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Chapter 1
The long, lonely howl of a coyote dripped in the dark desert air.
Somewhere in the distance, it called out for something everyone
wanted.
Will Stellar heard its call, but the whispers of Irish whiskey in his
thoughts intrigued him more. He stood in the parking lot, staring at the
door of O’Sullivan’s bar. Every so often, the door swung open to reveal
laughter, music, the smell of beer, and the sound of people having fun
with family and friends. It all called to him, like the whiskey called to
him. Then the door would close, leaving Stellar to the desert sounds.
He hoped the coyote had found his way home.
He looked around and clenched his hands into fists inside his jacket
pockets. He wasn’t alone. Two men stood at the edge of the parking lot,
and he watched the orange glow of a lit cigarette streak through the
darkness as they talked. Waiting for him.
He looked back toward the bar. The choice between getting drunk
and doing his job had been tougher lately. It was past ten in the evening,
and a crisp, cold wind had taken over the desert. He should have been
at home, next to a fire. Relaxing. Instead, his stomach knotted.
It was Saturday night, and the parking lot was filled with the Ford
and Chevy pickup trucks of locals, along with a couple of big rigs whose
drivers regularly stopped in Lake City as they journeyed through
California and into Nevada. Lake City didn’t see a lot of strangers in
town, but there were a couple of cars Stellar didn’t recognize tonight.
California and Nevada plates. Probably just tourists making a pit stop
on their way to nearby Death Valley National Park.
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The bar door opened again, and a man walked out. Stellar watched
him stumble around the parking lot and stop at two different white
trucks. He struggled with the door handle of the second before finally
fishing out keys from his pocket. Stellar looked back at the two men
waiting for him and held up his hand to let them know he’d be a minute
more. They didn’t seem concerned. They weren’t in any rush, either.
The wind changed, and he smelled it. His breath caught, and his
heart began to race. He took a deep breath and attempted to calm
himself. He knew he’d choose work over whiskey tonight.
He turned from the smell and marched over to the man fumbling
with his keys. The short man wobbled against the driver’s side door
of his white pickup. He wore slacks and a pleather jacket, which told
Stellar he definitely wasn’t a local.
“Hey, buddy,” Stellar said. “Do you have a friend who can come
pick you up?”
The man looked at him and started to spout profanities.
Stellar interrupted him. “Why don’t you go back in the bar and
have Liam call you a cab?”
“I’m fine, buddy. I’m on my way to Vegas.” The man successfully
unlocked the door.
Stellar reached over and attempted to grab the keys, but the man
had some reaction still left in him, even though his dark eyes darted
around as he struggled to focus.
“Who do you think you are?” the man yelled, his breath reeking of
cheap beer. “Get the hell out of here.”
“I’m Detective Will Stellar of the Lake City Police Department, and
if you put those keys in that ignition, I’ll have to arrest you for DUI. My
night’s going to be busy enough already. I don’t need the hassle. You
just need to delay your trip a bit.”
The keys dropped from the man’s hands and landed on the floor
in front of the driver’s seat. Stellar reached in and picked them up. He
heard another vehicle and looked up to see a patrol car pulling into the
parking lot. He nodded at the driver.
Stellar turned his attention back to the drunk. “Go back inside and
get something to eat and drink,” he ordered. “Try some water this time.
When you’re sober, come back out, and I’ll have one of these gentlemen
return your keys,” he said, pointing to the two men already waiting.
Stellar left the man, who continued to curse, and walked toward
Officer Larry Florio. Patrol Sergeant Reed stood beside him, still
smoking. Stellar had summoned Reed after getting the call from
dispatch. He always requested the best at his crime scenes.
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“Are we sure it’s not just a dead animal?” Florio asked.
Officer Florio had fewer years on patrol than Sergeant Reed but
held his ground against the older man. Florio had started in patrol with
Las Vegas Metro and had probably seen more in his short years than
Reed had seen in his extensive career in Lake City.
Stellar shook his head. “The witness was pretty specific on the call.”
He didn’t mention the smell that burned in his nostrils. The men
would encounter it soon enough. His gaze drifted toward the empty
lot of land behind the bar, ending at the street. His anxiety was running
high, and it would soon start to show. He turned his back on the two
men and examined the weed-infested lot.
“It’s a big area to search,” Sergeant Reed said. “At night, it won’t be
easy.”
Stellar nodded, but he knew it wouldn’t take long to find what
he was looking for. The rest could wait until morning. He wiped his
clammy hands on his jeans and pulled out his flashlight. “How many
men do we have, Sergeant?”
Reed straightened. It wasn’t necessary, as he was the tallest man
there. Sergeant Reed had always been a bit too formal for Stellar. They
had worked together before. Stellar knew the man was thorough, bythe-book, and trustworthy. He was also well liked in the department,
from the people who worked for him all the way up to the Chief of
Police. Will Stellar knew he was in good hands.
“I’ve got two men who will stay in the bar parking lot to control
any crowds,” Reed responded. “Officer Florio, here, will run tape and
control the line. I’ve got three more coming, if you need help with
the search. Any more, and I’d have to call someone in and deal with
overtime. Chief Mack wouldn’t like it.”
“Detective Morgan is on his way,” Stellar said, understanding the
issues that came with a small police department. “He can coordinate
the grid search for evidence with your three.”
Small town meant Stellar would be doing evidence collection
himself. He knew was lucky to have a few men protecting his scene. He
grabbed his camera and flashlight from his truck and stuffed a couple
evidence bags in his pockets.
Stellar ran a flashlight along the perimeter of his scene. A welllit dumpster sat behind the bar. A fence had once run along the edge
of the lot, but scavengers looking for free wood had torn it down
years ago.
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“Run some tape from that old post,” Stellar said. “Watch for tire
tracks.” He looked south, down about two hundred feet to the street’s
edge. “Get a patrol car over there.” He pointed. “I don’t want anyone
from the bar to wander out into my crime scene.”
He waited for Florio to start stringing crime scene tape before he
took the first step into the dirt lot. Ankle-high weeds brushed his jeans
as he walked on the hard, compact earth.
Florio yelled out, “Do you want me to come with you?”
Stellar shook his head. Sweat popped out on his brow, and his
hands twitched. How could he explain his fears to another cop? Cops
weren’t supposed to show fear.
This wouldn’t be the first dead body he had seen. He’d been
working homicide for over six years, and most of that in Las Vegas,
where deputies came across a body almost every night. But Lake City
was different. Lake City was small, so the chance of finding a dead body
was slim—a murder scene, even slimmer. As Stellar took the next step
and swept his flashlight back and forth across the lot, he felt an uneasy
certainty that the victim would turn out to be someone he knew.
His heart raced, and the acid in his throat burned. He didn’t want
to continue on. He didn’t want to know who was out there. He wanted
to go back to the bar, drown himself in whiskey, and forget about being
a homicide cop.
It didn’t take long to find her. Stellar continued to sweep with the
flashlight as he walked carefully toward the smell, taking an indirect
path to avoid trampling evidence. The smell guided him closer as it
grew stronger. Flies smacked into his face, now pouring with sweat
despite the coolness in the air.
Stellar looked down at the woman and felt a chill go through him.
He focused on his breathing, trying to fight the urge to vomit. He closed
his eyes and grasped at his sanity. He rubbed his hands together to
warm them and squatted down to get a better look at the woman lying
at his feet. The light from his flashlight trembled. Stellar steadied his
hand and hoped his stomach would follow suit.
He stared into the neck wound. Maggots wiggled around the torn
edges of her skin as they fought for exposed muscle. A fly buzzed by
his head, and he swatted it away with his flashlight.
The woman’s bloated face stared upward, discolored with splotches
of blue, green, and yellow and riddled with cuts that had long since
stopped bleeding. Stellar knew she had felt pain before death had taken
her. Despite the bruises, the cuts, and the blood, Stellar recognized the
woman, and he felt another part of himself fall away.
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As he stood in the middle of the empty desert lot, listening to the
quiet sounds of the evening, he understood that knowing the victim
wasn’t the worst part of this. The chances of knowing the killer were
just as high.
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Chapter 2
The woman lay on her back, facing the dark sky. One arm was up,
her hand cradling the side of her battered head. The other lay limp
on her chest. Bruises covered them both. Her long, jet-black hair was
splattered with blood and spread out in the weeds. Detective Stellar’s
flashlight lit on a trail of ants, and he watched them scurry about
her neck.
Candace Carrick had once been a pretty girl. They had been friends
from kindergarten through third grade. She had been a sweet girl with
a lot of smiles back then. But time changed people, Stellar knew. They
had grown apart and had lost touch completely before he had moved
on to high school. She was a loner, and he had always been part of the
popular crowd. He’d grown up to be a Lake City detective. She had
taken a more dangerous path.
Since high school, he’d seen her a few times at the grocery store and
sometimes walking the streets of downtown Lake City. Candace had
done a few nights in a jail cell, too.
It bothered him that he hadn’t done something more to save the girl
with the pretty smile. He had become a cop to help people. His eyes
stung, so he pinched them closed. He struggled to recall Candace as the
little girl she once was, but he knew the image of her dead body in the
field behind the bar had forever replaced that memory.
Stellar scanned the area around the body and spotted a brown
purse. He pulled out his camera and snapped several photographs of
the body and the purse in relation. He made notes of distance, time,
and temperature before finally turning his attention to the evidence. He
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opened up the purse and found a wallet containing Carrick’s driver’s
license, her social security card, a gold Visa debit card, and sixteen
dollars. Nothing else was in the purse. He put the license in his pocket
and put the purse back where he’d found it.
His cell phone rang loudly through the quiet lot. He snatched it
from his jacket pocket and answered.
“Do you want green beans or spinach?” his mother asked.
Stellar closed his eyes and backed away from the woman’s body.
He switched the cell phone to his right ear and cradled the phone with
his shoulder. Another patrol car pulled up behind the bar, a hundred
feet from his crime scene.
“Mother, this isn’t a good time,” he said. “I’ll call you back later.”
“Don’t you hang up on me, William. You’ve been avoiding my calls
all day.”
She started coughing, and Stellar heard her pull the phone away.
He waited for the coughing to stop.
“Are you okay?” he asked.
“I’m fine. I need to know what to do for Thursday.”
Stellar looked around his crime scene. Florio had finished stringing
the police tape. Sergeant Reed and another officer stood guard in the
parking lot where a small group of people had gathered. Detective
Morgan had just arrived, and an old white Toyota Corolla pulled up
beside Stellar’s truck. An officer started walking carefully toward him.
Noticing that Stellar was on the phone, he stopped and waited for
direction.
It was a big scene, and Stellar felt like a bull’s-eye as they circled
him. It would be his responsibility to catch his childhood friend’s killer.
Stellar covered the mouthpiece of his cell phone and told the officer
to contact the coroner. He watched for a minute as Erika Mack stepped
from her Toyota and greeted the uniforms. She stood directly under the
police light Sergeant Reed had put up. A couple of the officers smiled at
her. It was difficult not to, but Stellar knew they wouldn’t let her past
the police tape.
Her towering height told Stellar she was wearing her high heels
despite the rugged crime scene. Stunningly beautiful, she had long,
lean legs that Stellar often couldn’t keep his eyes off. Her shoulderlength, blonde hair looked perfectly styled, as if she had just stepped
from the salon. She knew she had captured the eyes of every one of his
officers. And he also knew that was exactly her plan.
“William, are you there?” his mother asked in his ear.

7

8

Next of Kin

He returned his attention to the phone call. “I’m here,” he said. “I’m
at an active crime scene with a dead woman. I went to school with her.”
He didn’t elaborate. He regretted his words as soon as he’d said them.
It didn’t matter who his victim was. “I’ll be here all night. I don’t have
time to give you the menu.”
“You’re not coming Thursday, are you?”
“I’ll be there, Mom. Have I ever missed Thanksgiving dinner? I just
don’t have time tonight. Can I call you in the morning?”
“If you want turkey, you’ll need to come over and kill it for me. I
don’t have any in the freezer. I’m out of just about everything in there.”
“Where’s Lucy?” he asked.
Lucy was his mother’s keeper. She handled the employees on the
ranch so his mother would be free from worrying about anything.
At least that was the intention. His mother constantly worried about
everything anyway.
“She’s having issues with the paychecks,” she said. “There’s no one
left to do that.”
Stellar rubbed his hands over his face. He wasn’t in the mood for
a guilt trip. “Tell her to have Miguel bring in some chicken to fill your
freezer again but don’t change the plans for Thursday. I’ll come by
on Wednesday and take care of the turkey. Tell Lucy I’ll deal with the
paychecks then, too.”
“Are you bringing Erika?”
He looked past the officers and the police tape and saw Erika
speaking with a group of women who had huddled together trying to
get a glimpse of the action. “She’s probably going to be working late at
the paper all week. This scene is definitely going to be newsworthy. I
don’t know if she’ll make it this time.”
“Is everything okay?” his mother asked.
He shook his head. It wasn’t concern for the dead woman in
her voice. It was hope—hope that his bumpy relationship with the
newspaper owner could possibly be on life support.
“Everything’s fine, Mother. I’ll call you in the morning.”
He closed the phone and walked to the edge of the crime scene.
Erika watched him approach and left the group of women to meet him.
Stellar kept his eyes on the girls. He recognized most of them as local
prostitutes. He wondered if they were friends with Candace.
“Hey, Detective,” Erika called out.
“What brings you to my crime scene, Ms. Mack?” he asked her.
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He couldn’t help looking down at her long legs and the knock-off
shoes she wore. It was all about the image not the money. He kept the
conversation formal, knowing there were eyes and ears on them. To
say their relationship was complicated was an understatement.
“A murdered prostitute sounded interesting, and with you as lead
detective, I knew you wouldn’t give anything to my reporters.” She
was fishing.
“I don’t believe the words ‘murder’ or ‘prostitute’ were mentioned
on the scanners,” he said.
Her sultry, glossy lips turned upward into a smile, and her high
cheekbones showed off a touch of blush. “I hear things. Give me
something, and I might be willing to share some information.”
He knew she worked fast, but it annoyed him that she might
already have information that he didn’t. He didn’t want to fight, so he
switched topics and lowered his voice. “My mother asked if you were
joining me for Thanksgiving dinner.” He took pleasure in watching the
smile fall from her face.
“That woman doesn’t like me.”
“I told her you’d be too busy with this story to break away.” He
pulled out his notebook. “But it’s your call. You know you’re always
invited.”
She stared at the notebook for a second. “Guess that’s worth a
trade. Susie Hansford said she saw someone attacked here two nights
ago. She told her friend Betty, and Betty finally had enough guts to
come take a look this evening. She recognized the woman as Candace.
She thinks her last name is Carrick, but she’s not sure.”
Stellar wrote down the information. He already knew Betty Mission
had called in the scene, but he hadn’t heard about Susie Hansford. He
also knew Erika was looking for him to confirm the victim’s name,
so she’d be able to print it in the paper the next morning. He had no
intention of giving her anything until he contacted the woman’s family.
“Which one is Susie?” he asked, looking at the group of women.
“The young one.”
To Stellar, they all looked young, but he knew which one Erika was
describing. The girl couldn’t have been older than thirteen or fourteen,
with a pale complexion and thin blonde hair hanging to her shoulders.
She wore pink sweatpants and a torn jean jacket that was way too big
for her. She looked at her feet when she caught Stellar staring at her.
“She’s not—”

9

10

Next of Kin

“She is,” Erika interrupted him. “And she’s frightened. I’m not sure
she’s going to talk to you or anyone else. She’s a runaway, and I don’t
think she wants to go back.”
“I appreciate your help, Erika.” He looked at his watch. “I’ll be here
all night.”
“I figured as much. I’ll be working tonight too. I’ll call you later.
Maybe you can offer me a quote.”
“Don’t hold your breath.” He yanked up the police tape and
motioned to Detective Morgan.
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Chapter 3
Detective Stellar directed Detective Morgan to start the grid search
for evidence. Stellar then looked around for Susie Hansford, but she
was noticeably missing from the crowd. He asked Officer Florio to keep
an eye out for her and went in search of his next witness, Betty Mission.
He found Betty talking to Sergeant Reed. He was completing an FI
card. Reed looked up, spotted Stellar, and pointed Betty toward him.
Stellar led her to Reed’s patrol car and asked her to sit up front
with him. Betty was a young woman, but time had not treated her well.
Her skin was dry and stretched over her face, and she smelled of stale
cigarette smoke. Her worn-out black heels easily slipped off her feet.
“I don’t want to be quoted,” she said, glancing out at the gathering
crowd.
“Your statements won’t be in the papers,” he assured her. “This is
for the official investigation. We may use them in court, though, once
we find the person responsible for this.”
She looked at him with tears in her eyes. “Will you find him?”
“Absolutely. I won’t allow anyone to get away with this in my city.
But I’ll need your help.”
She nodded and rubbed her fake red fingernails, focusing on a
chipped one. “I tried to convince Susie to talk to you, but she’s scared. I
think she saw who did it. She came to my house after it happened. She
told me about it when I got home.”
He wrote this down but asked her to focus on what she actually
knew and what she saw.
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“Susie didn’t know who it was,” she said, “so I told her I’d check
it out. I went out there and saw it was Candace. That’s when I called
the police.”
“What do you know about Candace?”
“I don’t know much. We weren’t friends or anything. I don’t think
Candace had any real friends. But I know she’d been working a lot this
month. I think I saw her every night last week just about. That’s why I
was surprised not to see her at all on Friday or today.”
“When was the last time you saw her?” he asked.
“Wednesday night. She left with this guy.” She paused. “He’s not,
like, a customer or anything. And he’s too nice to do this. Susie said it
happened Thursday night, anyway.”
Stellar shook his head. “I’ll still need a name.”
She resisted, and Stellar knew the guy wasn’t only Candace’s
customer.
“I know they pay for discretion, Betty, but Candace is dead, and
finding her killer is more important to me than protecting him. Is she
more important to you than the money he pays?”
She sighed. “Yeah, okay, but really, he’s not a client. He’s just a
friend that stops by every now and then. His name is Victor. I don’t
know a last name. He drives an old red van.” She opened her purse. “I
have his license plate number written down here.”
Stellar copied the information without asking why she had written
it down. He knew exactly who had told her to do it. “Has anyone had
any johns giving them trouble lately?”
“No, I haven’t heard anything. And we all talk.”
Stellar closed his notebook. “What can I do to get Susie to talk
to me?”
“Talk to Ric Delgado. She trusts him.”
“Ric the motel manager?” Stellar asked, not surprised at all.
She nodded. “He’s been looking out for her, for all of us really.
Rumor is he used to be a cop.”
“Yeah, back in Los Angeles,” Stellar said. “But he’s retired now.
He’s supposed to be letting us do our jobs.”
Stellar thanked her for talking with him. After checking out
Candace’s apartment, he’d have to swing by the Death Valley Motel
and have a chat with Ric Delgado.
~~~
According to Candace Carrick’s driver’s license, she was thirty-six
years old, but Stellar thought her apartment looked like it belonged
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to someone half that age. A purple futon couch sat in her surprisingly
clean living room, and frilly purple curtains hung from the windows.
There were no books or magazines lying around, just a few CDs
organized alphabetically on a single shelf. She had a small television
and a Wii game console.
Unfamiliar music posters adorned the walls of the single bedroom.
Colorful stuffed animals covered her bed, which looked clean and
new. She had kept the room neat and organized, just like the rest of the
house.
But there was something missing: There were no photographs. No
pictures of family and friends in frames. No family portrait on the wall.
No smiling faces looking in on the lonely girl.
He had expected the kind of run-down apartment typical for a girl
living as a prostitute, but apparently Candace had been doing well.
Everything was tidy. No clutter, no mess. Every corner of the room
seemed organized. He wondered if she had ever brought customers
here. There was no sign of a struggle, no sign of an intruder. In fact,
there was no sign anyone had been in the house in weeks. The initial
search of the home had also found no drugs or weapons.
Stellar had been able to steal Officer Florio away from the crime
scene to help him search and photograph Carrick’s apartment. As
Florio snapped pictures, Stellar stared at the pink bed with its fluffy
pillows. Posters of some young kid hung above her bed, as if time had
stopped when she was still young.
He opened the top drawer and found two shoe boxes filled with
cash, one marked Rent and the other Food. Instead of interrupting
Florio, he took photos with his own camera before counting the stacks.
Candace had had no job, no family or friends, but lots of money. He
didn’t like where this was leading. He had started to think they were
wasting their time searching her apartment, but then Florio approached
him carrying a small lockbox.
Florio stopped short and eyed Stellar questioningly. “What’s
wrong?”
Stellar shook his head. “Nothing. Just strange how some things
change and some don’t.”
“You knew her?” Florio asked.
Stellar nodded. “I knew her once. We were in school together. In
third grade, I asked her to be my best friend. I had just fallen in love
with Erika and wanted to make her jealous.”
“You were breaking hearts in the third grade?”
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Stellar shrugged. “She seemed like such a nice girl then, but things
changed. She became quiet. She wouldn’t talk to anyone for a while. I
don’t know what happened, but her grades started dropping, and she
was held back a year. We lost touch.”
“You haven’t seen her since?”
“Not really. I saw her a couple times when I was on patrol before I
went out to Vegas. She hung around a lot on Market Street.”
Florio nodded. “I figured she was a prostitute. I’ll pull her sheet
when we get back to the station.”
Stellar said nothing. He had hoped to find a different Candace
Carrick in her apartment than the one he had seen on the streets.
“Who the hell is this kid?” Stellar asked, pointing to the posters.
Florio barely looked up. “Justin Bieber. He’s a singer.”
Stellar stared at him. “I’m disappointed you know that.”
Florio laughed. “My kids would think it was a crime if I didn’t.”
“What do you make of all of this?”
“The childish living area? I’ve heard people who have experienced
trauma in childhood can often resort to trying to recapture their
childhood.” Stellar considered this.
Florio offered the box to Stellar. “Combo lock. We’ll have to find
someone to pry it open.”
Stellar took the box and estimated the weight. It was light. He
spun the numbers and put in the birthday listed on her license, but it
wouldn’t open.
“Already tried that,” Florio said, grinning.
Stellar smirked back. “What’s Bieber’s birth date?”
Florio shrugged.
“Your kids would be so disappointed.”
Stellar attempted another combination and heard it click. A pink
journal was the only item in the box. He flipped through it. Not a
journal, but an address book. Names, dates, and phone numbers.
Stellar’s heart sank as he turned through its pages.
“Looks like we may have her client list,” he said.
“What did you use?” Florio asked.
“Her graduation date.” He dropped the pink book into a plastic
evidence bag. “I’ll start with this. I want you to talk to her neighbors.
See if they saw or heard anything.”
Florio nodded. “What about our possible witness?”
“I’m going to talk to Ric before I head into the office and see if he
can get Susie to talk to us.”
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Chapter 4
Alex Delgado couldn’t sleep. She stared at the ceiling in her room
and felt the walls closing in on her. The motel room she now called
home was larger than the prison cell that had held her for the last ten
years, but she still couldn’t escape the feeling of being trapped.
She’d been out for eight months, two weeks, and one day. Every
morning she woke and struggled to recall where she was. Then she
remembered she was in a dingy motel room in the desert. Her brother
had dropped her in the middle of nowhere, where he could be sure
she’d stay out of trouble. As if she actually went looking for it.
So there she was, in Lake City, a desolate place with nothing to do
but count the days. She wanted to hate him for that, but as she stared
at the ceiling, she thought fondly of him—her only connection left. She
missed having friends. She missed her family. She remembered a time
when she was younger and happier, before her parents had been killed,
before she had ruined her life along with her brother’s.
Alex stared at the small, black bull figurine her mother had given
her shortly before her death. She told Alex that she had found it in a
shop, and it had reminded her of her only daughter, a bull-headed,
stubborn girl. Her father said it was because Alex was like a bull in a
china shop, always causing problems. One of the few items she had
been able to keep with her in prison, the bull had since lost its shine,
and one of its horns had chipped. Alex now kept it on her nightstand to
remind herself that her stubbornness had kept her alive, while both her
parents had been taken too soon.
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She pushed the figurine aside, disrupting a layer of dust on her
nightstand, and stared at the bright red digital readout on the clock,
which hadn’t yet passed six a.m. It was too early, but she knew Ric
would already be in the office watching movies. It was his Sunday
morning ritual. She rolled over and forced herself out of bed. She
pulled on jeans and a hoodie, ran a brush through her long, black hair,
and tied it behind her neck.
The sun had just started to make its appearance, and the early
morning air chilled her skin as she walked outside and down the single
flight of concrete stairs. She didn’t see Ric’s truck in the parking lot, and
the emptiness of this place hit her again. She approached the office and
found it locked and dark. Alex didn’t panic, since she assumed he had
just ran out to get breakfast, but she didn’t like the thought of being
alone. She unlocked the office and turned on the lights and the heater.
Ric had left the computer on, but the empty schedule told her not to
expect any guests for the rest of November. Apparently, it was a slow
month for the desert.
She had bought the Death Valley Motel at the insistence of her
brother. Before her release from prison, he had scoped out Lake City
and found it was just far enough from Los Angeles, just out of reach
from the world that could drag her back down. Ric had wanted a fresh
start for both of them, some place where no one knew their past and no
one cared. But Ric didn’t have a big secret to hide from everyone. He fit
in fairly well in Lake City. He had made friends.
Alex’s past hadn’t yet become common knowledge, and she hoped
to keep it that way. That meant she rarely ventured outside the property
lines. She had made no friends and, in fact, had only met a handful of
the town’s actual residents. She didn’t enjoy the solitude, but she did
enjoy the privacy it gave her.
She searched for the daily papers, which were delivered to the
office each morning, but found nothing. Then she saw the note. She
didn’t need to read it to know it was bad news. Ric had never left a note
before. He’d never been gone long enough to require one.
She sat down in his chair and stared out at the empty parking lot.
Her stomach hurt, and she wanted to go back to bed, to hide in her
small motel room and hope reality would go away.
She grabbed the note and cursed Ric even before reading his
message.
Alex,
I’ll be back in a couple of days. Stay put and out of trouble.
						– Ric
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Alex dialed Ric’s cell phone, but it went straight to voicemail. She
considered leaving a nasty, scathing message about abandoning her.
Then the red Escalade pulled into the parking lot.
She hung up the phone and watched as Detective Will Stellar
stepped from his SUV. She hadn’t seen him in months, mostly because
he kept to his side of town, but also because she intentionally avoided
him. He knew her secret, and she hated him for it.
She watched through the window as he glanced around the empty
parking lot and walked toward the office. When they locked eyes, she
thought that he looked surprised to see her. His eyes narrowed on her
as he approached the door. For some reason, she felt herself holding
her breath.
He pulled open the glass door, sucking the warm air from the room.
Cool air rushed in, along with a sickening, familiar smell.
In the brief moment it took Detective Stellar to walk into the office,
Alex saw the badge and holster on his waist. She saw the bags under
his blue eyes and the stubble on his unshaven face. She saw the dirt
clinging to the bottom of his jeans. And she smelled the unmistakable
stench of death. An outdoor crime scene, Alex thought. He’d likely
been there all night.
Her mother had been with the California Highway Patrol. Alex
remembered the young detective that had come to inform her family of
her mother’s death. Her father had been a sergeant at the Los Angeles
Police Department. She remembered the look on her brother’s face
when he came to tell her that their father had been killed in the line of
duty.
All the pain and loneliness rushed back in those two seconds.
Alex clutched Ric’s note and felt her knees grow weak before the world
went dark.
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Chapter 5
Detective Stellar watched Alex’s face as he opened the door. He
thought she looked annoyed, and he expected her to start another
argument. She had never really liked him, ever since the first day
they met.
Three months earlier, Stellar had been investigating a murder at
Lake City Motel and wound up butting heads with the Delgados.
Stellar’s brother Lincoln had gotten mixed up in a stupid scheme to
manufacture drugs. Alex took Lincoln down with her bare hands
and came quite close to killing him. Stellar stopped her and, though
conflicted, arrested his brother instead.
When he stepped into the motel office, her expression changed
from irritation and confusion to dread. It took a second, but the look on
her face finally registered with him, and he rushed to catch the fainting
woman before she fell.
He squatted on the floor, holding onto her thin arms. He laid her
head on his lap and brushed wisps of dark hair from her face. Her
normally stern face softened. She hadn’t bothered with makeup.
He barely knew the woman, and he knew she preferred it that way.
Her stint in prison for murder was probably the best-kept secret in
Lake City. Stellar had found out the truth despite her best efforts to
keep everything about her past hidden away. He knew the woman had
plenty more secrets, but she was not about to let anyone too close.
He didn’t want to wake her, but he called her name anyway. Where
the hell was her brother? He didn’t want to leave her to search for Ric.
He shifted to stop his gun from digging into his side.
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Her eyes flashed open, and she looked up at him. Tears welled in
her eyes as she focused on his face. “Is it Ric?” she whispered.
He heard the dread in her voice and knew immediately that she
could smell death on him. “No. I’m sorry. It was a woman. I didn’t
realize...” But he knew he should have. She was so ultra-aware of
everything. “It’s okay,” he said. “Everything’s okay.”
Fury flashed in her eyes as she jerked away from him. His hand
rose automatically in defense. “It’s not okay for the woman who’s
dead,” she snapped at him.
He watched her get to her feet. She held on to the counter and didn’t
look at him. He knew her rage wasn’t really directed at him, despite the
fact that she had made it clear she didn’t like law enforcement.
Stellar stood up and stretched his sore muscles. He wiped his hands
on his jeans and waited for her to collect herself. He took a step back to
give her space, knowing she could be deadly if she felt cornered.
“Who is she?” Alex asked.
Stellar shook his head. “Open investigation.”
“Yeah, don’t tell me. The best way to get someone to open up is to
close yourself off. I’m sure that always works in your favor.”
“I can’t share information on a case. It would be against regulations.”
“Yet you came here for information, right?” Alex asked. “What do
you want?”
“Where’s Ric?” he asked. “I was expecting to find him here this
morning. I figured you’d still be sleeping.”
She flapped her hand at him. “Your guess is as good as mine.”
He waited.
She bounced on the balls of her feet, as if getting ready for a fight,
and squinted her eyes at him. “Am I being interrogated or something?”
she finally asked.
“I’m not here to harass you, Ms. Delgado. I just want to talk to Ric.”
She huffed, rolled her eyes, and pushed a piece of paper toward him.
Stellar read the note and returned it to the counter. “He left this for
you this morning?”
She nodded and folded her arms over her chest.
“Did he say anything to you yesterday about leaving?”
She shook her head. “I tried his cell phone, but it went straight to
voicemail.”
Her eyes showed the pain her brother had caused by not confiding
in her. He could also hear the worry in her voice. Stellar wasn’t worried
about Ric, though. Ric had once been an LAPD detective. He knew how
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to take care of himself. But Stellar did feel a tinge of worry knowing he
had left Alex alone.
“Okay,” he said. “If he calls in or comes back, have him call me.”
“Why?” she asked, finally looking at him. “Why did you come
here?”
He paused, not wanting to tell her anything but knowing she
was right. If he wanted her to help him, he would have to give her
something. “The victim. I think he knew her. He knows the witness, as
well. She won’t talk to me without talking to him first.”
“A prostitute?” She rolled her eyes. “He’s made friends with all of
them. He’s so stupid sometimes.”
“Why do you say that?”
“He thinks he can help them. He tries to be their savior and hopes
they’ll leave the lifestyle. He’s just lying to himself.”
“It’s part of being in law enforcement. We all think we can save
the world.”
“Yeah, you’re all delusional,” she said. “But Ric’s retired.”
“Yeah,” Stellar said, heading for the door. “I’d like to remind him
of that.”
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