toward the marble countertops, lifted her, and placed her on counter nearest the microwave.

      “They do like you,” Kelly kissed him some more. “You just can’t stay long, okay?”

      Aiden groaned. “Come on, babe…”

      “No,” Kelly said, pulling herself back. “Five more minutes. Then you have to go. Okay?” She stared him deep in his eyes, her stern gaze telling Aiden the decision she made was final. But Kelly, as he was knows

      Aiden took a moment to cool himself down and expressed his frustrations through physical cues. Most of them meant for Kelly to notice. She’s always been a sucker for his puppy dog pouting routine. The smile he normally has turned down into a frown His eyes full of disappointment as if his world was going to come to an end. It moved her so much she thought, hell, what’s a couple of minutes?

      They began kissing again, moving from the kitchen upstairs to Kelly’s bedroom, both of them on fire with that heated and eager passion that young people in their prime were prone to experience regardless of the consequence.

      After some near misses with his zipper and a few of her buttons. True to her word, after five more minutes, Kelly pulled herself off Aiden, caught her breath, and then shooed her boyfriend out the window of her second-floor bedroom before sitting at her desk, plugging in her earbuds and listening to her mix of 80’s music. The rpm of the songs in sync with the beating of her heart. The smile that she has on her face as wide as her playlist.
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        * * *

      

      “Did you have a good night?” Monica Moretti asked her twelve-year-old son.

      Eric consumed with a game on his cell phone, barely heard a word of what she was saying; he adjusted the ball cap for his little league team. The mighty mights. A name that suited them well.

      “Did you see that play that Danny and I made?” Eric said, looking up from his phone with enthusiasm in his eyes.

      Monica felt a surge of pride as she recalled the key moments of her son’s game. “Of course, I was watching, sweetheart. You played your heart out!”

      “Just wish Dad could have been there.”

      “I know, honey. We got it all on tape, though. Dad will see it tonight when he gets home from the game.”

      Eric made a puttering noise with his lips—the same thing his father did in times of frustration or distress. “No one calls it tape anymore, Mom,” he said. “Everything is digital.”

      “That’s right, she said. You’re a smart kid, Eric.”

      “I just don’t understand why Dad couldn’t come,” he continued. “The game was so epic!”

      “He had to work, Eric. He tried to get out of it. Believe me. Dad’s just had to work extra hard lately. You know he wanted to be there at the game. He needs to close this deal, and then he’ll be home a lot more. I promise.”

      Monica was sure that her son knew his father was supportive. He came to nearly every game that Eric had played in the past. But tonight’s game was different because as his mother stated before, he had truly played his heart out and her husband had missed it.

      It is what it is. Monica thought.

      And she knew his father would be proud when he saw the video.

      Monica could still sense her son’s disappointment and decided to employ a surefire tactic. “How does a pint of ice cream sound, kiddo?”

      Eric lit up like Christmas had come a few months early. “You picked some up from the store?” he said, perching forward in his seat and tossing his phone to the side when he heard the mention of sweets.

      Monica nodded. “Mhmm,” she said. “Got that rocky road flavor that you like.”

      Eric shot his fists up in the air. “Heck, yes!” he hollered. “Yes! Yes! Yes! Yes! Yes!”

      Monica held up a finger. “Get showered first and put your stuff away before you do. Got it?”

      “I will!” Eric said. “I promise! Thank you, Mom!”

      Monica reached behind and tickled her boy with a free hand as she made the final turn onto their driveway, beaming proudly and thanking the heavens for the family she had raised.
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        * * *

      

      Kelly Moretti threw the door open with such force it slammed against the opposite wall. She ran from her house, releasing a bloodcurdling scream and uncontrollably sobbing as she darted out into the center of the street as far and fast as her feet could carry her before she fell to her knees.

      Lights flickered throughout the neighborhood as her neighbors called mobile security who sent a cruiser to check out the commotion.

      Eddie, the security guard who worked the neighborhood watch of the private, gated community, saw the figure of a young woman rushing toward the headlights of his vehicle as he slowed to a stop and got out of the car. “Miss!” he said, having heard the girl’s cries from at least a block away. “Are you all right?”

      Kelly Moretti came into full view and stopped directly in front of the vehicle's headlights. Her hands, hair, and her clothes soaked with blood.

      She collapsed on his car, leaving bloodied handprints on the hood. “They’re dead! Oh, my God! They’re all dead! Please! Help me! God, please help me!”

      Eddie cradled the girl, the blood from her clothes transferring to his. “Where? Who? Who’s dead?”

      Kelly crooked a finger back in the direction of her house, and her eyes went wide, like the devil himself was waiting.

      “My family.” She said, through fits and uncontrolled sobs. “My mother… My brother. They’re all dead.”
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      Clarendon Hills was a peaceful and affluent community whose crime rate was so low it was practically nonexistent. Home to the well to do, residents of Clarendon Hills paid top dollar for privacy, exclusivity, and the comfort of living in a place where you never had to worry about running into a problem bigger than a parking ticket, where everything had a hefty price to purchase, and no one batted an eye at the amount.

      But that was before the robberies started.

      It started as minor vandalism, then a couple of vehicle break-ins, before coming to a standstill after the events at the Moretti’s played out an hour earlier.

      Vincent had become somewhat of a rock star after solving a string of bizarre crimes in his adopted town of Hollow Green. The crimes ranged from a series of brutal homicides to cover-ups by members of the state’s attorney’s office, who attempted to use Vincent as their patsy—but that was a story for another time.

      Vincent, now a revered and reputed investigator, found himself being recruited by towns outside of Hollow Green mainly to teach the lessons he had learned during his tenure, in the hopes that his brain and intuition would somehow rub off on other cops. Especially those with aspirations of being a detective.

      From television spots to radio interviews to the prospect of writing a book on his experiences, Edgar Vincent was currently in the midst of his fifth lecture for the week inside the banquet hall of Clarendon Hills Country Club.

      “I’ll leave you with this,” Vincent said from the podium with a gaggle of wide eyes staring back at him as he was wrapping up his speech and feeling anxious to make the trip home. “And this is a conversation I’ve had repeatedly with many of my colleagues.” He took a deep breath. “Crime prevention comes down to analytics, to evidence, to facts. That is how crimes are solved. That is how law enforcement wins. But to know when a subject is lying, to know where the truth lies and which evidence speaks to the facts is a matter of gut instinct. That’s right, ladies and gentleman—your gut. I speak to that inexplicable, age-old sense that tells us which door is the right one to go through, to know what a lie is and what is the truth. Rely on the facts but listen to yourselves. Listen to your instincts, and, I promise you—they will never fail you. Thank you so much for your time.”

      A round of applause erupted as Vincent moved away from the podium. He spent the aftermath shaking hands and exchanging cards with dozens of people either kissing ass or genuinely eager to meet him before he finally found an out and began making his way for the doors that led to the parking lot.

      Thank God that’s over.

      “Well done, detective,” he heard a voice from somewhere close to the exit.

      Vincent turned around and laid eyes on a barrel-chested man with a bushy beard, hands in pockets and an official look about him that all cops worth their salt seem to possess.

      “Thank you,” Vincent said, extending a hand. “I don’t believe I caught your name.”

      “Don Hawkins,” the man said, shaking Vincent’s hand. “I’m with the Clarendon Hills Sheriff’s Department.” He looked around. “Can I speak to you in private?”

      Vincent pondered the request, eager to return home for a late dinner and a phone call with his daughter—yet work always seemed to claim his time somehow.

      He motioned for Hawkins to lead the way.

      “Is this official Police business?” Vincent asked. “Or a social call?”

      Hawkins led him down a secluded hallway, away from the banquet hall and any curious ears. “I’m afraid this is all business,” he said solemnly. “There’s been a murder.”

      Of course.

      Vincent said. “When was this?”

      “About an hour ago,” Hawkins said. “About three miles from here, in one of our more affluent neighborhoods.”

      “I thought Clarendon was all affluent.”

      Hawkins shook his head. “Look,” he said, “I’m going to cut right to the chase. We have a situation right now, and our chief detective wants your eyes on it.”

      “Mine?”

      “Yes, sir. We all know you. We’re all aware of your reputation. She thinks it’d be foolish to not get a professional opinion from someone such as yourself while you’re in town.” Hawkins held up a hand. “But this is merely a request. That’s all. If you don’t have the time, we completely understand.”

      Vincent thought it over. It was late. He was tired. He had been running around Hollow Green and every neighboring town for the past few months, and his free time was limited to half-hour increments scattered throughout the day, usually spent making up for lost meals and an abundance of self-reflection that left him feeling the slightest bit down on himself.

      But at the end of the day Vincent was nothing if not a detective, and if someone said there was a murder that needed working—he was damn sure going to work it.

      He motioned for Hawkins to lead the way.
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      “We have two victims,” Hawkins said as he led Vincent toward the Moretti household. The entire area was cordoned off with tape, soaked with red and blue hues from the emergency lights, and alive with the hustle and bustle of police officers of different ranks and attire. “A mother and her son.”

      “Ages?” Vincent asked as they stepped under the tape.

      “Twelve and forty-three. Weapon used seems to be a serrated knife. There’s a daughter, Kelly, who saw everything. We have her waiting in one of the squad cars.”

      Vincent took note of the Cape Cod design of the house as they moved closer to the front door. “Let’s check the scene first. Then we’ll question her. How’s she holding up?”

      “Not well.”

      They walked inside as one of the uniformed officers lifted the yellow tape over their heads, Vincent picked up on the copper smell of blood from the foyer.

      Inside the house were several crime scene technicians—collecting evidence, taking pictures, and making sure that no one was tampering with anything.

      To the immediate right was the living room—plush and comfortable. To the left was the kitchen, and beyond that, another left, was the stairwell leading up the second floor—and both spaces were completely soaked with blood.

      In the center of the kitchen floor, and peppered with stab wounds, was a woman, her body contorted and curled in a fetal position.

      “Name?” Vincent asked as he examined her.

      “Monica Moretti,” Hawkins said as Vincent noted the trail of blood left behind her.

      “There was definitely a struggle,” Vincent said, seeing bloody handprints all over everything.

      “We got a lot of forensic evidence here.” Hawkins pointed to different places. “Handprints. Clothing fibers.”

      Vincent noted. “Usually helps. Anything missing from the home?”

      “Television,” Hawkins said. “Some jewelry. The furniture in the parents’ bedroom was overturned and the other rooms in the house were also ransacked. Maybe it was a robbery gone sour? Maybe our family got home earlier than expected and our suspect got rid of the witnesses.”

      Vincent took his time as he examined Monica’s body, taking into account that everything stretching from the kitchen to the stairwell—including the carpets, floors, and railings—were painted with arterial spray.

      The attack was both violent and unforgiving.

      Vincent was like a hawk, smelling, sensing, and feeling the space around him.

      He shook his head. “This isn’t a robbery.”

      He moved toward the stairwell, snagging a pair of shoe covers from one of the crime scene techs, who then showed him how and where to walk to get up the stairs to the second floor. It was painstaking—the entire carpet looked like a Jackson Pollock painting, with ruby-red hues as its base.

      “So the ransacking was a cover-up?” Hawkins asked Vincent, following close behind him.

      This guy is already thinking too far ahead.

      He’s not that seasoned.

      “Gotta check the other rooms first,” Vincent said. “But it’s possible.”

      He hung a left at the stairs. Two bedrooms were on his right. The bathroom was straight ahead—a blood smear curved directly out of it and to Vincent’s right, toward the bedroom closest to the stairs.

      He stepped over the blood trail soaked thickly into the fibers of the carpeted floors and moved toward the bedroom, needing a moment to adjust to the sight of the twelve-year-old boy stuffed into a bathtub that looked like it had been doused with red paint.

      Vincent was used to it. But it still got him upset. He had seen a lot of crime scenes in his career, and this one was starting to become the most heinous.

      He looked at the boy’s body, his arms covering his face in a defensive posture, a plethora of puncture wounds covering him from temple to toes, his eyelids wide open with a dilated set of pupils that had no doubt been witness to countless horrors in the last few minutes of the boy’s life.

      “Awful,” Hawkins shook his head. “Just awful…”

      Vincent examined the boy and then followed the blood trail leading to the bedroom near the stairs. “Odd,” he remarked.

      Hawkins perked up. “How so?”

      Vincent took another moment to calculate, sizing up the crime scene again to double-check his deductions. “Looks like the boy was in the bathroom when these people came into the house.”

      “People?” Hawkins said.

      “Two, I think. Depending on the entry point.”

      Hawkins tapped a foot on the bathroom tile. “Garage door was ajar when we arrived,” he said. “Kelly Moretti says that she fled the garage door and out into the street, but she only saw one attacker.”

      “Where?”

      “The kitchen. She says she witnessed a man in black clothes stabbing her mother.’”

      A male hollered from the direction of the lawn; his voice soaked with tension and fear as Vincent and Hawkins made their way back outside.
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        * * *

      

      “Where are they?” Tony Moretti hollered. The police were holding him back by his hockey jersey as he clawed and tore his way toward the crime scene. “I want to see my goddam family!”

      Vincent and Hawkins hustled up to the scene as neighbors watched on from their houses, and a news crew in the corner was setting up lights.

      “Where are they?” Tony cried out, face red and tears running down his face. “Where is my family?”

      Vincent grabbed Tony as Hawkins turned his attention back to the house and the investigation, blended in with the members of the Clarendon Hills Sheriff’s Department. “Mr. Moretti,” he said, “I’m Detective Edgar Vincent.”

      “Where are they?” Tony screamed, gripping the lapels of Vincent’s coat.

      Vincent drew a breath. “I’m so sorry, Mr. Moretti. There appears to have been a break-in at your residence. Your wife and your son.” He hesitated. I’m sorry they’re dead. I’m so completely sorry for your loss.”

      Tony opened his mouth and then closed it again. He looked devastated to the point that he couldn’t conjure a whimper to convey his sadness. He collapsed into Vincent’s arms. Vincent held him close as he fell to his knees and the news crews, in typical heartless fashion, caught Tony’s entire breakdown on camera.
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        * * *

      

      The hand struck one o’clock in the a.m. as Vincent took a swig of the coffee that Hawkins had brought him from the hours-old pot in the Clarendon Hills Sheriff’s Department. He cracked his neck, mentally preparing himself to become involved in another heinous crime that only a man like him and a competent team could solve.

      “Mr. Moretti fell asleep in one of the back rooms,” Hawkins said. “His daughter is with him. I asked her if she was okay talking to us, and she said yes.”

      “You ask if she had an attorney?”

      “Will she need one?”

      Vincent nodded. “She’s the sole survivor of a crime scene. Everyone is treated as a suspect until we can narrow down who the real perp is.”

      Hawkins sighed. “Yeah. I know. I’m just anticipating the flack that we’re going to get from her and her father.”

      Vincent blew a hiss through his teeth. “Comes with the territory.”

      Seconds later, a woman emerged from one of the big offices in the back, her basic business suit and its rich earth tones complementing the tight bun of twists she had in her hair, relaying an attitude of an all-business, no-nonsense cop.

      She walked directly up to Vincent and Hawkins; wearing a black blazer, blue jeans, a white-collar shirt and the sternest of looks on her face.

      Vincent knew right away that this woman—whom he thought bore a striking resemblance to his friend Miranda Stone besides being a half a foot shorter and longer hair—was probably the woman who was in charge.

      “Detective Vincent,” she said, holding out her hand. “Pamela Grimes, chief of detectives.”

      Vincent took her hand. “It’s a pleasure.”

      “Thank you again for taking the time to let us pick your brain. Clarendon Hills isn’t prone to crimes like the ones that were committed here tonight.”

      “Hollow Green had a quiet reputation once. Now we seem to have become a haven for the bizarre.”

      “So I’ve heard.”

      She gestured over her shoulder to her office. Vincent and Hawkins followed her to it. “I want to thank you for taking the time to help calm down Mr. Moretti,” Grimes said as she closed the door and leaned against her desk. “A lot of our people were scrambling this evening trying to keep our heads on straight.”

      “Your people did well,” Vincent said. “The media is at bay, citizens are compliant, and sweeps of the local neighborhood are happening as we speak.”

      “Thank you for assisting with that as well. Quite frankly, I’d like to know what else you think we can be doing. You have a sterling reputation for closing cases, Detective Vincent, and with someone of such talents in our midst, I think it would be foolish not utilize it.”

      “I understand. And I’d be more than happy to help. I took the liberty of calling up my chief over at Hollow Green to clear the time. I’ll need to check in with him in a few hours, but I’ll be more than happy for me to stick it out here with you people in the meantime.”

      Grimes relaxed. “That would very much welcome, detective. Is there anywhere you would like to start?”

      Vincent motioned over his shoulder. “I’d like to talk to Kelly Moretti. She’s our only eyewitness. The girl had a front-row seat to this whole thing.”
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        * * *

      

      Moments later, Vincent sat in a conference room with Kelly Moretti, her skin was pale, and hair was damp from the shower she’d taken after forensics collected every piece of evidence from her body that they could, a humiliating but necessary process that left Kelly Moretti in a half-dazed, zombie-like state.

      “I’m just going to try and go through everything with you,” Vincent said, seated across from her at the table, with Hawkins behind him and lingering in a corner. “If you feel frustrated, upset, whatever, we’ll stop immediately. You’ve been through a lot tonight, and I just want to make sure, above all else, that you’re safe and okay.”

      Kelly nodded and sobbed a bit but held it together as best as she could. “Okay.”

      Vincent asked, “Can you walk me through what happened tonight, Kelly?”

      “It was eight,” she said. “Nine, maybe. The time, I mean. I was listening to music and…”

      Kelly closed her eyes and fought to continue.
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      Kelly knew something was wrong when she heard the scream of her mother through her earbuds.

      She stood up from her desk and shot out of her chair, pulling her earbuds from her computer, music blasted as she ran from her room.

      “Mom?” Kelly cried out as she ran down the stairs and stood in horror once she reached the bottom step.

      “Kellyyyyy!” Monica Moretti screamed, lying on her belly and reaching out a bloodied hand toward her daughter. A man, an intruder, was on top of her, dressed in all black, burying a knife to the hilt into her back over and over.

      Through desperate and blood choked words, her mother said, “Run!”

      The man jumped off her mother’s back and ran toward Kelly. Kelly was stricken with fear—but her feet still moved.

      She fled upstairs, intercepted her brother at the top, grabbed his arm, and tried to pull him along with her.

      “What’s going on?” Eric asked her, eyes wide, scared, and confused.

      The man dressed in black practically flew up the stairs with the knife in his hand. Once Eric saw him he fled toward his bedroom.

      “Eric! No!” shouted Kelly.

      But the man was now only a few feet away.

      Kelly turned toward her bedroom, ran inside, shut the door, and felt the impact of the man slamming against it. She turned the lock and pressed all of her weight on the door.

      “Go away!” Kelly screamed, her voice was hoarse from the strain as the high-tempo music added a sickly rhythm to the whole experience.

      He pounded his fists. He tried to kick in the door. He jiggled the handle and tried to find a way inside but abandoned his attempts once she heard Eric’s voice coming from the hallway, “Leave her alone!”

      The man stopped pounding on the door, and Eric screamed. The next thing Kelly heard was a loud and violent scuffle.  Kelly listened on, shaking in terror.

      “No! No! No! Please!” She heard her brother holler in pain.

      Kelly covered her ears. The sound still bleeding in her head. The sound of her brother Eric being killed.

      She couldn’t move. Her feet were frozen in their place. She couldn’t comprehend why her knees were going weak while her brother Eric cries began to lessen — getting quieter by the moment. She knew she had to move. But she just couldn’t.

      Ten seconds became ten minutes, before Eric’s cries died off and there was silence in the house. Except for the heavy footsteps of the intruder as he retreated. At least she thinks he retreated. She wasn’t so sure.

      Kelly twisted the lock, opened her door, checked her surroundings, ran into Eric’s bathroom and saw her brother in a heap in the tub. Blood was everywhere; up the walls and on the floor. She almost slipped in the blood as she knelt by his side. Her brother’s name wouldn’t escape her mouth. He wasn’t breathing. “Eric,” she said. “Eric?” He didn’t reply.
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        * * *

      

      It took Kelly over an hour to relay the story so that Vincent could write it all down, despite the recorder he placed in front of him on the table.

      “You did good, Kelly,” he said. “Not many people who were in your situation could recall such a traumatic event with such clarity.”

      Kelly just stared as if she saw through him. The way she moved her body in an almost sloth like way and the glaze over her eyes showed she was exhausted. “Can’t say the same for my dad,” she said with a slight croak in her voice. “He’s practically in a coma.”

      Vincent put his pen down and pushed his notes to the side. “Well,” he said, “you and your father have myself and the members of the Clarendon Hills Sherriff’s Department on your side. Whatever you need—we’re here to help.”

      Kelly weakly nodded. “Can I go home now?”

      “We’ve booked a hotel room for you and your father,” Hawkins said, taking a step forward. “We’ll take you there whenever you want, and we have two deputies who will stand guard there all night for your protection.”

      “I need another shower… I can…I can still smell…” Tears slid down Kelly’s raw and red cheeks, her skin was swollen from repeatedly wiping face. “I can still smell the blood…”

      Vincent looked to Hawkins. “We’ll be in touch,” Vincent said, helping Hawkins help her to her feet. “All you need to do now is rest. We’ll contact you when you’re better and more rested. Okay?”

      “Okay,” Kelly said, looking straight ahead and completely out of it.

      Hawkins escorted out of the room. Vincent followed out shortly after, and then met up with Chief Detective Grimes back in her office.

      “Anything stand out?” Grimes asked.

      “Nothing yet,” Vincent said. “It was very thorough. The girl remembers a lot. I do want to interview her and her father again and take another look at the crime scene once your people do another sweep. I’m going to check in back at home base and request a few days off to assist, if you want it.”

      “We do,” Grimes replied.

      “Then I’ll get right on it.”

      Grimes walked to the door and opened it, motioning Vincent out before walking with him to the parking lot out front. “First impressions?” she asked.

      “The only thing that I’m sure of is that there were two perps that assaulted that family. Not one.”

      “Kelly Moretti claims she only saw one assailant.”

      “I believe her. But the overall nature of that crime scene suggests more than one person.”

      “How’s that?”

      Vincent took a breath, struggling to find the words. “Hard to explain,” he said, “but give me a little time and I’ll come up with a solid reason why.”

      “Fair enough, Detective Vincent,” Grimes said, coming to a stop at the front door and shaking her head. “When can we expect you back?”

      “Twelve hours,” Vincent said. “But not longer than that. Just need to get refreshed and grab another set of eyes to help me out.”

      “Fine by me. Do you mind me asking who you’ll be bringing with you?”

      Vincent smiled before giving Grimes a name of someone he had come to respect, and someone he’s also come to like.
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      Detective Lindsay Brandt was rarely ever seen without a cup of coffee in her hand and a contemplative look on her face. Much like a writer, a midnight security guard, or any other nocturnal being, Brandt thrived off a good solid cup of black and bold, the stronger the better, with only one sugar and without any creamers.

      She sipped on her first cup of the day at her desk, tying her auburn hair into a signature ponytail while catching the eye of Officer Harris in the corner of the room. She had heard that he’s been working his way up to asking her out for months but was much too afraid to approach her in that sort of way.

      Brandt was a detective, after all, and Harris had been an officer for less than two years. He was a rookie cop when she was out solving murders.

      It was intimidating for most and a complete deal breaker for others. Especially when you factor in Detective Vincent. Being that Vincent was older, he was not only Detective Brandt’s partner and an ex-chief of police, but he was a mentor and at times a father figure to her. She would ask his opinion on the matter. The whole thing could be a potential office embarrassment.

      Her cell phone rang. Brandt snapped out of her thoughts and turned her head from the glancing Harris.

      “Hello.”

      “How much coffee have you had?” It was Vincent.

      “This would be the first.” Brandt held up her cup, not bothering to look up as her gaze became glued to the paperwork in front of her.

      “You’ll want more. Trust me.”

      “Why is that? Is the new boss getting ready to reprimand me or something? You know, that thing last week wasn’t entirely my fault. I seem to remember a certain detective having a hand in it himself.”

      “No. It’s not about that. She’s a pretty lenient lady. Which is also one of the many reasons she’s given my services to the Clarendon Hills Sheriff’s Department for the duration of their case.”

      Brandt looked up from her work. “What case?”

      “Double homicide,” Vincent said.

      “And the victims?”

      “Mother and a son.”

      “You walk the crime scene?”

      “I did.”

      “Bad?”

      Vincent drew a breath. “Let’s just say that even though we’re accustomed to this line of work, I’d be lying if I said it didn’t make me a little uneasy to see a young kid lying dead on the floor.”

      Brandt flexed her fingers. “So, is this the part where you say, ‘Hey, Brandt, I need your help’?”

      Vincent clicked his teeth. “Do I have to ask it like that?”

      Brandt took a sip of her coffee. “Just like that.”

      “Fine,” Vincent said. “I need your help, Brandt. I might even throw in a please.”

      Brandt groaned. “Problem is I haven’t had a day off in three weeks. It’s been case after case.”

      “Is that your way of saying no?”

      Brandt stood up and grabbed her jacket draped over the back of her chair. “Quite the opposite,” she said, already moving toward the door. “I hate breaks.”

      “Splendid.”

      Brandt fished the car keys out of her jacket pocket as she walked. “Where am I meeting you?”

      “I’ll text you the address,” Vincent said. “And has he asked you out yet?”

      “Say that again?”

      “You and that patrolman. The one that keeps eyeballing you every time I see him at the station.”

      Brandt couldn’t figure out how he knew. She felt a flutter in her stomach, both embarrassed and more than impressed that Vincent had asked. “I’m not understanding, detective,” she said, playing it cool.

      There was silence on his end, but only for a moment. “Cut the shit, Brandt. Everyone knows that Harris likes you. It hasn’t gone unnoticed. He thinks you look like a model or something, only tougher. Whatever it is, he has the hots for you bad. I caught him one time staring a hole in your back. Saw that I caught him and choked on whatever he was drinking. Kid turned redder than a fire engine.”

      “Really?”

      “Really. I just smiled and kept on walking. But trust me. That kid’s got it bad.”

      Brandt flushed, looked around, and tried to see if she could spot Officer Harris. He was nowhere to be found, but she could see him in her mind staring at her as she walked away.
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        * * *

      

      Brandt was a few minutes into her drive to Clarendon Hills with Vincent still on the phone and placed on speaker. “Give me the prelim. What are we looking at?”

      “Two murders,” Vincent told her. “Sole survivor was the daughter name’s Kelly. She witnessed most of what happened and fled the scene in the middle of the assaults.”

      “How much did she see?”

      “Pretty solid amount, but the shock is still a factor with her narrative.”

      “She get an ID on the suspect or suspects?”

      “No. Suspect was dressed in black wearing a ski mask. Claims she didn’t see the other.”

      “But you think there’s more than one suspect.”

      “I do. It’s only a hunch right now, but when we get to the scene, you’ll see what I’m talking about.”

      “I’m sure I will.” Brandt knew her partner and knew him well.

      “My first impression is that this was something personal that was posed to look like a robbery. Jewelry and other smaller items were stolen, but the stuff was inconsequential that I have a hard time justifying these murders as someone just trying to take care of witnesses.”

      “How cooperative is the sheriff’s department?”

      “Very. They’re letting me take the lead on this. It’s a small and affluent town. They’re not accustomed to this level of crime.”

      Brandt smirked. “Sounds a lot like Hollow Green.”

      “Yeah. The thought had crossed my mind.”
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      A uniformed deputy from the sheriff’s department stood guard at the crime scene. Only three people were there: the deputy and two forensic technicians. Vincent and Brandt set foot on the scene.

      “Detective Edgar Vincent,” he said, showing the deputy his shield.

      The blond-haired deputy glanced at the badge for a second if that and nodded his acceptance at what he saw. “Grimes and my lieutenant gave me the heads-up that you’d be coming. I’m Deputy Stebbins.”

      “This is my partner,” Vincent said, “Lindsay Brandt.”

      “A pleasure,” Stebbins said.

      Handshakes were exchanged.

      “The techs are still doing a sweep,” Stebbins said, “but they know you’re coming, so I think you’re safe to walk through the house.”

      “They find anything new?” Brandt asked.

      Stebbins laughed. “They don’t tell me anything, ma’am. I’m just the day guy.”

      “Said your name is Stebbins?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Brandt gave the kid a light slap on the arm. “I’ll give a glowing review of you in my report.”

      Stebbins looked happy with that. “Thank you, ma’am,” he said.

      “Detective Brandt will do.”

      She and Vincent entered the house.

      Vincent leaned into her ear. “You’re a lot more friendly than usual,” he whispered.

      “I have good days and bad days,” she said, slipping on a pair of latex gloves as they stood in the foyer. “Today’s a good day.”

      Vincent slipped on a pair of gloves as well. “I don’t buy it. Something’s making you more chipper than you usually are.”

      “Let it go, detective.”

      Vincent slapped the latex on his wrist. “Copy that.”

      A forensic tech approached them from the kitchen area—tall with brown eyes wearing protective coveralls. He pulled his eyewear overhead before he spoke. “You Vincent?” He looked serious and focused.

      Vincent replied by showing his badge.

      “You’re clear to walk through,” the tech said. “We’re all wrapped up here.”

      “Find anything of value?” Brandt asked.

      He shook his head. “Not a thing. We’ve done all the sweeps we can. DNA samples are being processed as we speak.”

      “How fast is your turnaround?” Vincent asked.

      He answered quickly, “Four weeks. Five, usually.”

      “Thanks for the heads-up.”

      “My pleasure. Let me know if you need anything.”

      Brandt turned to Vincent. “Well, hotshot, where do we start? Run me through what you’ve pieced together.”

      Vincent pointed to the stairway past the kitchen. “Follow me.”

      They worked their way up the stairs, Brandt taking note of the dried bloodstains as Vincent led her up to the second door on the right—Kelly Moretti’s room.

      “This is where it started,” Vincent said. He opened the door and led Brandt inside.

      “The girl’s room,” Brandt said.

      “Kelly Moretti was listening to music on her headphones,” Vincent said. “The music was still playing when the security guards arrived, and she was oblivious at the time of the murders. She didn’t hear a thing.”

      Brandt moved over to Kelly’s desk and examined the computer and the keyboard. “What was the first thing she heard?”

      “She heard her mother screaming. She stood up,  she rushed downstairs and found her mother being stabbed multiple times by an assailant dressed in black.”

      Vincent motioned for Brandt to follow and led her back down the stairway, tracing the path Kelly had taken during the night of the murders. “She came down here,” Vincent said, walking the staircase step by step, “and saw her mother from right here.”

      He came to a stop on the fourth step from the bottom, pointing at the area in the kitchen where Monica Moretti had once lain on the floor—hollering, screaming, and covered in blood.

      “Monica Moretti tells her daughter to run,” Vincent said, “the assailant pursues Kelly, follows her up the stairs…” Vincent once again ascended the staircase and arrived at the top. “And this is where Kelly ran into her brother.” Vincent pointed to the bathroom on his left. “Right after he ran out from there.”

      “Kelly tells her brother, Eric, to follow her,” Brandt said, recalling Vincent’s notes. “But he runs instead.”

      “And then,” Vincent said, moving into Kelly’s bedroom, “she retreats in here, the suspect pounds on the door, and Eric Moretti comes to his sister’s aid.”

      “And then,” Brandt said, “our suspect stabs Eric and drags him into the bathroom.”

      Brandt noted the blood trail on her left leading into the bathroom.

      “Again, Kelly Moretti said she only saw one suspect,” Vincent said, “but I’m pretty sure there were two. I’m only going off a hunch right now, but I’m pretty sure the physical evidence will prove my theory.”

      “Okay, so your theory is there were two attackers when Kelly’s account of things was that she witnessed only one and she only heard one of them leave. She said she waited until he went downstairs before she fled. Correct?”

      “That’s what she said.”

      “Rather odd, no?”

      “Because he didn’t finish her off?”

      “She was a witness,” Brandt said. “If this suspect, or suspects, were being thorough, they could have theoretically knocked down the door and taken her out if they tried hard enough.”

      “Don’t think they were in a rush? They couldn’t have turned their focus onto the ransacking element?”

      “Possibly. But if there really are two suspects then one could’ve done the robbery, and the other one murdered the mother.”

      Vincent snapped his fingers. “Exactly. Which is just another reason, among the many others, why this case doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Many?” Brandt asked. “What am I missing?”

      “Well, not many others,” Vincent corrected himself. “But one particular reason stands out among the others, making this case a lot harder to solve than it should be.”

      “And what is that?”

      Vincent motioned for Brandt to follow him. They worked their way downstairs and arrived at the garage door. Vincent opened the door, turned the light on in the garage, and pointed to the garage door—closed and undisturbed.

      “This is where our suspects entered,” he said, “according to Kelly Moretti.”

      Brandt stepped inside and examined the door. “Undisturbed,” she said. “No damage. There were no other entry points?”

      “Zilch. Our guys had to come in through the garage, which means one of two things: they hacked the door, or they had a remote to get in.”

      Brandt looked at Vincent. “You’re thinking someone gave them the remote to get inside.”

      Vincent relished Brandt’s skepticism. “I do, Detective Brandt. I’m almost sure of it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      “You think it was an inside job,” Brandt stated as she and Vincent waited for Chief Detective Grimes inside of her office at Clarendon Hills Sherriff’s Department.

      “Can’t say for sure,” Vincent said. “All I know from what I’ve seen is that somehow, someway, whatever person or persons that broke into the Moretti household did so because they went through the garage. The garage is relatively untouched; therefore, they were able to gain access by hacking their way in or by the easy way, using a remote.”

      Brandt squinted. “How would one ‘hack’ a garage?”

      Vincent grinned. “I don’t know. I’m not a tech genius. But I’m sure it’s possible.”

      “But you don’t think it’s that technical of an answer, right?”

      “Correct. I think it’s likely the assailants gained access with a remote, but that’s not definitive.”

      “And you think it might be because someone inside that house supplied it?”

      “Not necessarily. These guys could be clever. There could be some extremely simple method they utilized to get inside that garage that we just don’t know about yet. We just need to be patient.”

      Grimes entered the office. “My apologies for keeping you. I just spoke with Tony Moretti. He’s going to bring his daughter down within the hour. They have a lawyer with them strictly out of caution.”

      “How are they sounding?” Vincent asked.

      “Decent,” Grimes said. “But only time will tell.” She extended a hand to Brandt. “Chief Detective Grimes.”

      “Detective Lindsay Brandt.”

      “So,” Grimes said, moving to the chair, “what do you have for me? I’m supposed to speak to the media in less than twenty minutes, and I’d like something to give them without hindering the investigation.”

      “All you can give them are the facts,” Vincent said. “We don’t have anything we’ve learned that we want to put out in the open right now.”

      “Such as?”

      “The killers entered the garage. Clean. We need to interview the neighbors and see if they saw anything, but our suspects came in through the garage, either with a remote or some method of hacking.”

      “Killers,” Grimes said. “Plural.”

      “Forensic evidence needs to clear first,” Vincent said, “but I’ve got a pretty solid hunch that it’s going to point in that direction.”

      Grimes was amused. “I was told about your knack for hunches, detective.”

      Vincent said, “Tends to lead me in the right direction.”

      “Where is it leading you now?”

      Vincent sat back. “Right now,” he said with a huff as he relaxed, “I need to pick the brains of Tony and Kelly Moretti before I make a definitive conclusion. Kelly was helpful with the details, but Tony happened to be out at the time of the murders. To me, everything is suspect until I can prove otherwise.”

      Grimes took a moment to go over the paperwork in front of her. “My people came up with nothing in their sweep of the neighborhood,” she said. “No evidence, no tracks.”

      “What about the neighbors?” Brandt asked. “Has anyone mentioned anything of interest?”

      “There are a lot of wealthy people living in Clarendon Hills. They like to keep to themselves. They’re social creatures, yes, but on their own terms. What I’m trying to say is that between the soundproof walls, their generally reclusive nature, and the land between the houses in that neighborhood—no one saw squat. We might get lucky with some last-minute details of a vehicle description from someone, but only time will tell.”

      Vincent squinted. “Security cameras?” he asked. “I know the Moretti’s didn’t have one, but, as you said, it’s a wealthy neighborhood. Maybe someone else had one.”

      “No. Most people there rely on the security team they have guarding the community,” Grimes said. “They found it cheaper to hire rotating guards as opposed to having a front gate with a guard shack. We would’ve had a log of comings and goings if they had.”

      “I’ll need to talk to Kelly Moretti and Tony Moretti again,” Vincent said. “Now that the shock has subsided a bit their recollection of what happened could be clearer. There might be some details that they forgot that might be crucial to the case.”

      “By all means,” Grimes said.

      “And feel free to pull me off this whenever you want. I’m just helping out. I don’t want to hijack the investigation.”

      “Believe me when I tell you that everyone is on board with having Edgar Vincent handle this one.”

      “I’ll try not to let you down, chief.” And then he was gone.
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        * * *

      

      Vincent and Brandt stood side by side in the interrogation room with Tony Moretti, his lawyer on his right—guiding his every step and every word.

      “I just want you to run us through your night again,” Vincent said. “Every detail of it. I know it’s hard and there’s a lot to remember, but anything you may have missed the first time around may be a crucial detail.”

      Tony nodded solemnly. He was pale. Exhausted. There were circles under his eyes, and his posture indicated that he could sit up straight for only so much longer.

      “I went to a game,” he said. “Blackhawks. The United Center.”

      “Right,” Vincent said. “You were entertaining clients.”

      “Yes. We were about to close the deal on a property and I thought I’d sweeten the deal with a pair of tickets in the VIP Suite. End of the game, I check my phone, I see a bunch of missed calls from the police…and an hour later, I was home.”

      “Traffic was bad that night.”

      “Very bad.”

      Vincent scribbled some notes. “And that was the last time you said you talked to your wife. Before the game started.”

      “That was the last time. Yeah.”

      Tears began to fall from Tony’s eyes; his lawyer comforting him before he finished the story. Vincent questioned him about access to the garage, finding—unless the physical evidence proved otherwise—that Tony seemed to be in the clear.

      It was time, once again, to question Kelly.
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        * * *

      

      “How are you holding up?” Brandt asked Kelly after introducing herself, taking the lead on the questioning this time.

      Kelly sighed. “Okay, I guess.”

      “I’m so sorry for what you’re going through. I can only imagine how terrible this must all feel.”

      Kelly sat back in her chair near her lawyer and stuffed her fists inside the pockets of her hooded sweatshirt.

      “What were you doing before listening to your music last night?” Brandt asked.

      “Just hanging out,” Kelly said. “I tried to do some homework, but I got distracted. Like I said before.”

      “I read that, yes. Can you tell me why you were distracted?”

      Kelly thought about it. “What do you mean?”

      Her lawyer perched forward and held up his hand. “What is this line of questioning about Detective?”

      “Just trying to get a sense of timelines,” Vincent said. “Last night was very hectic. It’s near impossible for most victims to remember every detail of what happened when they’ve witnessed a crime. We’re just being thorough. That’s all.”

      The lawyer sat back. “You can answer that,” he said to Kelly.

      “I don’t understand, though,” Kelly replied, her gaze shifting from Brandt to her lawyer.

      “Let me rephrase it,” Brandt said. “When I ask what was going on with you, in terms of you being distracted, I tend to think that someone usually means they were…thinking about something. Someone.”

      “Like what?”

      “School. Grades. Parents. A boy. Maybe a specific boy.”

      Kelly tensed up. “A boy?”

      “Was it a boy?”

      Kelly grew even tenser. “I’m confused.”

      “Do you have a boyfriend, Kelly?” Brandt asked. “Someone special, maybe?”

      Kelly looked at her lawyer, who nodded his approval as Kelly opened her mouth and drew a breath. “Aiden,” she said.

      “Is that your boyfriend’s name?” Brand asked.

      “Yeah. Aiden Stonebrook. We’ve been dating for a couple months.”

      “You didn’t mention him last night.”

      Kelly took her time to answer. “I didn’t think it was important.”

      “Did you ever let him into the house before?” Brandt asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Well, then it’s very important.”

      Kelly’s eyes went wide as she sat up straight. “Aiden didn’t do this, if that’s what you’re saying! He didn’t!”

      Brandt held up a hand. “It’s okay, Kelly. We’re just trying to get the full story.”

      “He didn’t do it, though!” Kelly said, looking at her attorney. “I swear!”

      “It’s all right, Kelly,” the attorney said calmly. “The detectives are just trying to understand what happened. No one is accusing Aiden of anything.” He looked at Brandt and Vincent. “Correct?”

      Brandt nodded.

      “Go ahead, Kelly,” the lawyer said. “You can answer their questions.”

      Kelly calmed herself, spewing several defenses over the course of thirty seconds before she was able to slow down her breathing and sit back in her chair. “What do you want to know?” she asked with a tinge of attitude.

      “Was Aiden with you at the house before this happened, by any chance?” Brandt asked.

      Kelly froze.

      “Kelly?” Brandt said.

      Kelly looked down.

      “Kelly,” Brandt said again. “Is there something you want to tell us?”

      Finally, Kelly said, “Aiden didn’t do anything.”

      Vincent and Brandt exchanged looks.

      The lawyer began to perspire.

      “Kelly,” Vincent said, “was Aiden with you at the house? We need to know so we can eliminate him as a suspect.”

      Kelly looked up. “Yeah,” she said, her voice tense and trembling. “He came over. My dad said he couldn’t come over on the weekdays, but he snuck by to say hi before I went to bed. That’s all. I swear!”

      A fresh pool of tears welled up in Kelly eyes. A number of nagging questions came to Vincent.
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        * * *

      

      “We need to talk to Aiden Stonebrook,” Vincent said to Brandt after the interview, the Moretti’s gone and back in their hotel room.

      “We still need to question Kelly about the garage door remote,” Brandt said.

      “Why didn’t you bring it up in the room? I thought you were going to.”

      “I want to wait. I want to get her in a room again. This girl’s body language was all over the place during that interview. For now, I want her and her lawyer thinking her boyfriend isn’t a suspect.”

      “Is he?” Vincent asked.

      Brandt looked at him. “Of course. You’re thinking the same thing. Aren’t you?”

      “Just wanted to hear you say it first.” He held up a finger. “Also, I talked to the people responsible for installing the garage door in the Moretti house about ten minutes ago. Only way that it could have opened was with a remote.”

      “Which reaffirms our theory that someone was given one.”

      “True. But I want to be thorough.”

      “By going to the place where someone could have gotten a remote from.”

      Vincent was impressed. “We’re starting to get in sync, Detective Brandt.”

      “No complaints on my end,” she said. “At least for now.” She grabbed her jacket. “So where are we going? Where could our perps have gotten a remote from?”

      Vincent fished in his pockets for his keys. “A place called Sentry Logistics,” he said. “A security company. Headquarters are about an hour away.”

      “Well,” Brandt said, moving toward the door, “looks like you’re driving.”

      Vincent tossed the keys in his hand. “I figured as much.”
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      “Place really isn’t that big,” Brandt remarked as she looked through the window of the one-story building resting just off a dirt road, painted canary yellow, with a large warehouse connected to the main office of Sentry Logistics.

      “It’s a small company,” Vincent pulled the car into a spot and killed the engine. “They do garage doors, gates, stuff like that. Business has only been around for ten years. Family-run.”

      They approached the main office and entered, a slightly frazzled-looking woman sitting behind a computer and not looking up as she said, “Can I help you?”

      Vincent pulled his badge. “Detectives Vincent and Brandt. We’re here regarding a murder investigation.”

      She looked up. “Murder?”

      “Yes,” Brandt said. “And the victims had a garage door installed by this company. We just want to ask a few questions and maybe look at some old work orders.”

      The woman held up her hands. “I don’t think anyone here could have killed anybody.”

      “It’s not like that, ma’am,” Vincent said. “We’re just being thorough.”

      It took the woman a moment, but she eventually gave in. “Alright. Sales records are over this way.”

      Vincent and Brandt set about scouring through some old records with the woman and found the work order for the day that the Moretti’s garage door was installed. They discovered that Sentry Logistics had been commissioned to do all of the garage doors in the neighborhood, and discovered that majority of the garages had been installed six months before the Moretti’s moved in. Including theirs.

      “And there’s no way anyone could have used a remote on the Moretti’s garage,” Vincent said, “other than the Moretti’s?”

      The woman waved him off. “No. Each remote is unique. It only works with the specific garage door that it’s programmed. That’s why we get hired a lot—no one can hack our garage doors.”

      Vincent and Brandt asked a few more questions before making their way back to the car, exchanging notes and tossing out possible scenarios where Sentry Logistics could have somehow regarding in the murders.

      “I can’t see a scenario where they are,” Brandt said. “Employment records seem to reflect a pretty levelheaded staff.”

      “Unless we find something when we dig deeper,” Vincent said. “We’ll need to do a more thorough search on the names that we pulled from their records.”

      “Do you think it’s possible that someone here could have done this?”

      “Not really. When she mentioned that each house is given two remotes, it just made me realize that everything still, as of now at least, points to Kelly Moretti—more specifically, her boyfriend.”

      “Is that where you want to go next?” Brandt asked.

      “Indeed I do,” Vincent said. “But let’s get the drop on him at home.”

      “We should have gone there first. Kelly could have given him a warning call.”

      “Which was why I asked Grimes to send one of her people to sit outside his house while we went about dealing with this Sentry stuff.”

      Brandt nodded her head. “Good move, detective.”

      “Much appreciated.”

      As they made it to the opposite sides of the car. Vincent could hear the squeak of someone’s brakes and looked up as a truck pulled into the lot. It was an older-model Toyota, a little beat-up, the driver laying eyes on them and looking tense as he focused on the badges in their hands.

      “Brandt?” Vincent said.

      The truck peeled out backwards.

      “Go!” Brandt said as Vincent slid behind the wheel.

      The tires spun before she had a chance to close the door.

      Vincent reversed the car as the truck did a half s turn and sped up the road, but Vincent knew the truck was no match for the faster cruiser.

      “Call it in,” Vincent said, closing in on the guy’s bumper. “He can’t go anywhere.”

      Brandt snatched the radio and called in the plates—and that was when the truck popped a tire and flipped.

      “Holy shit!” Brandt cried out.

      The truck somersaulted three times before landing on its roof. Vincent slammed on his brakes; the cruiser slid to a stop then he and Brandt exited their car, guns drawn and trained on the guy trying to crawl out the driver’s side window of the truck.

      “Don’t move!” Brandt said.

      The guy froze with his hands out in front of him.
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      “The guy driving the truck is named Robert Hendrix,” Vincent said. “Turns out he’s got an open warrant for a speeding ticket he failed to pay six years ago. He saw our badges, thought the worst, freaked out, and fled. His piece-of-shit tires ended up taking care of the rest.”

      “So he has no link to the case?” Grimes asked.

      “Sentry Logistics provided him with an alibi,” Brandt said. “He was working the night of.”

      “So he’s clean.”

      “Well, not after this little stunt he’s not.”

      Grimes sighed. “And nothing panned out at Sentry Logistics? Right?”

      “No, ma’am,” Brandt said.

      “Okay. So. Tell me what happens next.”

      “We know that our killers got in through the garage,” Vincent said, “and the door itself was undisturbed, so they used a remote. The garages that Sentry Logistics manufactures can’t be opened any other way.”

      “So someone used a remote to get in the house.”

      “Unless forensics and the techs come up with something to suggest otherwise. But that’s a few weeks away. All we have at the moment is witness testimony and possible suspects.”

      “And you believe Aiden Stonebrook to be one of those suspects. Yes?”

      “We’d like to talk to him,” Brandt said. “Yes.”

      Grimes took a moment to think it over. “Okay,” she said. “You have my permission to question him. I still have my deputy stationed outside of his house. You can head over there now.”

      “We need the address,” Vincent said as he and Brandt stood up. “We didn’t have a chance to pull it yet.”

      “Well,” Grimes said, “you might be amused to find that Mr. Stonebrook lives in Hollow Green. When I looked up his address, I called your department and asked for a favor on behalf of Edgar Vincent. They were more than accommodating.”

      Vincent huffed—he wasn’t amused.

      Not in the slightest.
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        * * *

      

      Brandt and Vincent turned onto Perlita in Hollow Green. Aiden Stonebrook’s house was at the end of the street. “Kid’s driving a long way to see his girlfriend,” Vincent said. “He couldn’t have found somewhere closer to home?”

      “You used to be sixteen,” Brandt said. “You remember what it was like when you were into someone.”

      “No. I don’t.”

      Brandt looked at him. “You don’t?”

      “No. I don’t recall much before my early twenties.”

      Brandt raised an eyebrow. “That’s sad.”

      Vincent shrugged. “Never thought it was a problem.”

      They pulled up outside Aiden’s house, a two-story colonial painted blue, as a police cruiser two doors down was pulling away. Vincent waved, recognizing Officer Campbell behind the wheel.

      “Do you know this Aiden kid?” Brandt asked as they got out their car.

      “No,” Vincent said. “I only know a handful of kids in Hollow Green.”

      Brandt smirked as they ascended the steps to the porch. “Everything seems to always come back to Hollow Green, doesn’t it?”

      Vincent knocked on the front door. “Yes, it does.”

      A big man with a graying beard answered the door. “Yes?” he said as Vincent pulled his badge.

      “My name is Detective Vincent. I’m with Hollow Green Police.”

      “I know you,” the man said as he pointed. “You used to be chief, right?”

      “Once upon a time. Yes.”

      “Well, how can I help you?” the man asked.

      “Is Aiden Stonebrook home?” Brandt asked.

      “Yes,” the man said. “Aiden’s my son. I’m Ben Stonebrook.”

      “We just need to ask your boy a couple of questions,” Vincent said. “He seems to be friends with the victim of a crime that happened earlier in Clarendon Hills.”

      “Oh,” Ben said, taken aback. “I haven’t heard a thing from Aiden about that.”

      Vincent saw a young man pop into the foyer. He was tall like his father but not nearly as hefty or wide — a head full of curly hair, wearing a t-shirt and a red pair of shorts. “Dad?” he said. “Is everything cool?”

      Ben stood aside. “Aiden, these are Detectives Brandt and Vincent. They said they needed to talk to you.”

      Aiden approached them, tentatively. “About what?”

      Vincent interrupted, “Is your girlfriend Kelly Moretti?”

      A long pause from Aiden. “Yeah… I guess so,” he said, followed by a swallow. “We uh, we hang out.”

      Brandt motioned to the living room over Aiden’s shoulder. “Mind if we talk to you for a second?”

      Aiden’s father nudged him. “Aiden,” he said.

      Aiden composed himself, turned around, and reluctantly headed toward the living room.
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        * * *

      

      Brandt and Vincent were seated across from Aiden, Ben standing directly behind his son as Brandt hit the red button on her digital voice recorder.

      “Can you state your name for me?” Brandt asked.

      “Aiden,” Aiden said.

      “Your full name,” Vincent said, “including your middle name.”

      Aiden cleared his throat. “Aiden Benjamin Stonebrook.”

      Brandt scribbled a note. “Thank you, Aiden. We’re here today to talk about what happened over at Kelly Moretti’s house the night before last. Did she tell you what happened?”

      Aiden swallowed. “She sent me a text,” he said. “Yesterday.”

      More notes from Brandt. “Were you at her house before the murders?”

      Aiden paused fiddling with a loose thread on his shorts.

      “Aiden?” Vincent said.

      “No,” Aiden said, pulling the thread out and avoiding eye contact. “I wasn’t.”

      “Really?” Brandt perched forward. “Because Kelly said otherwise.”

      Aiden looked up, his eyes wide. “She did?!”

      “Mmhmm.”

      Aiden took some time as he swallowed and repeatedly cleared his throat. “I…I was there. Yeah.”

      “When?” Brandt asked.

      Aiden shrugged. “Like nine, I think. We just…” He swallowed hard. “We were hanging out. And then I left.”

      “Why?”

      “Her dad said I couldn’t be there on weekdays.”

      “Do you do that a lot?” Vincent asked.

      Aiden shrugged again. “Sometimes. I don’t know.”

      “I think you do or you don’t, Aiden,” Brandt said. “I know it’s tough, but you know if you were spending a lot of time with Kelly. Right?”

      “A few days a week,” Aiden said. “Just a few hours here and there.”

      His father huffed. “So that’s why.”

      Vincent turned around. “That’s why what?”

      Ben waved him off. “He said he was hanging with friends and needed to use the car. I let him. Now I know why there’s been so many damn miles added to the damn thing.”

      Aiden hung his head.

      “Aiden,” Vincent said, “were you in the house during the murders? Did you see anything?”

      “No,” Aiden said. “I left before it happened. I only heard about it from Kelly a day ago. I thought she was just ignoring me when I texted her later that night.”

      More notes. “How did you sneak in?” Brandt asked. “When you stopped by for your visits.”

      “Her window. I would climb the tree that went up to her window and sneak inside.”

      “You didn’t come in any other way?”

      “Like where?”

      Vincent pretended it was just a suggestion. “I don’t know,” he said. “The garage, maybe?”

      Aiden thought about it. “No. I don’t think that would work.”

      “Why?”

      “Her house doesn’t have that kind of a layout or whatever.”

      “Are you familiar with Kelly’s house?”

      Aiden looked up and pondered. “A bit, I guess.”

      “You know it pretty well?”

      Aiden began to look frustrated. “A bit, maybe. I don’t know. Why?”

      “Just being thorough,” Brandt said. “That’s all. We have to ask you questions that might not make sense so we can build a better picture.”

      “Exactly,” Vincent said. “Like asking you if Kelly gave you a remote to the garage door of their house. Things of that nature.”

      Aiden squinted. “I don’t get it. That doesn’t make sense.”

      “Did you ever receive anything like that from Kelly? A key to the house, maybe?”

      Aiden sat up straight, his hands digging into the cushions of the couch. “No! No way! Kelly would never give me something like that. Her old man is too strict. She always kicked me out before they came home.”

      “And that never made you…mad?” Brandt asked.

      “No,” Aiden insisted. “I respect Kelly. I love Kelly!”

      “But it didn’t make you mad?” Vincent said. “Her dad not letting you come over during the week.”

      “No,” Aiden said, head in his hands. “I swear! I got to see her enough. We were just; I don’t know, being teenagers.”

      Aiden practically collapsed into the couch as his father said, “Is my son a suspect?”

      “His presence at the house right before the murders raises questions,” Brandt said. “That’s all.”

      “You’re treating him like he is a suspect,” Ben said.

      “We merely need to establish timelines,” Vincent said. “That’s all. And someone being at the house right before the murder is an important part of the timeline.”

      “I liked her family,” Aiden said. “Her little brother Eric… He was cool. We liked each other.” Aiden’s eyes began to wander.

      Then he cried.

      “Aiden,” Vincent said, leaning forward, “look at me.”

      Aiden looked up, fear in his eyes.

      “Kid,” Vincent continued, “if you know something, if there’s something you’re hiding, something you want to get off your chest, now is the time to do it. If there’s something you know, any role you played in all of this, we need to get you down to the station and get it on file. That way, we can help you try and figure this whole thing out.”

      “Aiden,” Brandt said, “is there anything you want to tell us?”

      “I was just there making out with her,” Aiden said, his eyes to the right. “We made out, she kicked me out, I got in my dad’s car, and I drove back home. I didn’t see anyone or anything. I swear. That’s all I know.”

      Vincent and Brandt covered their bases by asking a few of the same questions in different ways before stopping the recorder, informing Aiden and Ben that they’d be in touch, and then turned to leave.

      “Think he’s telling the truth?” Brandt asked.

      “Not sure,” Vincent said. “We’ll question him again. For now, we need to wait on all the forensics to come back from the lab. We’ll also get Grimes to get a warrant to swab and take samples from Aiden.”

      “They took samples from Kelly and Tony already, correct?”

      “Correct. Forsensics collected everything necessary. Grimes has a well-organized machine over in Clarendon.”

      They got inside the car, Brandt taking on the driving duties this time around. “Any hunches now?” she asked.

      Vincent leaned against the window. “Remember how I say in my little speeches about how facts and science ultimately win a case?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well,” Vincent said, “for now we have to rely on the science because my gut is coming up empty.”

      “That actually happens?”

      He side eyed her. “Yeah. It happens. I kind of, I don’t know, lose the scent of the case for a moment, sometimes longer.”

      “Hmm,” Brandt said. “Maybe it’s an age thing.”

      Vincent leered at her, but playfully. “No, no,” he said. I’d know if I’m losing my mind this isn’t like that. It’s more like writer’s block.”

      Brandt turned the key and put the car into gear. “That sucks,” she said.

      “Yes,” Vincent said. “It does.”

      Brandt turned around and drove up the street. Ben Stonebrook watched them leave through his living room window.
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      Months later, Vincent and Brandt sat in their vehicle, a pair of binoculars enhanced Vincent’s eyes as he scoped out the manicured and sprawling green lawns of the Clarendon Hills golf course at the country club.

      Brandt was steadily drumming her fingers on the steering wheel. “Should be any day now for the DNA results,” she said.

      “Should be,” Vincent said. “The Clarendon people are taking their sweet time.”

      Two men in brightly colored pants and shirts moved toward hole seven with their clubs over their shoulders. One of the men was holding his head noticeably of low. “I’ll tell ya,” Vincent said, shaking his head, “nothing helps get over the death of your wife better than a few holes.”

      Brandt using her own set of binoculars gestured toward the men, more specifically the one with the bright yellow shirt, Tony Moretti. “You starting to think he might’ve been in on the murders?”

      “No, no, no. I don’t believe so. Again, we could end up hearing something come out of left field on the physical evidence, but I highly doubt it.”

      “What was with the comment about the golf, then?”

      Vincent lowered the binoculars and took a break from watching Tony and his pal. “I can see Tony Moretti’s face pretty well from here. He doesn’t look happy. Plus, look at all the weight he’s lost in the past few months. The guy is a stick with legs.”

      Vincent held the binoculars back up to his eyes and looked once again at Tony. His face was slack as his friend seemed to try to snap him out of his dour mood. But he couldn’t.

      When Edgar Vincent looked at the man, he saw someone in mourning.

      “I think Tony Moretti is clean,” Vincent said. “I’m willing to bet the bank on it.”

      “Still,” Brandt said, turning the key, “the Moretti family was paid a pretty penny for that life insurance payout.”

      “Yeah,” Vincent said as Brandt put the car in gear. “And I have the feeling that someone other than Tony is taking advantage of those benefits.”
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        * * *

      

      Kelly Moretti walked through her parents’ house as if the murders had never taken place. She was alone in the kitchen, twirling and singing with the song playing from some system that Vincent couldn’t see where “Superstition” by Stevie Wonder was playing full blast.

      “I can hear the music from here,” Vincent said. “How loud is she playing it?”

      Brandt said, “I don’t know, but at least it’s good music.”

      Vincent watched from a ways down across the street as Kelly went about discarding the dishes in the sink, she shut the music shut off and then moved hastily toward the garage—clearly on her way out the door.

      “Our girl is moving,” Vincent said.

      Brandt reached for the key in the ignition. “Should we follow her?”

      “Yeah,” Vincent said. “Give her about a block of leeway before you follow.”

      Brandt started the engine. “Copy that.”

      Minutes passed as Kelly went about gathering her gear, opened the garage door, and backed out in a brand-new looking electric blue Audi.

      Brandt whistled. “Nice ride. I was still taking the bus when I was her age.”

      Vincent lowered the binoculars. “Yeah,” he said. “Me too.”

      Kelly closed the garage with a remote and drove a half block before Brandt started the pursuit.

      They tailed Kelly for miles. She linked up with the highway that led to the strip mall as Brandt kept enough distance so that they wouldn’t be spotted.

      “Okay, Kelly,” Brandt said with a grin. “Where are you headed?”

      Kelly got off after three exits and took a right at the end of the ramp, made another right, and finally came to a stop just outside the strip mall: the BMW dealership.

      “Well, well,” Vincent said as Brandt parked the car a ways down the street. “This picture, it seems, is painting itself.”

      They watched as Kelly parked the Audi and approached a man in a suit with a salesman’s swagger waiting for her at the door. They shook hands—clearly familiar with one another—before Kelly moved to his desk.

      “Unbelievable,” Brandt said. “The girl is trading her old car.”

      “By old, you mean brand new,” Vincent said. “Hell, I’ve been driving the same rig now for almost ten years.”

      “Must be a reliable vehicle.”

      “It’s not.”

      They watched as Kelly worked with the salesman, motioning continuously at the model behind her with a price tag that would require a year’s salary from Vincent or Brandt.

      “Like I said,” Vincent said, reaching for the pack of mint gum in his pocket, “this case is starting to solve itself.”

      “Could this girl really be that transparent?” Brandt said. “Plus, can she even get a car without her father’s assistance? She’s only sixteen.”

      “Seventeen in two months,” Brandt said. “And I’m sure Tony is helping her pull the strings on this. If Kelly’s the daddy’s girl I think she is; I’m sure it doesn’t take that much for her to wrap him around her little finger.”

      Brandt clicked her tongue as moments later she watched as the salesman waved goodbye to Kelly driving a brand new BMW off the lot. “This doesn’t look good for her,” she said. “Girl has been spending cash like nobody’s business.”

      “Yeah,” Vincent said. “I’m starting to think that it’ll all be easy to piece together once we get those hardworking folks at forensics on the line.”

      As fate would have it, two minutes later, Vincent’s cell phone rang.

      “It’s forensics,” he said to Brandt, utterly relieved. “Christmas has finally arrived.”
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      Chief Detective Grimes was in her office with Brandt and Vincent, the results of all the forensic tests completed, collated, and arranged in a neat pile on her desk. “Should I drag it out, or just say his name?”

      “I’ll take door number two,” Vincent replied.

      Grimes slipped into her chair and tilted her head. “Aiden Stonebrook,” she said. “We found a partial print and two hairs. All of it linked to the samples we took from Aiden.”

      “Do you have a warrant for his arrest?” Brandt asked.

      “Not yet. I wanted to confer with you two first and a couple of my other detectives before we set anything in motion. I’ve contacted the DA’s office, and a judge is on standby to issue an arrest warrant based on the physical evidence.”

      “Great news,” Vincent said. “I don’t think there’s much to discuss based on the evidence.”

      Brandt held up a finger. “I am curious,” she said, “as to what was found in relation to Tony and Kelly Moretti.”

      “Nothing that doesn’t already corroborate the stories that Kelly and Tony gave us,” Grimes said. “All signs seem to point to Aiden Stonebrook as our culprit.”

      Vincent sat back and pondered.

      “What’s on your mind, detective?” Grimes asked.

      “I still think there were two people in that house,” he said. “Forensics didn’t find anything else other than the matches on Stonebrook?”

      “Nothing, which leads me to think that the second-assailant theory has no legs. None of the evidence found supports it.”

      Vincent took a moment. He had been so sure that there was a second suspect.

      “Anyway,” Grimes said, “this narrative looks like Stonebrook killed his girlfriend’s mother and brother out of spite.”

      Vincent sighed—he wasn’t a fan of that theory. “Well,” he said, “nothing came up in Aiden’s or Kelly’s text exchanges that incriminates anyone other than Aiden.”

      “Based on the times he spoke about his contempt for her parents.”

      “Correct. And coupling that with the DNA evidence, it would seem that this was a case of a young man getting ‘revenge’ on his girlfriend’s family.”

      Grimes leaned back in her chair, her eyes on Vincent. “So,” she said, “what do you believe happened?”

      Vincent looked at Brandt. Tell her.

      Brandt leaned in. “We monitored Kelly Moretti’s movements,” she said, “and it looks like the girl has been spending a lot of cash these past few weeks.”

      “Really,” Grimes said.

      “Indeed,” Brandt continued. “She just purchased a brand-new BMW with what we believe is her father’s help.”

      “Look,” Vincent said, “I’m just going to say what I’m thinking.”

      Grimes motioned for Vincent to do so.

      “I think Kelly Moretti got her boyfriend to do this,” Vincent continued. “I think she promised him a cut of that life insurance policy that was dished out to her father.”

      “And you think he’s letting Kelly use that money?”

      “We’ve tailed her and Tony Moretti four times now,” Vincent said. “Tony is the malleable one in the relationship, and ever since his wife and his son died, he’s done every last thing that his daughter requested.”

      “And Kelly,” Brandt added, “couldn’t be more content the past few weeks. She’s living very high off the hog.”

      Grimes thought it over. “So what would your next move be?”

      “Well,” Vincent said, “Aiden was involved. Unequivocally. We arrest him, bring him in, sweat him, and get him to roll over on Kelly. If he doesn’t, then Kelly Moretti is smarter than all of us and I for one, am not ready to accept that.”

      Grimes tapped her desk. “Okay,” she finally said. “I want the two of you to go ahead and bring him in. Quietly. Discreetly. If what you’re saying about Kelly is indeed true, I don’t want her becoming the wiser if we haul in her boyfriend.”

      “Understood,” Vincent said.

      They all stood up.

      “I’ll get the warrant issued within the hour,” Grimes said, moving toward the door.

      “We’ll scope out Aiden’s house,” Vincent said, “make sure that he’s all tucked in until the warrant is issued.”
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      Brandt saw the flash first as they arrived on Aiden’s street, and pointed it out as Vincent peeked over the steering wheel. “Did you see that?” she asked.

      Vincent heard the pop.

      It was a gunshot.

      “Should I hit the lights?” Brandt asked.

      “Do it.”

      Brandt hit the wailer as Vincent pulled the cruiser in front of the Stonebrook house, parked it at an angle, and rushed toward the front door with Brandt in tow.

      “Taking point,” Brandt said, pulling her weapon out as Vincent covered her from the rear.

      A man cried out from the upstairs bedroom, followed by another gunshot.

      “Exigent circumstances,” Brandt called out.

      “I’m kicking the door in,” Vincent said.

      Brandt drew a breath. “Police!” she called out. “We’re armed, entering your residence!”

      Vincent raised his foot smashed the door in, splintering the wood, the door flying open as he and Brandt moved inside and swept the first floor.

      “Clear,” he said.

      “Clear,” she said soon after.

      Vincent gestured over his shoulder to the stairwell that led up, taking the lead this time as he heard a gunshot and the shattering of glass coming from one of the rear bedrooms.

      “Call it in,” he said.

      Brandt grabbed her cell phone and called home base. “This is Detective Brandt and Detective Vincent; send all units to 1031 Perlita Avenue. Shots fired. I repeat, shots fired at 1031 Perlita Avenue. Officers in need of assistance.”

      “Ten-four, detective,” the dispatcher said. “Dispatching units to your area now. Stand by.”

      Brandt hung up as they arrived at the top of the stairs—a bedroom on the far left and one directly to their right.

      Brandt pointed to the bedroom on the right.

      Vincent stood aside, providing cover.

      Brandt kicked in the door, swept the room with Vincent close behind her, and found nothing more than a bed, a dresser, and a closet with a bunch of flannel shirts.

      “Clear.”

      They focused their attention on the door at the end of the hallway on their left, a shadow visible under the crack at the bottom.

      “Taking point,” Vincent said as he moved in front of Brandt.

      They converged on the door, quiet and swift, Vincent calling out, “Police,” again, before raising his foot and kicking it in. The two of them the swept the room, spotted the shattered window, and the bodies of Ben and Aiden Stonebrook—both shot in the head, Aiden lying across his bed with Ben on the floor at the foot of it.

      Vincent went to the window and peeked out with caution. “Shit,” he said. “It feeds into the woods. It’s about a half block from the highway.”

      They rushed downstairs after Brandt took Aiden and Ben’s vitals to confirm there were no signs of life.

      “If whoever did this has a car waiting,” Brandt said. “They could be out of here before we make it down the stairs.”

      They hurried out to the porch as two Hollow Green Police squad cars squealed up to the side of the street with sirens blaring.

      Vincent pointed to the wooded area to his right. “Check the woods. Suspect just fled in that direction. Call the rescue units as well and more backup. We have two bodies inside.”

      The four uniformed officers got out their vehicles and gave chase as Brandt and Vincent searched the surrounding area—back door, backyard, all sides of the house, and even the neighbors’ residences.

      The officers in the woods found nothing, and Brandt and Vincent spotted not a single track in the surrounding area. They stood in the street and tried to figure out what to do.

      “Who do you think it was?” Brandt asked.

      Vincent had more than a good idea of who to focus on. “It’s obvious who did this,” he said, looking at Brandt. “We both know who did this.”

      Brandt grabbed her phone and dialed the number for Tony Moretti. But the call went to voicemail immediately. “No answer,” she said.

      “Shit,” Vincent said, pulling his own phone and calling Grimes.

      “Chief Detective Grimes,” she answered.

      “It’s Vincent and Brandt. Someone just shot Aiden Stonebrook and his father.”

      “Oh, God.”

      “Send units to the Moretti household. I think Kelly Moretti may have done this.”

      “Copy that. Get here as soon as you can.”

      “Roger that.”

      Vincent hung up.

      “Is she really this stupid?” Brandt asked. “Do you really think Kelly did this?”

      Vincent did—and he was more than ready to prove it.
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        * * *

      

      Tony Moretti was dead—shot in the head as with Ben and Aiden Stonebrook. Unlike them, however, Tony was lying face down in the kitchen—not far from the spot his wife was murdered—a pool of blood around his crown that had been drying for quite some time.

      “He died before Ben and Aiden,” Vincent said as he examined the body.

      Brandt was busy searching on Kelly’s laptop. “Get a load of this,” she said.

      Vincent approached and found that Brandt had pulled up Kelly’s search history.

      “Look at the last two pages,” Brandt said as she pulled out her phone.

      Vincent glanced at Kelly’s history. “Son of a bitch.” He was already moving toward the door. “She’s going to try and catch a plane out of here!”
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      “Did you call airport security?” Vincent asked Brandt as he slammed his foot down on the gas, weaving through traffic as best as he could.

      Brandt hung up with security before Vincent finished his question. “They’ve got O’Hare TSA and Chicago PD closing in on the terminal. They notified the flight that Kelly’s booked to be on and they’re currently scouring the airport as we speak.”

      Officers were hustling through a pair of sliding doors the moment that Vincent pulled to the curb and flashed the lights. He and Brandt got out of the car and joined the officers from Chicago PD as they rushed inside. “Detective Vincent,” Vincent said. “We called this in.”

      “Southwest terminal is this way,” one of them said, pointing to the right as everyone picked up the pace, and heads turned inside the airport as the group of police officers rushed through the airport.

      “We have officers everywhere,” another patrolman said. “Airport security and TSA initiated their lockdown protocols. We have people at security, the terminal, everywhere. Your suspect isn’t going very far.”

      The officers led the way as Brandt and Vincent followed them to the southwest terminal, a TSA member waiting at the gate with a gate attendant.

      “Your passenger checked in online,” the attendant said. “I tried calling over the PA system twice, but there was no answer.”

      Brandt looked to Vincent. “Think she got spooked?”

      Vincent thought about it. It was more than possible.

      “She still can’t get far,” he said. “Airport is locked down. We’ve got eyes everywhere.” He turned to the men. “Get some female officers and do a check of the bathrooms just in case.”

      The officers moved off toward the restrooms with palms resting on their holstered sidearms.

      Brandt nudged Vincent. “What’s the play?”

      Vincent set his gaze upon the people in the airport. Several sets of suspicious eyes were on him and Brandt and the commotion by the gate as he scoured the terminal for signs of Kelly.

      “Do a walk-through,” he said.

      “She’s probably not dumb enough to still be hiding out here,” Brandt said.

      Vincent shrugged. “You never know.”

      They began their walk-through, watching each person they came across as they worked their way left to right, though they knew their chances of finding Kelly were somewhere between slim and none.

      After their search came up empty, they met back at the terminal, both of them shaking their heads and fighting off that sickly feeling that they were just a tad too late.

      “She’s not here,” Brandt said. “Is she?”

      Vincent took one last look around. “No,” he said. “No, this was a misdirect. Kelly’s gone. That’s for damn sure. I just don’t know how the hell she did it.”

      Moments later, the same group of Chicago officers came running back to Vincent and Brandt. “Nothing,” the one on the right said. “But we still have people looking.”

      “We checked in with the other teams,” the one on the left said. “So far, zippo.”

      Vincent rubbed the back of his neck and sighed. “God damn it,” he said under his breath. “How did she do it?” He looked at Brandt. “Where the hell did she go?”
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        * * *

      

      Kelly Moretti smiled as the taxi drove away. The sheer amount of Chicago PD searching the airport and frantically trying to find her left her with an overwhelming sense of satisfaction. The smile on her face was hard for her to contain.

      After ditching her father’s car in the parking lot and hailing what had to be one of the last yellow cabs in the city, Kelly was on her way to her true exit point, far away from Edgar Vincent and the people of the Sheriff’s Department.

      The cab took her to a bus. That bus took her to a seedy neighborhood in the heart of Chicago. In that part of town was a house, a two-story colonial painted a bland and grimy earth tone, overgrown with weeds.

      Kelly tossed glances over both her shoulders then pulled some strands from her recently cut and darkly dyed hair over her sunglasses as an extra precaution as she opened the gate, ascended the steps, and knocked on the door three times—the number of times she was instructed to knock. Everything had to go as planned.

      A minute passed, the door opened, and standing in the foyer was a thirty-plus-year-old man with tattoos, slicked-back hair, with undeniable charm and magnetism.

      “Hey, baby,” he said.

      Kelly felt a rush of warm blood to her cheeks.

      “You made it. It’s almost time to leave.”

      Kelly slipped inside the doorway and melted into his arms. The man with the tattoos pulled her in close and kissed her on the forehead, overpowering her with a sense of masculinity that Kelly didn’t know what but it drew her to him.

      “It’s all done, baby,” Kelly said. “The cops are at the airport. They don’t know a thing.”

      The man with the tattoos embraced his girl with a tight grip on her arms. “Good job. You did everything just like I told you.”

      “I knew I could do it. You were right. My family was stunting my growth and halting my progress. I’m a woman and my parents; they failed to see that.”

      “Like I told you; life would be a lot better with me sweetheart. I just gave you a much-needed push.”

      Kelly grinned with anticipation. “I can’t believe this is happening! I can’t believe we’re really doing this!”

      “It’s just like we planned, baby,” the man with the tattoos said. “It’s just like I said it would be to a T.”

      He kissed her again, this time on the mouth, hard and passionately, before peeling her off him, gesturing toward the stairs to his right, and saying, “Get your stuff. We gotta go.”

      Minutes later, they were gone, out in a stolen car, and on their way to a buddy who had a van and a plan to take them to their destination in Miami, where Kelly and her man would use the money that they swindled to live out a new life, free from suspicion. Free from Vincent.
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      The trail and the case had gone completely cold after the misdirection Kelly pulled on them at the airport.

      Vincent realized right away that Kelly had gotten one over on him but based on her track record of semi-sloppy moves, he was shocked to find that she had duped not only himself but several members of different law enforcement agencies.

      Three weeks after her departure—and with a significant amount, of hustle from the Clarendon forensics teams—Kelly Moretti’s DNA had been found on the bodies of Ben and Aiden Stonebrook as well as her father Tony Moretti.

      “Kelly committed the crimes,” Grimes said to Vincent over the phone. “That much is clear.”

      “She’s lost in the abyss, though,” Vincent said. “Girl got away. I still can’t believe it.”

      “Think she had help?”

      “Oh yeah,” Vincent said. “She got away a little too quick and undetected. She might have had help. Hell, that person might even be the second suspect I had theorized about.”

      After broadcasting Kelly’s story as well as her photo across every major news outlet for weeks, eventually, like all news stories, Kelly’s crimes and her subsequent disappearance became front-page news, and though warrants and pictures were distributed to several law enforcement officials throughout the nation, the trail on Kelly Moretti had, inevitably, grown cold.

      Vincent found himself back in Hollow Green, involved in a collection of minor cases and one dead body that ended up being a suicide. For Detective Vincent, the workflow in Hollow Green was more than scarce. Being that there was only so much to do, he spent his downtime looking for Kelly Moretti.

      A steaming cup of coffee was placed next to him as he searched hotel records throughout the nation, charting possible routes and places Kelly could be hiding and doing his best deduction on what areas and places that might look like.

      “Black,” Brandt said, “no sugar.”

      Vincent raised his cup of coffee and toasted with his eyes still glued to his monitor. “Appreciated.”

      She pointed to his screen. “Any luck?”

      Vincent huffed. “No. I don’t get the sense that Kelly would have gone to any of the places I’ve covered. I’ve tried charting different routes she could have taken, possible plans she could have made. Hell, I even got this mathematician to come up with this algorithm to see if it came up with a hit.”

      He kept clicking.

      “I’m inclined to believe,” Brandt said, “that what’s missing from this search is a crucial yet simple element that we haven’t taken into account.”

      Vincent pushed back his chair and swiveled to face her. “And what element would that be?”

      Brandt winked and took a sip of her coffee. “A woman’s perspective.”

      Vincent laughed. “I’m open to that,” he said. “But you’re going to have to be more specific.”

      “I was sixteen once too you know?”

      “I find that hard to believe.”

      “I was smartass, no doubt about it. And the fact that I was a Midwest teenager once lends, what I think, is relevant insight to the case.”

      “Point being?”

      “Point being: I know what it was like to be her age. Wealthy? No. But a similar mindset? Most definitely.”

      “Okay,” Vincent said, leaning back in his chair. “So what does your insight tell you?”

      Brandt leaned against Vincent’s desk, her gaze wandering. “Growing up,” she said, “especially in the Midwest, especially in small towns, most people have one of two goals they make by the time they get through the early-to-mid-years of their teens.”

      Vincent arched his eyebrow.

      Brandt held up one finger. “Moving to the city,” she said before holding up a second finger, “or moving to the coast.”

      Vincent pointed. “You went to California.”

      “I wanted oceans as opposed to the city.”

      “And you’re saying that you think it’s possible that Kelly Moretti went to a major metropolis or somewhere near the coast.”

      “I’d bet the bank on it.” She smiled.

      Vincent turned back to his monitor. “So the question is,” he said, “which one of the two did she pick?”

      “I have a gut feeling.”

      “Really, now?”

      “Yup. You’re not the only one who has them.”

      “True. So tell me.”

      Brandt stood up from the desk, slipped a hand in her pocket, and stepped back. “The coast. One of the sunny ones.”

      Vincent absorbed the suggestion, let his gut digest it, and found that Brandt might have a point.

      “In that case,” he said, motioning to his keyboard, “do you think you could help me recalibrate my search?”

      Brandt placed down her coffee and cracked her knuckles. “Step aside, former chief Vincent.”

      “Ouch.”

      They went about narrowing the search and checking out the east and west coasts, playing out scenarios of where and what Kelly Moretti could be up to.
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        * * *

      

      Kelly had stepped out the door of her apartment near Little Havana with a gun tucked in her purse, sunglasses covering her eyes, as she went to withdraw her monthly funds.

      Kelly’s boyfriend, Devon, had everything set up so she just needed to do the occasional meetup with a man without a name in town to withdraw the funds that she had stolen from her father’s account over four months ago.

      They were living a simple life, lying low while Devon went about hatching a scheme that would take them to their destination in Cuba.

      She wandered down the street and approached a café painted pastel pink, Kelly taking the table closest to the street before ordering a Cuban-style coffee and waiting with the beat of music over the dingy speakers of the restaurant to keep her company.

      Seconds later, he arrived.

      He was wearing in cream pants and a white cotton dress shirt—the same outfit he wore every time. He walked up to the table, set down a thick envelope next to Kelly’s coffee, and left. Per usual, he never made eye contact.

      Kelly snatched up the envelope, stuffed it in the purse next to her gun, stood up, and made a beeline for her apartment.

      She was growing weary of the hiding.

      Very, very, weary.
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      Brandt sat up in her chair; a thought popped in her mind as she and Vincent worked to come up with a reasonable scenario.

      “We checked Kelly’s social media accounts,” she said. “Right?”

      “Yep,” Vincent said. “The news must have shown every one of her damn photos at least a hundred times.”

      Brandt opened all of Kelly’s social media pages. “Right,” she said. Brandt opened Kelly’s Instagram page and scrolled. “Vacation photos. There was a handful of ones I saw with her at the beach.”

      Brandt scrolled.

      And scrolled.

      And scrolled.

      “You notice that by the way?” she said, pointing to the date on the photos.

      “Yeah,” Vincent said. “She posted pretty frequently on Instagram.”

      “Exactly,” Brandt said. “But she started tapering off a couple months before the murders took place.”

      “We checked her accounts. We couldn’t find any messages that seemed suspicious.”

      “You’re thinking about the second-suspect theory?”

      “There has to be. Kelly didn’t organize this on her own.”

      “So who did?”

      “I keep working it, but I haven’t investigated a single person in her life that would make any sense.”

      “But someone contacted her. Someone was keeping in touch with her.”

      Yeah, Vincent thought. And I’m having a hard time coming up with a name.

      He pointed to the computer, “Show me the photos first. We’ll get back to the second-suspect theory in a minute.”

      Brandt scrolled through the photos with a pen in hand as she made a note of the one showing Kelly and her family posing near a shoreline. “Okay, here’s what we’ve got: Los Angeles, Miami, San Francisco, and New York.”

      Vincent looked at the photos matching Brandt’s summary. “She looks miserable in New York. San Francisco, too.”

      “You don’t think she went there?” Brandt asked.

      “Not necessarily. Anything could have been happening when these photos were taken. Plus, the hunch that Kelly went somewhere she wanted to go might not necessarily be true. She could be somewhere out of necessity.”

      “True. But a girl her age? Running off like this? She’s scared. And trust me—being a teenage girl is way worse of predicament to deal with.”

      Vincent smiled—his daughter would say the same thing.

      And then he realized something, and his eyes grew wide.

      “Tell me what you’re thinking,” Brandt said.

      Vincent scooted forward in his chair. “Who do kids look to for the final say-so? For guidance? For someone to make the ultimate decision?”

      Brandt shrugged. “Adults, whether they agree with it or not.”

      “And we both can agree that teenagers are somewhat…malleable?”

      “Impressionable, sure.”

      “Exactly.”

      “So…you think someone may have convinced Kelly Moretti to kill her parents?”

      Vincent sat back. “It would make sense, being that the family lawyer said a significant chunk of cash is unaccounted for. Money was her motive, sure. But she had help, and I think that help persuaded her to do what she did and might have even taken part in it.”

      The old second-suspect now making much more sense.

      “This guy,” Vincent said, “or woman, whoever it is, is older, smarter, and a lot more tactful. He, or she, seduced Kelly, convinced her to kill her parents, and then uses her and Aiden to carry them out.”

      “Why Aiden?” Brandt asked.

      “Because we found his DNA all over the damn place. That’s why. It had us looking at one person, not two.”

      “Why not just use Kelly and Aiden to carry out the murders?”

      Vincent thought about it. “No,” he said. “He needed a victim to walk out of the house, someone to help reinforce a cover story. A victim sells the story. Well, most of the time. The orchestrator could have helped commit the murders and planted Aiden’s DNA.”

      Brandt thought about all that Vincent had said. “So? How do we find this guy or gal?”

      Vincent pointed. “Where’s the one place that most flirting in high school happens?”

      Brandt frowned—it was such an obvious answer.
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        * * *

      

      Hollow Green High School was in the middle of its third period when Vincent and Brandt showed up to investigate. They met with the vice principal, an older woman, short silver-grey hair, wearing a tweed skirt suit and tortoise horn eyeglasses.

      “Ms. Moretti,” the matronly and sweet-faced woman said. “I remember her time here well.”

      “Was she disruptive?” Brandt asked.

      The vice principal waved her off. “No. Not at all. She was just very…flirtatious you might say though. Got her in some trouble occasionally.”

      Brandt and Vincent exchanged a look. “Did you disclose this information to Clarendon Sheriff’s Department during their investigation?” Vincent asked.

      The vice principal shook her head. “It never came up.”

      Brandt and Vincent exchanged looks again.

      Oh boy.

      The arrived at the vice principal’s office and sat across from her as she looked through a filing cabinet behind her. “I handle all the truancies and disciplinary issues at the school,” she said. “Principal Phelps handles the budgetary and district issues.”

      She reached for a file and handed it to Brandt and Vincent. “Kelly was a good student. She had a 3.5 GPA. Her grades weren’t the problem. It was her boyfriend and that flirting she had going on in the gym that was the only real problem.”

      Vincent looked up from the file. “Flirting in the gym? What do you mean?”

      The vice principal sat back down at her desk. “Well,” she said, “a few months ago, Kelly got in a bit of hot water because of an exchange she had with one of the construction workers when the gym was under renovation. One of the girl’s in Kelly’s physical education class came forward with a claim that Kelly had been caught kissing one of the construction workers.”

      “Did you talk to Kelly about this?” Brandt asked.

      “I did,” the vice principal said. “And Kelly said it was true.”

      “Did you talk to this construction worker?”

      The vice principal looked sheepish. “I thought about it. But I decided not to.”

      Brandt sat on the edge of her chair. “Why would you do that?” she asked. “If you knew about a man and an underaged student—”

      The vice principal held up her hands. “Believe me, I regret it. But Kelly had pleaded with me not to say anything. She was so utterly embarrassed by the whole ordeal. She was crying, begging me not to tell her parents or anyone else. She assured me it was a one-time thing. I should have known better.”

      “Do you have the information or work orders for the construction company?” Vincent asked.

      The vice principal opened her filing cabinet.

      Five minutes later, Brandt and Vincent were on their way to Grady’s Construction.
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        * * *

      

      “Devon Palmer,” the guy in the office at Grady’s Construction said, his hands leathered and red, a bushy beard pointing down from a burly chin. “I think that might be who you’re looking for.”

      “You seem certain,” Vincent said, taking back the work order he had shown the man.

      “He was bragging about some girl right before he left town. A younger girl, he said. Claimed he met her on one of our jobs. Can’t remember which.”

      “Left town?” Brandt asked.

      “Yeah,” the guy said. “He told me he was freelance. Moved around a lot. Think he came from Dallas or El Paso before he ended up here. He only stayed on for about a month before he ditched out.”

      “So he was a drifter.”

      “Seemed on the level, though. Charming as hell. I wasn’t surprised to hear the guy bragging about flirting with high school girls.”

      “Where was he living?”

      “Motel, I think.”

      “Do you have any idea where he could have gone?” Vincent asked. “After he was done working for you?”

      “Nope. The guy just didn’t show up for work one day. To his credit, he did say that was a possibility. I just put another guy on. Didn’t think anything more of it.”

      Brandt jotted down notes. “Don’t suppose you got any solid info on his background?”

      “Na,” the guy said, shaking his head. “I paid the guy in cash. He wasn’t working enough hours to be officially on the payroll. He was just under the minimum hours required. But I did draft up a contract with him for his work regardless.”

      The guy fished around and fetched the old paperwork, handing it to Vincent, who looked at the address Palmer had left and noticed that it was for a motel somewhere on the outskirts of Hollow Green.

      “We can still run the name,” Brandt said.

      The guy leaned in. “Between you and me, and I don’t want to get in trouble for this…”

      Vincent gave the guy a look.

      That answer depends on your answer.

      “I think he used a fake ID on me,” the guy said. “I just had a feeling.”

      Vincent jotted another note.

      “You never overheard him say anything?” Brandt asked. “Something about himself, where he was from? Anything that might help?”

      The guy thought. “Miami,” he said with a finger in the air. “He said he had a brother in Miami. Ran an auto shop somewhere near South Beach.”

      Brandt and Vincent exchanged a look.

      Vincent said, “Do you happen to know when Mr. Palmer started working here?”

      “The day I drafted up his contract,” the guy said. “August first. He said he had just come into town. He was tan as hell, too.”

      Brandt looked at the note in her pad with the dates of Kelly Moretti’s social media posts—and found that the one on the beach was dated July twenty-ninth.
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      “So, you think she met with the second suspect in Miami?” Brandt asked Vincent.

      “It’s quite possible,” he said. “But we need to find something substantial to back that up with.”

      “Any thoughts?”

      Vincent pondered that for a long moment. “Cell phone towers in and around the area?.”

      “Clarendon’s Sheriff’s Department already did that,” Brandt said, “back during the initial investigation.”

      “I know,” he said, “but they were just looking for her number, not an outside one.”

      “You’re thinking that Kelly used a burner, maybe?”

      “The list was already drawn up for the cell phone pings in Clarendon. I think we need to pull up every number on that list and see which coincides with an unlisted phone.”

      So they did.

      And they wound up with two possibilities.

      “Two numbers,” Vincent said, looking at the list that was given to them by the people at Clarendon. “And they were talking to one another right up until the murders.”

      “How could Clarendon have missed this?” Brandt asked.

      “They just weren’t looking in the right place, detective,” he said. “Happens more often than you’d think.”

      Brandt placed the list down and looked at her partner. “What are you thinking?”

      “You go first this time.”

      Brandt rested her elbow on the desk. “I’m thinking you want to call up Miami PD, book a couple of tickets, and then start questioning all the places along South Beach.”

      “Damn right I do.”

      “We don’t have much to go off,” Brandt said. “It might all end up being a waste of airfare.”

      “Possibly,” Vincent said, already moving to grab his jacket. “But at least we can cross it off the list of running theories if we’re wrong.”
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        * * *

      

      Vincent and Brandt were in Miami. The sun shining, wind rustled the palm trees, birds cawing, and the steel-blue ocean licked against the shore as Vincent, behind the wheel of the rental car heading toward the third of six auto shops they were planning to hit along South Beach.

      “I could never live down here,” Brandt said, eyeballing the people in pastel bikinis and banana-hammock thongs rollerblading along the sidewalk. “It’s a little too colorful for me.”

      “I dunno,” Vincent said. “I think Los Angeles can give this place a run for its money.”

      They weaved their way through traffic, passing by a nightclub, a gym, and a Cuban restaurant before arriving outside an auto body shop wedged in between a pair of houses just off South Beach.

      “We need to check in with the Miami PD lieutenant in a few,” Vincent said as he put the car in park. “We only have two days of grace here with them.”

      “And only three with our people,” Brandt opened her door. “Funny how life works out that way.”

      They exited the car and moved toward the auto body shop, a one-story building with a garage on the left and a salvage yard on the right. There was a pit bull with a spiked collar chained up in the corner of the junkyard.

      “No sign,” Brandt said as they looked around and moved toward the front door. “What’s this place called?”

      “Ricky’s,” Vincent said, remembering the name he had pulled from the phone book.

      He looked toward the junkyard and saw an open door through the main office they had walked into on their right. “Kind of curious to check that out.”

      Brandt moved toward the open door. “On it.”

      Vincent walked toward a counter with chipped paint and a bell covered with dried grease stains and soot, the overwhelming smell of tires, diesel, and metal overwhelming his senses as he rang the bell.

      Seconds later, a man in greasy overalls, with hair that would make a wirehair terrier envious, appeared. “Help you?” he asked, the guy’s nametag read “Owen.”

      “Yeah, Owen,” Vincent said. “My name is Detective Edgar Vincent. I’m with the Hollow Green Police Department in Illinois.”

      The guy huffed. “You’re a long way from home.”

      “And then some.”

      “What can I help you with, detective?”

      “Just needed to ask you a few questions.”

      “This about that robbery two days ago?”

      “No. I’m here to inquire about a guy named Devon Palmer. Does that ring a bell at all?”

      Owen stared at the ceiling as he thought. “No, not that I can recall.”

      “Do you have any siblings working here?” Vincent asked. “A pair of brothers, to be specific?”

      Owen’s eyes were once more on the ceiling. “Not that I can recall.” He looked over his shoulder. “Can you give me one minute?”

      “Sure thing.” Vincent glanced around. “Mind if I use the restroom?”

      Owen pointed to the door on Vincent’s left. “By all means.” Owen turned and left, and Vincent headed toward the restroom.

      Owen hustled toward the back office and told the man seated at the desk inside, “We have a problem.”
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        * * *

      

      Vincent removed his gun inside the bathroom and placed it on the hand towel dispenser a few feet to his right.

      I wonder if this whole thing is a bust.

      He finished up and moved to the sink, already annoyed that the thing was rusted over and there wasn’t a drop of soap in the dispenser.

      I’m gonna have to dry my hands on my pan—

      The bathroom door kicked open with a smash, wood splintered along the door jamb. Owen moved in and wrapped his hands around Vincent’s neck before Vincent had a chance to understand what was happening.

      Owen slammed Vincent’s body against the wall. Vincent kicked, struggled against the pressure on his neck, but Owen had a hundred plus pounds on him. Vincent struggled and strained, but he couldn’t shake him off. He couldn’t get the leverage that he needed.

      He swiped and clawed at Owen’s forearm to no avail trying to shake his grip, but it wasn’t working—Owen batted Vincent’s hands away and kept firm pressure on squeezing his neck.

      “Shouldn’t have come around here,” Owen whispered in Vincent’s ear.

      Vincent’s world was closing in. He began to see stars.

      Do something.

      Do it now!

      Vincent pressed his left thumb against the corner of Owen’s eye, and pushed, ready to pop it right out of the socket if he needed to. Owen fought Vincent off for a moment before he screamed out in pain; clawing at Vincent’s hands to get him to stop.

      Vincent stood back as Owen brought his hand up to his eye to make sure it was still in place; then Vincent, threw an arching haymaker and cracked him in the jaw.

      The punch landed hard but barely knocking the towering guy off balance before Vincent planted his feet, twisted his hips, and prepared to throw another punch—but Owen caught it one-handed, wrapped his meaty hand around Vincent’s fist, and grinned.

      Vincent knew he was in for a world of hurt.

      Vincent attempted to throw a left hand, but Owen’s right arm coiled around it, both of Vincent’s arms now pinned against his sides. Owen bear hugged him and again, he whispered in his ear, “Lost five years of my life last time I hit a cop. This time, they won’t find you to gather the evidence.”

      Owen craned his head back and smashed his skull into Vincent’s nose.  Vincent went limp for a moment in Owen’s arm.

      Owen then spun Vincent around like a rag doll, his right arm twisting and wrapping around Vincent’s neck, squeezing as Vincent choked and wheezed; seeing the world closing in.

      “Stupid bastard,” Owen said. He tightened the grip he had around Vincent’s and placed his left hand over Vincent’s mouth, twisted, and prepared to break his neck.

      “Let him go, asshole,” Brandt rushed into the room, her Glock raised and pointed at Owen’s skull.

      Owen released his grip.

      Vincent fell to his knees before drawing in a quick breath. “Thank Christ…”

      “No,” Brandt glanced at him. “Thank me.”

      She didn’t see Owen rush her.

      Brandt straightened up, aimed and clipped Owen in the shoulder, but it did little to slow him down as he tackled her to the floor with the impact knocking the gun from her grip and also the air from her lungs.

      Vincent wasted no time—he got to his feet, wrapped his arm around Owen’s throat, and he squeezed. Owen responded by slamming his fist into Vincent’s groin; the pain folded Vincent at the waist.

      Owen kept his attention on Vincent. He turned his back to Brandt as she seemed too weak now to keep up the fight. She was sprawled out on the floor, desperately trying to catch her breath. So Owen, in a split second, made a mistake.

      As Owen turned, Brandt seized the opportunity, folded her leg into her chest, angling it, and then kicked her heel into Owen’s face knocking him senseless.

      Vincent, rolled on the floor, watching Brandt as she scooped up her Glock, stood over Owen, and held the gun at his head. “Okay,” she said, still catching her breath. “That’s enough of this shit.”

      Brandt tossed a glance at Vincent as he stood up and limped to her side. “I think there’s a fridge in the back,” she gestured toward his crotch. “Might have some ice for you if you need to cool off the acorns.”

      Vincent handed her his cuffs so she could finish the arrest. “Too soon,” he said. “Much too soon.”
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      Every available policeman in the area came to the aid of Brandt and Vincent after they called in the assault at Ricky’s Auto Salvage by a now-handcuffed Owen, seated in the back of a squad car.

      A lieutenant for the Miami PD, dressed in a Hawaiian shirt, a cigar in his mouth, scanning left to right and hiking his pants up as Vincent and Brandt were tended to by EMTs.

      The lieutenant took out his cigar, eyeballed Brandt and Vincent from head to toe, and said, “You the cops from out of town?”

      Vincent took the lieutenant’s hand. “Vincent. Hollow Green Police Department.”

      Brandt did the same.

      “Lieutenant Mendoza. You two mind explaining what the hell happened here?”

      “I got hit in the groin, and my nose is busted,” Vincent said, “that’s what happened.”

      Mendoza sighed. Brandt, sensing the brewing tension, stood up and stepped in between the two of them. “We’re here on an official investigation,” she said.

      “I’m aware,” Mendoza said. “I was given a full briefing on the situation by Captain Andrews. What I don’t understand is how you two managed to get into a fistfight with Owen Mendoza.”

      “He was the aggressor,” Vincent said. “We were investigating out auto body shops along South Beach.”

      “What the hell for?”

      “We were given a tip that a suspect we’ve been pursuing fled here to Miami to be with his brother. The suspect is connected to an auto body shop. We were following up—”

      “And that’s when Owen started throwing punches,” Brandt finished.

      Mendoza forked a thumb over his shoulder toward the street. “Owen Mendoza doesn’t have any family. The guy’s a two-bit criminal who moonlights as muscle for different dealers around the city. I doubt he’s got any connection to your suspect.”

      “He started taking swings at me about twenty seconds into me questioning him,” Vincent said. “Seems pretty damn suspicious to me, lieutenant.”

      Mendoza raised an eyebrow. “What’s his name again? Your suspect.”

      “Devon Palmer,” Brandt said. “But we’re pretty sure that’s an alias.”

      “No one I know. All I do know is that I’ve got Owen Mendoza on an assault beef now, and I’ve been trying to lock that cretin up for four months.”

      “Take him,” Vincent said, brushing of the EMT tending to him as he stood. “But I want to talk to him first. This guy has info that I need. I have no doubt. All I need is five minutes with him.”

      “Granted.”
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        * * *

      

      Vincent slid into the back of the squad car directly beside Owen, who turned away and shook his head as the cuffs on his hand clinked and blood ran slowly from his nose.

      “If you do anything stupid,” Vincent said, motioning to Brandt standing guard outside the door, “she’s gonna shoot you in your face. Got it?”

      Owen said nothing.

      “Why did you jump me?” Vincent said. “It was because I was asking questions about Devon Palmer. Wasn’t it?”

      “Lawyer,” Owen said, still looking away.

      “Yep,” Vincent said. “That sounds like what a guilty man would say.”

      “I’m not saying anything to you.”

      “Fine. Then you can sit here and listen because I can work with Miami PD and make sure you get roped in as an accessory to the murders we’re here to investigate.”

      Owen’s eyes went wide. “Bullshit.”

      “I thought you weren’t talking. In fact, you know what? Don’t talk. Just shut your mouth and keep on listening.”

      Owen complied.

      “Here’s the deal, big and tall,” Vincent continued, “you’re screwed. There’s no way around that. You, sir, are going to prison, and being the career criminal that you are means that you know damn well what happens when you don’t cooperate with the cops on a murder case you find yourself wrapped up in. Chances are you’re going to get burned. So, you can either answer my questions, tell me what I want to know, or you can watch the time you’re facing double with each lie you tell. You hearing me now? Your mouth working by any chance?”

      Owen cleared his throat, his body language changing as he shifted in his seat and turned to speak. “I maybe know something that can help you.”

      Vincent sat up.

      Now we’re getting somewhere.

      “You need to be clearer,” he said. “What do you know?”

      “Devon Palmer,” Owen said, “is a bullshit name. All I know is that Alex said that if anyone came around asking about him, to keep my mouth shut, and so I did.”

      Vincent was well aware of the street code—snitches get stitches and all that—but this guy was facing serious time so he would talk. “Who’s Alex?”

      “Guy who runs the shop. He hired me.”

      “Last name?”

      A shrug. “The guy never told me.”

      “And I’m taking it that Alex’s operation here isn’t really on the up-and-up? In more ways than one.”

      “I just do what he says. I don’t even know about most of the shit he pulls in this shop. I’m just the muscle.”

      “But the two of them are connected in some way. That’s what you’re saying?”

      “Yeah. I think they might be related. I mean…I’m not sure, but I’ve heard Alex refer to other guy is his brother before. At least when he brings him up that’s what he calls him.”

      “Where’s Alex now? Was he planning on coming back here anytime soon?”

      Owen released an exasperated breath. “He never comes in the shop anymore, but you could probably find him at his club.”

      “Which club?” Vincent asked, ready to hop out of the car and head on over with the new information.

      “It’s called The Griff,” Owen said. “It’s about twelve miles from here.”

      “And that’s all you know. It’s all that you got?”

      Owen turned to Vincent and said, “I’m just the muscle, man. If Alex needed something or someone tuned up, I did it. He needed me to collect a debt; I did it. He never told me anything, and all he told me about this Devon Palmer guy was if anyone, anyone came around asking for him, I was supposed to make sure they didn’t speak to anyone else.”

      Vincent took a second to examine the guy, looking to find a crack beyond the facade that would indicate a lie—he found none.

      After questioning him on a few more details, Vincent slipped out of the car, told Mendoza he was finished, and then sat down alongside Brandt.

      “You get a lead?” she asked.

      “I did,” Vincent said. “And it involves bad music, cramped environments, and a lot of strobe lights.”

      Brandt rolled her eyes. “God,” she said as they headed toward their rental car. “That’s the last thing I was hoping to hear.”
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      Kelly packed their stuff not long after she had returned from collecting the envelope at the Cuban café in Little Havana.

      “Where are we going?” she asked, wringing her hands and uneasy with worry.

      “We have to move again,” Devon said. “We have to stay on the move until we collect all the money, then we can blow town. I told you this, baby.”

      “I know,” she said, helping Devon take their bags to the door. “I just… I don’t know. I have a bad feeling.”

      Devon laughed. “Don’t be stupid. No one knows where we are. We’ve been safe for a while now. The more we keep moving, the more it stays that way.”

      “I’m just nervous, baby. I feel like we’re making, I don’t know, mistakes.”

      Devon leered at Kelly. “Don’t you ever accuse me of being wrong,” he said, his fists squeezed tight and Kelly backing away.

      She composed herself, back to the dutiful—and submissive—girlfriend that she always was. “I’m just scared. That’s all. I trust you, baby. You know that.”

      Kelly wanted to believe Devon. She had trusted him from the day they first met. Hell—she had loved him the day they first met. Devon was so suave, so daring, so rebellious in a way that Kelly had never experienced before they met on the beach that summer while on vacation with her parents. It was a forbidden affair, one comprised of cryptic exchanges over burner phones and the occasional meetup on the outskirts of town.

      And then Devon had told her the plan; Now they were living that plan to the letter.

      “What’s wrong, baby?” he asked. “Why are you so worried?”

      The tears welled in her eyes as Devon took her into his arms. “I don’t know,” she said. “I just feel like somebody’s…watching us.”

      “No. That’s not true. Not at all. You’re just nervous. That’s all. We’re about to start a new life together! Free of work, free of sin, free from it all. It’s a big change, honey. But we’re going to do it together.”

      Kelly looked into his eyes, still seduced by all of his bullshit that charmed her more than the Disney films she’d watched as a child.

      “Two more weeks, babe,” he said, then kissed her on the cheek. “Then, we start our new lives.”

      She nodded, believing every word that Devon said. The only problem was that every word of it was bullshit.
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        * * *

      

      Brandt and Vincent followed up with the lead that Owen provided by rolling up to The Griff club around eleven twenty p.m., Vincent flashed his badge to the bouncer in black and circumvented the long line of young and eager patrons before heading directly inside without any issues.

      “Ever been a fan of nightclubs?” he asked Brandt.

      “No,” she said. “Never ever.”

      “Yeah,” he said as they went through a hallway, parted a curtain, and laid eyes on a colorful display of overpriced booze, drugged out club heads, and synthesized music that made the walls shake as they emerged onto the dance floor. “Me either.”

      The club was packed—shoulder to shoulder. Everyone was dancing and grinding, highlighted by pink and blue strobe lights.

      Vincent had to shout for Brandt to hear him over the music. “Owen said this Alex guy would probably be in the VIP section.”

      Brandt scanned the club. “What does he look like?”

      “Five ten. Long hair. Manicured beard. Owen also said the guy has a tattoo of a butterfly on his right hand.”

      “Charming.”

      “Look, let’s split up. VIP section looks like those tables in the back.”

      They took account of everyone in the back room—both spotting the same person matching the physical description that Owen had given them.

      “Think that’s our boy,” Brandt said.

      “Sweat him and I guess we’ll see,” Vincent said, as they both parted ways.

      They weaved through the patrons at the bar and worked their way to the back of the club to a section with five tables sectioned off with velvet rope. In the center table, the biggest table was the man matching Alex’s description. He was in a black suit, all smiles, and confidence, with his arms around two very attractive women.

      Vincent and Brandt converged on the table at the same time. Vincent said, “Follow my lead.”

      As they approached, Alex whispered something in both of the ladies ears, so they got up and left as he leaned against the sofa, sort of as a welcome.

      “Your name, Alex?” Vincent asked.

      “No,” Alex said, looking away as if he saw someone he knew on the other side of the room.

      “That’s interesting. You favor a guy named Alex. Friend told us about you.”

      “Well, your friend was wrong.”

      “You sure?” Brandt asked. “Because I think he’s your friend too. Goes by the name of Owen. Believe he works in that chop shop you have moonlighting as a salvage yard.”

      Alex motioned his head toward the exit of the club. “Fuck off. I don’t talk to cops.”

      “You will when you get home tonight because Miami PD’s got your chop shop on lockdown right now. I’m surprised your boy hasn’t rung you up to tell you about it.” Vincent snapped his fingers. “Oh, that’s right. It’s because he’s in custody for assaulting a cop.”

      Alex said nothing.

      Vincent moved closer and cozied up to Alex. “Listen here, slick,” he whispered in Alex’s ear. “I know all about you. I know all about your brother. You told that walking meat slab, Owen, to take anyone out who came around asking about your brother, and the guy was dumb enough to carry out that order with a cop.”

      Alex gave a sideways glance at Vincent, clearly pissed.

      “You messed up,” Vincent said. “You made a bad move telling him to do that because he dropped your name to us about ten times when I spoke to him a half-hour ago.”

      “Then you know I don’t give out my last name,” Alex said, “so he could have been talking about anybody.”

      “Cut the shit, Alex. I’ve got you. I’ve got the means to take you down right now for questioning if I want to. I’m just giving you the easy way out, a way of extending an olive branch so to speak.”

      Alex still looked unimpressed. “I don’t have a problem with you. I don’t even know you.”

      “No,” Vincent said. “But I know your brother. You know, the guy calling himself Devon Palmer. He killed a bunch of people. And I know you’re covering for him. I know you guys are smart enough to take a few precautions to cover your tracks. But all it takes is one slip-up, and that’s exactly what happened to you when Owen tried to break my neck. I very much have got a bone to pick with you, and I’m ready to either pick at it or punch my way to the truth. Don’t much matter to me. How ‘bout you?”

      Alex looked at Vincent, eyes staring fire as the muscles in his jaw pulsated. “You can’t prove any of this.”

      Vincent leaned in, almost nose to nose with the guy and not backing down as Brandt stood with one hand inching toward her Glock. “Then, why are you shaking?”

      Alex looked around, his mouth open and tough-guy routine ditched as he tried to see a way out, but all he saw was the three bouncers and four Miami PD units that Vincent and Brandt had posted near the exits in advance.

      He closed his eyes.

      “You can walk out or you can be carried out bud,” Vincent said. “Your choice.”

      Alex sighed. “Just let me pay my tab before I go. Yeah?”

      “By all means, my friend.” Vincent patted Alex on the shoulder to salt the already exposed wound. “By all means.”

      “I don’t know where he is,” Alex said. “He made it a point to not tell me where he’d be hiding out. Him or his girl.”

      “Is her name Kelly?”

      “He never told me her name; Calls me up out of the blue after disappearing to Illinois or something to follow a girl.”

      “He said that? Exactly?”

      “Yeah. He comes into town a few months ago and gives me a call. I tried meeting up with him. He wouldn’t let me. I knew he was in trouble.”

      “Does your brother tend to get in a lot of trouble?”

      “Big time. You stop asking questions after a certain point.”

      Vincent shifted his weight. “Well, you aren’t exactly a model citizen either.”

      “Look, man, what do you want from me?” Alex said, turning and facing Vincent. “What’s in this for me? I don’t know what my brother did. He just rolled into town, said he needed some cash cleaned, and we arranged to have it dropped off to him once a week as we were cleaning it. He never called me directly, never talked to me. I thought about tailing him a couple times, but we aren’t exactly tight.”

      “What’s his real name?” Vincent asked. “All I got to do is run a check, but it’ll help you a lot more in the long run if you tell me now.”

      Alex said nothing to that. He wasn’t going budge and crossed his arms over his chest.

      “All right, then. Where did you make these drop-offs?” Vincent asked. “How can I get in touch with your brother?”

      Alex thought for a moment. “I want to talk to my lawyer,” he finally said. “I want guarantees first.”

      “Fair enough.” Vincent motioned to the bar. “Go pay your check.”

      Alex stood up, Brandt following him as they escorted him to the bar to pay the bill before taking the long drive back to the Miami Police station.
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      Staying at a Motel 6 just off South Beach. Brandt fell onto her bed and let out an exasperated breath. “I can’t remember the last time I slept in my own bed. It has to have been months.”

      Vincent closed the door to their room and tossed the keys on the other bed, checked his watch. “Alex’s attorney is talking to him back at the station. Lieutenant Mendoza should call within the next hour or so.”

      Brandt sat up and perched on her elbows. “You think he’s going to play ball?”

      Vincent shucked his jacket off his shoulders and moved toward his bed. “I do, yeah. He knows he’s boxed in. He was already worried that his brother, whoever he is, was in enough hot water. He also incriminated himself over cleaning money for him, too. Guy’s eyes were wide as saucers when he let that tidbit slip.”

      Brandt smirked. “I saw that. Yeah. How’s that going to affect our case, being that this guy has ties to our suspect?”

      Vincent thought about the giant pile of paperwork lying in wait for him at the office once all this was done. “There’s gonna be a lot of crossover with Hollow Green, Clarendon, and Miami.”

      Brandt closed her eyes. “Why couldn’t Kelly Moretti have just stayed in Illinois? Would’ve made the paperwork a whole lot easier.”

      “I was thinking the same thing,” Vincent said, lying on his back as he turned the ringer up on his phone.

      Brandt turned on her side, looking at Vincent across the few feet that separated their beds. “I think you’re starting to rub off on me.”

      Vincent turned to her. “How do you mean?”

      Brandt removed the elastic tie binding her curly auburn hair, shook it out and then she ran her fingers through it. “Your methods. Your style. I’m starting to see why you act so gung-ho all the time. It helps yield better results, the more you tackle an issue head-on.”

      “Doesn’t diminish the paperwork, though. Just adds to it, like I said.”

      “But you enjoy paperwork.”

      Vincent made a dismissive noise. “Don’t know where you got that from. No cop enjoys paperwork.”

      “You do. I see you cracking a smile every time you fill out a report. You love going back over the details of the stuff you’ve done. Putting it in words on an official memorandum gets you, I don’t know, hyped.”

      “No. That’s not it.”

      Brandt looked at her partner and smiled, feeling comfortable, like kids at a slumber party. “You’re not a fiend for the action?”

      “Quite the opposite. I don’t relish the action. It’s just attracted to me.”

      “Then why do you smile so much when you write about it in your reports?”

      Vincent thought that over. “You know why?  It’s because every time I recap what happened in a case, every time I go back over the near-death experiences, or the close calls, or the missteps that almost got me killed, I smile because I know that I’m going to make it out okay by the time I’m finished. When I write my reports, when I go back over something I’ve done, it’s like I’m writing a novel. I know what the end of the story is. I know I’m going to make it out all right, so being able to have that kind of, I don’t know, control makes me always a little less stressed.”

      “Do you have a hard time trying to find someone to stick with you through all of this?”

      Vincent laughed. “Is that your way of saying I’m a loser in love?”

      Brandt rolled her eyes. “No. You know I’m not trying to say that.”

      “You asking for a date, then?”

      Brandt shot up. “That is completely untrue.”

      “Sorry,” Vincent said, somewhat sheepish. “Just seemed like you were.”

      “You know I wasn’t.”

      “You’re right. I hear you.”

      Brandt shot him a look. “I’m not sure you do.”

      Vincent turned his head. “You seem adamant about pressing the issue, detective.”

      Brandt swung her feet over the bed, now facing him. “I just don’t appreciate you insinuating that I was flirting with you.”

      “I wasn’t. But you seem to think so. And the fact that you’re smiling makes it all the more transparent.”

      Brandt drew her lips into a forced and neutral expression with slivers of a smile peeking out from the corners.

      Vincent noticed.

      “Maybe you’re just offended,” he said, “because the thought never popped up in your mind before. And maybe, just maybe, you might even…enjoy that thought.”

      Vincent waited in anticipation; his heart fluttered as he felt himself tread new territory with a partner he had come to know well.

      What am I doing?

      Brandt stood up. “Maybe,” she said, “this is you projecting all of your inner monologues onto me.”

      “You trying to say that I just profiled myself?”

      “Indeed, detective. Indeed.”

      Vincent’s cell phone rang. He picked it up before the first ring ended.

      Saved by the bell.

      Both of them thought.

      “Detective Vincent,” Vincent answered.

      “It’s Lieutenant Mendoza. Your guy is ready to talk. He has the name of his brother and the location for where they do the money drop-offs. He’s agreed to help set up a meet to deliver this girl you’re looking for. Says the location is in Little Havana. You get the girl and you get the brother.”

      Vincent motioned for Brandt as he slipped on his jacket and grabbed the keys. “We’re on our way. I’ll contact my superiors back in Hollow Green and Clarendon to arrange everything else.”

      He hung up, and they headed out the door, Brandt behind the wheel, with her hair tied up again, as they drove in silence back to the Clarendon Police station.
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      The next day, Kelly approached the café feeling a surreal amount of fear, her hands and lips were trembling from the feeling that she’s had for the past few days, it’s been haunting her, that something was terribly wrong.

      I’m scared.

      I don’t want to be here anymore.

      She had left the motel around the corner about ten minutes prior, milking every step she took and every second that passed on her way to the café.

      “My brother is delivering us the next payout,” Devon had said to her. “You have a meetup scheduled in twenty minutes.”

      “That’s so soon,” Kelly said, her tiny frame hunched over from a feeling of queasiness and nerves.

      “I’m not going to argue with it,” Devon said, grabbing Kelly’s bag and sunglasses. “It just means we’re closer to getting the hell out of here.”

      Kelly placed her hand on Devon’s shoulders, hoping that she could slow things down with a simple act of affection. “Can it wait?” she said. “I thought we could…I don’t know, maybe make breakfast and hang out for a little while?”

      Devon rolled his eyes. “We’re not on vacation yet, babe. Put your head on straight. Come on.”

      Kelly hung her head. “You’re right,” she said. “You’re always right.”

      Devon winked and kissed her on the cheek. “I know, baby. Now get going. We’re just two more deliveries away from that permanent vacation on the beach.”

      Kelly was out the door in ten minutes, unable to control her shaking or the feeling that something, everything, was completely out of whack.

      She approached the same table she always sat at, ordered her cup of coffee, sat down, and tried her best to control her breathing.

      “It’s going to be okay,” Kelly whispered to herself after the waiter disappeared. “We’re almost done. It’s almost over. Devon knows what he’s doing.”

      The last words she spoke put Kelly completely on edge.

      She didn’t believe Devon any longer.

      Another minute passed before someone approached Kelly from behind, casting a shadow that enveloped her tiny body and cast on the wall in front of her eyes.

      She turned to see someone she had seen some months before; same blazer similar shirt and his overall demeanor, in every possible way, it was the same damn cop.

      Kelly froze with fear as the man sat across from her. “Hey, Kelly,” he said. “It’s nice to see you again.”

      She opened her mouth, but no words were released.

      “Just sit still, Kelly,” the man said. “I’m going to talk to you for a minute.”

      Seconds passed. It felt like an hour to Kelly.

      “I know you,” she said.

      “Detective Vincent. You remember. And I’ve been looking for you and your boyfriend for a good while now.”

      Kelly tensed to shoot up out of her chair.

      “Kelly,” Vincent said, holding up his hand. “Just stay right where you are. Okay?”

      She complied.

      “Look over your shoulder,” Vincent said, “to that red car about twenty meters down the road.”

      Kelly slowly looked over shoulder to the red car and the female detective in the driver’s seat.

      “She’s not alone,” Vincent added. “There are two uniformed officers from Miami PD waiting around the corner as backup.”

      Kelly’s shaking was getting out of control. Her teeth chattered like a cold wind had blown through and chilled her bones and tears began to well up in her eyes. “I…” she began. “Please…”

      Vincent leaned forward. “Just listen to me,” he said. “I’m here to help you. I know what’s going on. I know about your boyfriend, about the money. I’m not sure how you guys pulled it off, but we found you nonetheless. I need you to understand that you can’t run any longer, that all of this hiding is now done with. There’s only one source of salvation in this situation. Me.”

      Kelly looked around in a panic.

      Her tears began to flow more freely.

      “I don’t want to do this,” she said, nearly collapsing in her seat. “I just want to go home.”

      Vincent reached out and rested his hand on top of hers. “We can do that. I can take you home. I just need you to come with me. Okay?”

      “I want to go home,” Kelly repeated, eyes closing and fluttering like she was losing consciousness. “I just want to go home…”

      Vincent stood up, wrapped his arm around Kelly, and helped her to her feet. “Then come with me,” he said. “We’ll make all of this right.”
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        * * *

      

      Kelly buried her head in Vincent’s chest and wept as he looked down the street at Brandt and gave her the thumbs-up. Brandt returned the thumbs-up and pulled out her cell phone.

      “We got her,” she said to the officers waiting around the corner. “Inform Lieutenant Mendoza that we’re in route.”

      “Copy that,” one of the uniforms replied.

      As Brandt hung up and watched Vincent escorting Kelly toward the car, she spotted something in her peripheral vision—a kind of black streak, hidden in the alleyway about ten feet away and to the left of where Vincent and Kelly were walking. Once Brandt made out the streak completely, and what it was, one hand reached toward the door, and the other reached toward her Glock.

      This wasn’t going to go down as easy as she thought.
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      “Vincent!” Brandt screamed as she emerged from the car.

      Vincent froze the second he heard Brandt call his name, the tone in his partner’s voice indicated fear and immediate danger. And that’s when he saw the shooter up the street.

      The guy was about fifteen meters to his left, peeking out of an alleyway with a semi-automatic and aimed in Vincent and Kelly’s direction.

      Vincent pulled Kelly by the arm and dove to the left behind a parked car, two shots pinged off the metal and narrowly missed them.
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        * * *

      

      As soon as Vincent and Kelly ran for cover, Brandt pulled her service weapon and aimed it over the roof of the car in the assailant’s / Devon’s direction. But Brandt was hesitant to take the shot for fear of killing their prime suspect.

      “Drop it!” she screamed, he stared fire at her aiming his weapon, prepared to squeeze the trigger.

      At that point, Brandt knew she had no choice.

      She fired.

      The bullet buried itself into Devon’s shoulder, spinning him around and knocking him down. Brandt moved around the car, gun trained on Devon as she made her way toward the alleyway—but he was already sitting up and firing blindly in her direction.

      Devon let off four consecutive shots.

      Brandt doubled back to the car and crouched behind the front end as Devon stood and began to flee, tripping over himself several times as he ducked into a building and disappeared from sight, blood dripping behind him like a trailing onto the ground.
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        * * *

      

      Vincent, pulled his weapon and disengaged the safety, prepared to stand and join the firefight.

      But then he realized Brandt was lying on her side in a small pool of blood.

      “Lindsay!” he screamed, using her first name for the first time ever. Vincent looked to Kelly. “Stay here. Don’t you move.”

      Seconds later, a Miami PD cruiser screeched to a halt, two female patrol officers emerged vehicles and raised their weapons flanking Vincent. “Alleyway,” he said to them. “We have a shooter. He’s on the move.” He pointed to Kelly. “One of you stay with her.”

      “Copy that!”

      “Yes, sir.”

      One of the officers attended to Kelly, and the other closed in on the alley, Vincent ran in a crouch to Brandt. “Look at me,” he said, slowly turning her over and laying her on her back.

      She was alive. Wounded, but still alive.

      “He got me in the side,” Brandt said, a bloodstained hand pressed against her rib cage just below her bulletproof vest. “Shit, that hurts!”

      Vincent examined the wound, covering with his palms and applying pressure as his hands became soaked in crimson. Her wound was bleeding profusely, but he knew enough to know she would survive.

      “I think you’re going to be okay,” he said. “I don’t think it’s as bad as it looks.”

      “You’re not a doctor.”

      Vincent looked over the hood of the car and saw the trail of blood Devon had left behind. “No,” he said, “but I am the asshole who just let our suspect get away.”
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        * * *

      

      Later, at the hospital Brandt was diagnosed with two broken ribs. Vincent drinking a bottle of water by her bedside. Both were exhausted beyond belief.

      “He ducked out of that alleyway after he took a shot at you,” Vincent said. “Units chased him down, but he managed to get away.”

      Brandt closed her eyes. “We had him, damn it. We had him.”

      “We can still talk to Kelly Moretti. She may know where he’s going next.”

      Three and a half hours after the shootout, Vincent was in the interrogation room with Kelly Moretti. “You did the right thing, Kelly,” he said. “You could have been in a lot more trouble if you didn’t.”

      She said nothing.

      “Kelly,” Vincent said, Mendoza, making sure the digital recorder on the table was rolling, “we need to know where your boyfriend went. Where Devon would have gone.”

      She took her time answering. “We were supposed to leave the country. Maybe he has already.”

      “No. Miami PD checked out the motel room where the two of you were staying. The cash was still there. He’s not going far without it.”

      Kelly fell out of her chair and began to weep on her knees. Mendoza came to her aid and helped her sit back up as her face turned an unpleasant shade of red. “I killed them,” she said, shaking her head. “Oh, my God. I killed them. I did this. I did this!”

      Her body shook. She cried; slammed her fists on the table. Tried to leave the room several times but had to be restrained.

      “Kelly,” Vincent said, trying to sound as warm as possible, “we did a background check on your boyfriend after we met his brother, Alex Palmer. Did you ever meet Alex?”

      “No,” Kelly said with a sniffle.

      “Okay,” Vincent said. “I understand.” He paused. “Did you meet Devon Palmer at your school in Hollow Green? Back when he was working construction?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And the two of you struck up a relationship from there. Correct?”

      “Yes.”

      “And after some time, he convinced you to murder your parents and use Aiden Stonebrook as a way to cover it up. Right?”

      A long pause. “Yes.”

      “Can you tell me why?” Vincent said, leaning in.

      “Devon said we had to make the cops think someone else did it,” Kelly said.

      “The murders?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And you started dating Aiden as a way of recruiting him to be the patsy. The person you were going to set up?”

      Another long pause. “Uh-huh.”

      “How did you get a hold of your family’s life insurance payout?” Vincent asked. “Can you tell me how you did that?”

      Kelly shrugged, gaze focused on the digital recorder. “I asked him to. He never said no to me.”

      Mendoza and Vincent exchanged a look.

      Unreal.

      “Kelly,” Vincent said, “it’s important we find Devon. We need him to confess to what he did. Do you have any idea, any idea as to where he could have gone?”

      Kelly thought for a good long while.

      “Bakersfield,” she finally said. “He always talked about his aunt in Bakersfield.”
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        * * *

      

      “Bakersfield mean anything to you?” Mendoza asked Vincent after they had stepped out of the room.

      “After we did a background check on Devon and his brother, we found out that they were both raised by their aunt in Bakersfield,” Vincent said.

      Mendoza sighed. “My ex-wife is from there.”

      “You end it on good terms?”

      Mendoza smirked. “No.”

      A moment passed as Vincent thought of his relationship successes and many failures. “I need to get moving,” he finally said. “Contact my people.”

      “You should call this in to the people in Bakersfield,” Mendoza told him. “Get the PD over there to start looking for Devon Palmer.”

      “No. I wanna keep it quiet. Devon’s clever. If he sees red and blue lights flashing around his home, he’ll likely split.”

      “Well, I don’t think he’s too clever. The guy only slightly adjusted his real last name when he crafted his alias.”

      Vincent wanted to laugh. “True.”

      “Okay,” Mendoza said. “Kelly said she’d sign a confession, so we’re good on that end. Her lawyer is in my office right now trying to work it all out.”

      “She giving you any flak?”

      “Negative. She knows the score. She’s adamant about sticking to a few stipulations, but her and Kelly have agreed to the confession.”

      “Good,” Vincent said, checking his watch. “Think you can hold down the fort while I make a quick stop over in California?”

      “You really think he’s going there?”

      “My gut says so.”

      Mendoza started moving toward his office. “Let me know if Bakersfield is still the shit-show I remember it being.”

      Vincent turned on his heel and made his way to the hospital to check on Brandt.

      I wonder if I should bring up the other night.

      No way.

      Bad timing.

      Real bad timing.
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        * * *

      

      “Bakersfield,” Brandt said, propped up in her bed at the hospital. “You think he actually might go there?”

      “Big time.”

      “You clear this with the higher-ups?”

      A pause from Vincent.

      He didn’t want to lie.

      “Oh, man,” Brandt said, looking away.

      “They don’t want me going off a hunch,” Vincent said.

      She laughed. “Well isn’t that a first.”

      “Feeling all right?” Vincent asked.

      “A bit banged up,” Brandt said. “But I’ll be fine. Bullet went in and out. Just gotta deal with these ribs and I’ll be tiptop.”

      “Good. That’s good.”

      “I know you’re going to follow through with this,” Brandt said, “regardless of what anyone else tells you.”

      “He’s there, Brandt,” Vincent said. “I know Devon is in Bakersfield.”

      “Well…go find him, then.”

      “Hey,” Vincent said. “I was thinking maybe we—”

      “Take it up with me when you get back. Yeah?”

      “Say no more, detective.”

      Vincent stood up, moved toward the door, and didn’t look back as Brandt called out to him, “Be careful.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22

          

          Bakersfield, California

        

      

    

    
      Vincent walked into the dimly lit bar just off the highway on the outskirts of Bakersfield California. It was a dimly lit and cheaply built property, but none of the patrons in it seemed to mind.

      Inside the bar was an older woman with sun leathered skin, greasy, unwashed hair, and a set of steely-blue eyes that seemed glazed over from a lifetime of consumption. In fact she had a glass in her hand the moment Vincent entered. She rushed the dark brown liquid down her throat.

      Her name was Amy Palmer, Devon and Alex Palmer’s aunt, and the moment she saw Edgar Vincent approaching with a badge clipped to his hip, it seemed she knew the day had come that one or both of those boys had finally reaped what they had sown.

      She shifted her eyes to the news playing on the TV in the upper-left corner of the bar, seemingly uncaring of the actual events playing out on the screen. Vincent walked over to the nearest stool and cozied up. Her body language told a story of pure discomfort.

      “Devon or Alex?” she said.

      “Devon,” Vincent replied.

      Amy shook her head; eyes still focused on the tube. “How did you find me here?”

      Vincent picked at the label of the empty beer bottle in front of him. “Wasn’t too far of a walk. Few of the locals here seem to know all about you and your family.”

      Amy closed her eyes, the sins of her clan now coming back to haunt her. “You know,” she said solemnly, “I always had a hunch Devon would get into trouble before Alex... Officially, that is.”

      Vincent pulled a ten-dollar bill from his wallet, ready to buy Amy her next round. “And I have a feeling that you know exactly where Devon is at.”

      She said nothing.

      Minutes passed without her saying a word.

      “I might,” Amy said. “But I’m scared.”

      Vincent said. “I just want Devon. You can put that on the record.”

      Vincent saw the history in her eyes and the bags underneath them, a whiff of stale cigarettes rode on Amy’s breath as she spoke, “He just showed up. He’s wounded. Some doctor sutured him up, though.”

      “You have a trailer,” Vincent said, recalling what he had researched on Amy. “Correct?”

      “That’s where he’s at. But I’d be careful. He’s definitely armed.”

      Vincent took a moment, took the ten dollars, and slid it over to Amy. “I’m going to take a leap of faith and hope that you’ll still be here when I get back from rounding up your nephew.”

      Amy nearly laughed, taking the ten-dollar bill from Vincent as she focused back on the television and said, “Even if I wasn’t helping, I’d still be right here.”

      Realizing he wasn’t going to get any more out of Amy, Vincent stood up, moved toward the exit, and made his way to Amy’s trailer.
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        * * *

      

      Her trailer rested on a ten-acre lot filled with rusted, abandoned, trailers. Everything was organized and sat on a street in rows, all the campers and trailers laid out in a way that seemed to evoke hope of an emerging neighborhood before it all went to shit and lost funding.

      The grounds gave off a ghost-town vibe with the tumbleweeds, the lack of greenery, and a stillness that was so calm you could hear the creak of a screen door slapping against a long-since-abandoned trailer.

      Vincent pulled up outside the rusted fence, Amy’s trailer resting among the fifty others organized in parallel roads at the far end of the lot. He pulled his cell phone, dialed, and held it to his ear.

      “Bakersfield Police Department.”

      “Yes, my name is Detective Edgar Vincent, Hollow Green PD. I need to speak to your watch, commander.”

      “Please hold.”

      Twenty seconds later.

      “This is Lieutenant Miller.”

      “My name is Detective Edgar Vincent,” Vincent said. “I’m outside the Luxury Grounds trailer park. I’m currently in the middle of an investigation, and I’m looking for a perp named Devon Palmer. He’s been involved in a string of murders in Hollow Green, Illinois, and I believe he’s hiding out here in his aunt’s trailer.”

      A sigh. “Jesus. The Palmers. Why am I not surprised?”

      “I need backup units here immediately. I need to take him into custody.”

      “Why didn’t we get a heads-up?”

      “I was concerned about alerting him to my presence. I figured Palmer would run.”

      Vincent could almost hear the lieutenant thinking over the phone.

      “I’ll get some people over there right away,” Miller said. “Stay put.”

      “Copy that.”

      Vincent hung up, checked that his Kevlar vest was snug on his chest, got out of the car, and removed his pistol from its holster.

      Okay, Devon.

      Time to face the music.

      Vincent moved inside the grounds, scanning from left to right as the wind blew and a small plume of dirt was kicked up by the wind. A howling filled the air as the sun beat down on Vincent’s neck, cooking it like an egg as he controlled his breathing and walked through with caution.

      He passed by trailer after trailer, slow and steady, a tight grip on his weapon as he moved to Amy’s trailer at the back of the lot. Vincent knew that there was no one here—save for Devon—but the stillness and the eeriness of it all caused shivers to travel up to his spine.

      Vincent made it to the back of the lot, crouching low as he made out the sounds of a television in the one trailer at the end of the lot.

      Vincent approached with his head low, his right shoulder hugging the side of the trailer parallel to Amy’s away as he moved in.

      He took his time, moving as close as he could to the trailer but keeping mindful of potential cover as he swooped in on the porch, crept up the metal steps, and prepared to kick the door in.

      One… Vincent counted in his head.

      Two…

      Three…

      He kicked the door open and moved in, sweeping left and right through the trailer and finding nothing of interest but an old dingy television broadcasting cartoons in the living room.

      “Shit,” he said.

      Could I have tipped him off that I was here?

      The sound of someone loading rounds into a shotgun told him he had.
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      The shotgun blast tore a hole into the trailer, the slug whizzed over Vincent’s head and shattered the television screen into multiple pieces.

      Vincent shuffled backward on his elbows, reaching toward his gun before he rolled onto his right side, raised it, and fired off six rounds in the direction where blasts came from.

      Two seconds passed. Then three. Everything felt sped up and slowed down all at the same time.

      “Palmer!” Vincent shouted, getting up in a crouch and moving for cover inside the trailer. “Give it up! Don’t be stupid!”

      Devon fired another round, this time shattering one of the windows and forcing Vincent to duck as he was showered with shards of glass.

      “Shit,” Vincent, raised his weapon and fired off four more rounds in the direction that the other shots had come from.

      Two more blasts from the shotgun were returned. Two fresh craters were made in the wall in the trailer as Vincent rolled, got to a kneeling position, raised his weapon toward the door, and emptied his clip.

      Vincent heard Devon shuffle away, discarded his empty magazine, loaded a fresh one, smacked it in the housing, and kicked the door open to the trailer so he could follow Devon in pursuit.

      Devon ran to lose Vincent amongst the trailers. His hand was leaking like a sieve, nicked by one of Vincent’s bullets, which was likely the reason he was no longer holding his shotgun.

      Devon zigzagging through the trailers prevented Vincent from taking a shot. Vincent found a few brief openings as Devon weaved and dipped and dove behind cover, but he couldn’t get a bead on his target long enough to fire. Then Devon dropped out of Vincent’s line of sight.

      Vincent held his weapon ready, knuckles as white as fallen snow and his lower jaw was so tense it began to hurt.

      Vincent slowed his pace as he walked toward the second row of trailers, every noise that he made, every footfall in the dirt, made him fearful that he would give away his position.

      Vincent spotted a glimpse of Devon as he emerged from one of the trailers, briefly as he dove behind another.

      Vincent let off two rounds in Devon’s direction. He heard nothing for a time, so he stepped forward cautiously as his hands were becoming sweaty around the grip.

      Devon rushed Vincent from the shadows.  A shoulder check knocked his gun out the grip of his hand and the gun slid away in the dirt.

      Vincent lunged towards hie gun to try and retrieve it, but Devon tackled him to the ground and knocked the wind from his chest, their limbs intertwining as they clawed, and struck out at each other. Kicks and punches were thrown trying to wrestle for the gun. The one to retrieve it will be the last one standing.

      Devon threw a hook to Vincent’s face. Vincent responded. The two of them exchanged blow after blow before Devon managed to land a solid punch.

      Vincent kicked back and caught Devon in his knee; Devon fell to the ground as Vincent collected himself and began rushing in the direction of his gun resting five feet away.

      Crawling on his hands and knees, Vincent got within reach of his gun as Devon stood back up, pulled a knife out his pocket and charged after Vincent screaming a primal and guttural cry. “I’m gonna kill you,” came out his mouth multiple times.

      Vincent, out of options and out of time, reached out, grabbed his gun, rolled onto his back, took aim, and fired off a single shot.

      The round landed square in the center of Devon’s head.

      Devon collapsed on top of Vincent, no longer breathing, his pupils dilated as sirens could be heard ringing out in the distance. The sound of the sirens was like music to Vincent’s ears. He said to himself. “I’m getting too old for this shit!”

      Vincent pushed, rolled Devon’s body off him, stood up, and saw the fleet of Bakersfield police rushing to the scene in a sea of red and blue.

      He brushed himself off, held up his badge, holstered his weapon, and shouted, “Edgar Vincent! Hollow Green PD! Suspect down.”
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          Two Weeks Later

        

      

    

    
      “Doctors have diagnosed Kelly with Stockholm syndrome,” Kelly’s lawyer told Vincent in his office at the Hollow Green PD. “There was a litany of things that Devon did to her during their relationship. I’ve compiled everything the psychologist has provided so you can take a look at a more in-depth analysis.”

      “I hope this isn’t you saying you’re going to try to get your client off,” Vincent said.

      The lawyer shook her head. “Kelly Moretti will be pleading guilty. The staggering amount of evidence you have on this case doesn’t work in her favor. I’m just disappointed Devon Palmer won’t live to see justice. His testimony would have been a big help to everyone.”

      “Is what it is,” Vincent said. “Sometimes the bad guys get away. Sometimes they die.”

      “Quite true, detective,” the lawyer said as she stood up and grabbed her briefcase. “I just wanted to give you a heads-up on where we’re at. And please know I’m working with you on this one, not against.”

      “I appreciate that.”

      “We’ll be speaking shortly.”

      “I’m sure we will.”

      The lawyer left the office. Vincent sighed at the pile of paperwork before him and hours he would have to spend in court in the upcoming months as the case played out. Ten minutes after the lawyer walked out, Detective Brandt arrived, wearing jeans and a white-collared shirt, which wasn’t that much different than her work clothes minus the blazer.

      “You look a little worse for the wear,” he said.

      Brandt motioned to her side. “Three more weeks,” she said. “And then I’m back on the job.”

      She sat, and they comfortably shared the silence for a while. “Sorry about Devon Palmer,” Brandt finally said. “It’s a shame you couldn’t get him alive.”

      “Yeah,” Vincent said with a sigh. “I’ve been hearing that a lot lately.”

      “You did the right thing. The guy gave you no choice.”

      Vincent wasn’t so sure himself. He debated his effectiveness, which had been called into question more than once during this case. “You know,” he said, “he and Kelly Moretti could have gotten away with it.”

      “You think?”

      “Oh yeah. If he hadn’t gone through all that unnecessary trouble of cleaning the cash from the Moretti’s life insurance policy, they could have been on a beach somewhere by now.”

      “Seems like the ultimate fate of a criminal,” Brandt said. “They always end up making some kind of a mistake.”

      “Indeed it is. And Kelly will likely serve a life sentence as a result.”

      Brandt whistled. “That’s where it’s at?”

      Vincent took his time before replying, “That’s where it’s at.”

      Brandt smirked.

      She stood up and closed the blinds around the room.

      “What are you doing?” Vincent asked.

      “An experiment,” she said. “I’ve been thinking about our little…conversation back in Miami. About what it would be like to have something other than a professional relationship with you.”

      Vincent stood up. “Okay,” he said. “And how does this ‘experiment’ work?”

      All the blinds had been closed, the door to the office had been locked, and Brandt stood in front of Vincent as she drew a deep breath. “We could keep talking and going around in circles all day about the prospect of being together,” she said. “But there’s only one way to know if it will ever work.”

      Vincent raised his eyebrows. “And what’s that?”

      “Kiss me.”

      Vincent grinned. “You can’t be serious.”

      “I am. And this is the only way we’ll know. If we do it and feel something…who knows what happens next. Are you game?”

      Vincent took a long moment to think about it, equal parts excited and nervous. “I’m game.”

      They inched closer. Vincent delicately cradled Brandt’s smooth and silky face in his hands and leaned in slowly.

      “Ready?” he said.

      “Ready.”

      Vincent kissed her passionately. They stayed in their embrace, holding one another as they allowed their lips to explore and dance, the kiss seeming to last forever before they drew a breath, closed their eyes, and stood back.

      Two seconds passed…

      Three…

      “Wow,” Brandt remarked. “That was… That was so—”

      “Terrible,” Vincent said with a sour look on his face.

      Brandt winced. “Yeah,” she said. “It was…kind of garbage.”

      Vincent tried to shake off the feeling that he had just made out with someone more like a sister than a lover. “I did not like that. Not at all.”

      Brandt wiped the residue of the kiss off her lips. “Same here, sport. Same here.”

      They looked at each other and burst out laughing.

      “I feel better, quite honestly,” Brandt said.

      “Likewise,” Vincent said. “And we’ll never have to go through that exercise again.”

      “Deal,” Brandt said. She extended a hand.

      “Deal,” Vincent said as he shook it.

      Brandt turned toward the door as Vincent opened his blinds. “Well,” she said. “I’ve got two more days’ leave. Got a bunch of old Law & Order episodes waiting for me back at the house.”

      Vincent saluted her. “Have at it, detective.”

      “Will do,” she said as she turned to leave.

      Then she stopped.

      “Hey,” she said, lowering her voice and gesturing over her shoulder to the patrolman that always watched her when she entered the station. “You really think that Harris has a thing for me?”

      Vincent looked at Harris through the window. “Big time. and don’t be afraid to make the first move. First could be the last, I’ve always heard.”

      Brandt cracked a smile.

      And without saying another word she left his office and closed the door. Walking in the direction of Officer Harris.

      Vincent sat at his desk looking over the spread of files. Some new, some piled on his desk for days, some for weeks, and others buried on his desk for months.

      He took a deep breath and pulled a case from the pile. He paused and opened the folder. Two photographs fell out. One on his desk and the other on his lap. A murder had taken place up at the quarry, a man and a woman. He could hardly make out their identity because their faces were beaten beyond recognition.

      The killer was still at large, with his luck still in Hollow Green. He cracked his knuckles and his neck and grabbed a pen off his desk. “I can always count on you to keep me company can’t I?” He slowly shook his head. “Let’s get to work.”
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      Thank you for reading Hollow Ground.

      

      If you’ve enjoyed Hollow Ground and you would like stories such as this one please leave a review as reviews are very important to an independent author such as myself, and it allows me to continue doing what I love to do.

      

      Much Appreciated,

      Hannibal Adofo
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        Email: me@hannibaladofo.com

        Website: www.hannibaladofo.com
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