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Prologue

 


 


The van appeared on a Tuesday. Violet Merkle
noted it on her calendar because she noted everything on her
calendar. There wasn’t a lot new and different in this little town
at this time of year. The weather was hot, the cicadas seemingly
the only creatures who loved it, and few people drifted out to her
remote neighborhood. She’d followed her normal morning
routine—dusting the living room furniture, vacuuming throughout the
double-wide, taking pride in her immaculate housekeeping
skills.

By noon, she had fixed her usual turkey and
cheese sandwich and sat down to watch her shows. It was the
rattling sound of an older vehicle that caught her attention. She
had only three neighbors and knew the sounds of each of their
vehicles intimately. Violet always congratulated herself on her
observational expertise and knowing what was going on in the tiny
development that never quite took off as it was supposed to in the
1970s.

When the noisy vehicle didn’t drive on past,
she set her sandwich aside and stood up, peering through the sheer
lace curtains that faced the road. The panel van chugged to a stop
in the vacant field across and slightly to the east of Violet’s
place. With a huff of dark exhaust, it quit.

She took in the details with a practiced eye:
yellow paint job (not in great shape), some kind of a business logo
that was faded and peeling, a dented front fender, Texas plates, a
young couple in the front seats. The girl was driving (hard to get
details because of the midday glare on the windshield). He had a
tattooed arm resting on the passenger side window edge. The van
hadn’t been washed in ages, as evidenced by mud spatters along the
sides and a heavy coating of dust all over.

Conclusions: These kids were dirt poor. And
they weren’t familiar with the area. They could have coasted
another mile, where Old Route 66 headed downhill, and they would
have landed right at Elroy’s Garage. They’d be a lot better off
with him than stuck out here in an empty field where there was only
one old lady to ask for help.

Would they come up to her door and ask to use
the phone? She hoped not. She didn’t want to be uncharitable, but
it wasn’t smart for a lone woman to open the door to strangers,
especially not a pair as scruffy as these.

She watched as both doors opened and the
young couple got out. They were barely out of their teens, she
guessed. The girl had extra-short hair that lay flat against her
head in the heat. It was a shade of burgundy that came from
Clairol, not Mother Nature. The kid—and she had to think of him as
a kid, he had that immature look—was tall and lean with dark hair
that fell over his forehead. Both arms were tattooed clear to the
edges of his t-shirt. Not that Violet held judgement against
tattoos, per se. But is that what you want to spend your money on
when you can’t even afford a car that runs?

She checked herself. You don’t know their
story, she reminded.

A shout went up behind her. Someone had won a
jackpot on The Price is Right, and she’d missed it. And
Muffin, her yellow tabby, was nibbling at the edge of Violet’s
sandwich. She turned from the window and shouted, “Scat!”


Chapter 1

 


 


I mentally went through the contents of my
closet as I pulled away from the gray and white Victorian, leaving
the office for the day. Tonight was Drake’s big event and I was
expected to dress up, not something that’s usually on my Top Ten
list, at all.

Victoria, my sister-in-law, had offered me a
simple black dress and even I had to admit it was classic and cute,
and it fit me like a glove. It was most likely the one I would end
up wearing. My dressy holiday outfit was full-length, and that
seemed a bit much for what was, in reality, a roomful of helicopter
pilots and business owners.

Drake’s pickup truck was already home, and I
spotted Gram and Dottie getting out of Dottie’s sedan next door as
I pulled into my own driveway. Freckles bounded out of the back
seat of my Jeep and headed toward Dottie, who always seemed to have
a biscuit in one of her pockets.

“You’re spoiling this dog,” I called out,
trotting slightly to keep up with the little beggar.

“Oh, Freckle-baby ain’t spoiled, is she?”
Dottie handed over a treat and was already reaching for a second
one.

“Believe me, she is.” I laughed and hitched
my tote bag strap up higher on my shoulder.

Elsa, my surrogate grandmother, walked around
the car and reached out to give me a hug. I noticed her fluffy
white head barely came up to my shoulder anymore.

“We’re going to have a bumper crop of
apricots this year,” she said. “Be ready.”

A lot of years ago, she and I would get
together as each of her fruit crops became ripe. We’d spend days
making jam, putting the harvest up in jars, and freezing some. But
my life seems to have become crazy-busy in recent times and it’s
just easier to buy what Drake and I need for household use. Still,
I try to lend a hand so Dottie, as caregiver, doesn’t have a ton of
household work to do. We invite people in the neighborhood to help
with the picking, and most of the produce itself goes to the local
churches and food banks.

I gave Gram a hug and then reached down to
clip a leash on Freckles. “Just give me a call when you need
me.”

“Should be within a couple of weeks for the
apricots and cherries,” Elsa said, facing Dottie for confirmation.
“But we’ll have snap beans and cucumbers ready to pick soon.”

“Tonight be your big shindig, huh, Charlie?”
Dottie had persuaded Freckles to sit still by holding yet another
treat within sight.

“It is. Drake is getting a pretty important
safety award. Fifteen thousand flight hours without an accident or
incident.”

Both of the older ladies nodded with somewhat
blank looks.

“It means a lot more to pilots than anyone
else. But that’s what this whole event is, a bunch of pilots
gathering all in one place.”

“We’ll let you know about the apricots,” Elsa
called out, as I got my dog under control and headed home, while
they walked toward her front door.

I found my husband in the bedroom wearing
boxers and a white shirt.

“Will you be ready to leave in thirty
minutes?”

“Depends. Do you think I need a shower? I had
one this morning.” I raised my hair off my neck and let him take a
sniff. The sniff turned into a throaty growl and hands found their
way under my shirt. “Okay, you start that and neither of us will be
ready in a half hour.”

He laughed and backed away. “You’re fine, as
long as you don’t spend ages on your hair and makeup and that kind
of girly stuff.”

I shot him a look. Hair and makeup and girly
stuff are definitely not my forte. In less time than it took him to
step into trousers and do up his tie, I’d shed my office attire and
slipped into the black dress and heels. I gathered my hair into a
messy bun and applied a smear of lip gloss. By the time he had his
dinner jacket on, I was standing at the door.

He went into the kitchen and scooped kibble
into the dog’s bowl, locked the back door, and we were headed
downtown.

 


* * *

 


The chandeliers of the Grand Albuquerque
Hotel ballroom cast a golden glow over the crowd of Albuquerque’s
elite. This was the venue for the awards ceremony, the culmination
of the weeklong helicopter convention, which had somehow landed at
the Albuquerque Convention Center this year. Drake and I had
attended these events in Dallas and once in Las Vegas, but this was
the first time our city played host.

I smoothed down my borrowed black cocktail
dress and looked at the glittering crowd, feeling like a duck in a
swan pond. Give me jeans and a faded tee any day over this
getup.

“Champagne, ma’am?” A waiter appeared at my
elbow, proffering a tray of bubbling flutes.

I accepted one, mainly to give my hands
something to do as I scanned the room. I recognized several pilots
and helicopter operators I’d met through Drake over the years. Then
there was the usual assortment of politicians and local TV
personalities, not to mention bigwigs from Bell Helicopter,
Eurocopter, and Augusta—all here for the aviation gala of the
year.

A warm hand settled on the small of my back.
“Did I happen to mention … you look beautiful, my darling,” Drake
murmured, his breath tickling my ear.

I turned, taking in the sight of my husband
in his tailored suit. Even after years of marriage, the sight of
Drake Langston still made my heart skip a beat. “You clean up
pretty good yourself, flyboy.”

Some people thought we made an odd pair—me,
an accountant and part owner of a private investigation firm, and
Drake, the dashing helicopter pilot. But our shared love of
adventure and knack for finding trouble made us a perfect match.
He’d even taught me to fly his helicopter and I’d gone along on
quite a few of his jobs.

I squared my shoulders. “Are you ready for
your award?”

“A little nervous, I’ll admit.” He tugged at
his tie once more. “I didn’t really come up with any kind of
speech. Do you think I need to?”

“It’s these guys who should be talking about
you and your achievements. Your record is impressive. I’m pretty
sure you can just get by with saying thank you.”

“Good. That’s about all they’ll get.”

We wove through the crowd, Drake charming and
comfortable in this crowd, while I oscillated between awkward
smiles and rambling small talk. These folks knew Drake from his
years crisscrossing the country, but I felt a bit out of my depth
when the conversation turned to tail rotor failures, blade strikes,
and the inevitable increases in the costs of aviation parts and
insurance.

After a suitable amount of mingling and a
glass of champagne, we settled at our assigned table for the
requisite rubber-chicken dinner, followed by speeches and awards.
Drake handled his portion of it marvelously with a winning smile
and a heartfelt thanks. I think I actually glowed with pride.

“Can we escape?” he whispered in my ear when
he came back from his trip to the podium.

We excused ourselves and ducked out to a
balcony for some air. I kicked off my torturous heels with a sigh
of relief.

“Quite a shindig,” Drake said, loosening his
tie.

“How do you keep track of all these
people?”

He grinned. “Years of practice. But it has
its perks.”

Before I could ask what he meant, a booming
voice called out, “Drake, my friend!”

A tall man with artfully tousled
salt-and-pepper hair strode toward us, his smile as bright as a
searchlight. He wore a several-thousand-dollar suit and a pinky
ring with an impressive diamond. I pegged him immediately as the
kind of guy who could sell ice to an Eskimo.

“John!” Drake greeted him warmly. “Charlie,
meet John Flick. John, my wife, Charlie Parker.”

John took my hand, brushing his lips across
my knuckles. “Enchanted.”

Little over the top. I smiled and
resisted the urge to wipe my hand on my dress. But I did slip my
shoes back on.

“John owns Flick Helicopters,” Drake
explained. “Biggest operator on the Gulf coast.”

John’s laugh was as polished as his shoes. He
waved another man over—tall, blonde hair cut short, blue eyes.
“Meet my general manager and chief pilot, Harrison Stoker.”

Stoker stepped forward and gave us each a
firm handshake and winning smile.

“Good to meet you,” Drake said.

John took over again. “We’re busier than
ever, aren’t we, Harrison? Just ordered two new H-145s from the
Airbus rep this week. Best machine there is for the kind of winds
we get over the oil rigs out there offshore. You two should visit
Galveston sometime. I’ll show you the sights.”

They’d barely gotten into memory lane,
rehashing the times when they’d worked the same jobs in the early
days, when John’s phone buzzed. He glanced at the screen, his face
darkening. “Excuse me, I need to take this.” As he stepped away,
Drake and I exchanged glances.

John returned a few minutes later, his
earlier joviality replaced by a tense frown. He ran a hand through
his tousled hair, mussing it even more, turning to Stoker.

“Everything okay?” his chief pilot asked,
concern lacing his voice.

John shook his head. “Still nothing.”

Stoker excused himself, saying he would make
some calls.

John sighed heavily, addressing Drake again.
“We’ve got a missing vehicle, one of our utility vans. That was
Serena, my admin assistant, reporting that there’s still no sign of
it. Or my mechanic, for that matter. It’s been two weeks now.”

“Do I know the mechanic?” Drake asked,
concerned. The helicopter world is sort of a small one.

John nodded. “I think you might. Benjamin
Estevez. I sent him on a short trip to Dallas in the van. Neither
he nor the vehicle ever came back. I’m starting to wonder if he
might have stolen it.”

“Have you reported this to the police?” I
asked.

John waved a hand dismissively. “They weren’t
much help. Said stolen vehicles are a dime a dozen these days.
Chances of recovery are slim to none.”

“What about your insurance company?”

“Ah, well,” John hesitated, “it’s an older
vehicle, not worth much. I’d rather not involve the insurance folks
if I can help it. My premiums are outrageous enough as it is.”

I sent a look toward Drake, but he was
nodding in agreement. This was getting more interesting by the
minute.

“Say, Charlie,” John leaned in, his voice
lowering conspiratorially, “did I hear that you’re in the
investigation business—RJP Investigations, right? Any chance you’d
be willing to take on this case—find my van and my wayward
mechanic?”

I raised an eyebrow. “I thought you said the
police were handling it.”

John had the grace to look sheepish. “As I
mentioned, they’re not exactly making it a priority. I’d feel
better knowing someone capable was on the job. I’ll be in
Albuquerque for a few more days. Perhaps we could meet to discuss
the details?”

He fished a business card from his pocket and
pressed it into my hand. I glanced at Drake, who gave me a slight
nod.

“I’d have to check with my partner, see what
his schedule is like, but we’ll think about it,” I said, slipping
the card into my evening bag.

John gave a tight grin. “That’s all I ask.
Now, if you’ll excuse me, I should track down Harrison and see if
he’s learned anything more. Enjoy the rest of the evening!”

As John melted back into the crowd, I turned
to Drake. “Well, that was interesting.”

Drake nodded, his expression thoughtful. “I’m
betting he never even reported the theft. Something about the story
is off.”

We mingled for another few minutes, but I
felt distracted. Something about John’s story nagged at me, like a
splinter just under the skin.

As we drove away from downtown, I voiced my
thoughts. “What do you make of all this, Drake? A missing van, a
vanished mechanic, and John’s reluctance to involve his insurance
company?”

Drake’s hands tightened slightly on the
steering wheel. “Honestly? It doesn’t sit right with me. I’ve known
John for years, worked with him back in Florida before he started
his own outfit. He’s always been one to cut corners, push the
limits of what’s safe or legal. That’s exactly why I wouldn’t go to
work for him when he started his own operation. Plus, flying tours
in Hawaii held a lot more appeal.”

“And I’m glad it did.” On one of his tour
flights was where we met. I turned to face him. “You never
mentioned that John had offered you a job before.”

Drake shrugged. “It never came up. But yeah,
John’s always wanting good pilots. He’s got a big operation and a
lot of turnover. But he’s always been more concerned with the
bottom line than following regulations to the letter. It’s exactly
opposite to the way I run my own business.”

“You think he’s involved in something
shady?”

“I wouldn’t put it past him,” Drake admitted.
“The helicopter business is tough, Charlie. You know that the
margins are razor-thin, and the competition is fierce. It’s
notoriously difficult to get rich in this game, despite what John’s
flashy lifestyle might suggest.”

I mulled this over, pieces of a puzzle I
couldn’t quite see starting to form in my mind. “So you think
there’s more to this missing van than John’s letting on?”

Drake nodded slowly. “I’d bet money on it.
Just … be careful if you decide to take this case, okay? John can
be charming, but he’s got a mean streak when things don’t go his
way. It wouldn’t be the first time he pissed off an employee who
took revenge in some form.”

I reached over and squeezed his hand. “I
will. And hey, with you watching my back, what could go wrong?”

Drake chuckled, but I could see the worry
lingering in his eyes. “Famous last words, Charlie. Be
careful.”

As we pulled into our driveway, I gathered my
wrap and purse. Freckles greeted us at the door, her fluffy tail
wagging furiously. I knelt to scratch behind her ears, my mind
still churning with the events of the evening.

“I’m going to suggest to Ron that we meet
with John. It could be an interesting case,” I mentioned as Drake
hung up his jacket.

He turned to me, a resigned smile on his
face. “I knew you would. Just promise you’ll keep me in the
loop.”

I slipped off my shoes again, pulling him
into a hug. “Always.”

As I lay in bed that night, listening to
Drake’s steady breathing beside me, I couldn’t help but feel a
familiar thrill of excitement. I agreed with Drake on this one, and
something told me that we’d find more than a simple case of auto
theft.

As I drifted off to sleep, John Flick’s
worried face and Drake’s warning echoed in my mind. Whatever was
going on with that missing van, I felt sure we could get to the
bottom of it. For now, I let the gentle rhythm of Drake’s breathing
and Freckles’ soft snores lull me into a fitful sleep.


Chapter 2

 


 


It had been two weeks since he’d jacked the
van in Dallas, two weeks of lying low and dodging shadows. For the
first seven days, he’d hidden the van in an abandoned garage, then
gone about his normal routine so he wouldn’t attract attention. The
contents of the vehicle had shocked him and he wasn’t quite sure
what to do about it at first.

Now, finally, he was making his move. The
contraband was stashed in the van’s side panels, just waiting for
the right moment for him to retrieve it and make himself a wealthy
man. There was a buyer lined up in New Mexico, but first he had to
be sure the setup wasn’t a sting operation. No way was Georgie-boy
going down for somebody else’s crime. All he needed was a decoy, a
way to throw any pursuing eyes off his trail.

A little way outside Lubbock, he spotted
them—two figures with backpacks, standing on the roadside, thumbs
out, hope plain on their young faces.

Perfect, Georgie thought, a slow grin
spreading across his face. He eased the van onto the shoulder,
gravel crunching under the tires.

The couple approached eagerly, the guy tall
and lanky with tattoos snaking up his arms, the girl petite with a
shock of short red hair. They looked barely old enough to buy a
beer, and he wondered what they were doing out here on their own.
Runaways, probably.

Georgie leaned across the passenger seat,
fixing what he hoped was a friendly smile on his face. “Where you
folks headed?”

The guy spoke first, his voice carrying a
surfer’s lazy drawl. “Vegas, man. That is, if you’re going that
way?”

Georgie made a show of considering. “Well
now, ain’t that a coincidence. I’m headed to Albuquerque myself,
visiting my cousin. That’s on the way to Vegas, ain’t it?”

The girl nodded eagerly, her green eyes
bright with relief. “It sure is! We’d be so grateful for a ride,
even if it’s just part of the way.”

“Well then, hop on in,” Georgie said,
unlocking the doors. “Name’s George Lafarge, but folks call me
Georgie.”

The couple tossed their packs into the back
and clambered in, the guy taking the passenger seat while the girl
settled in the back among the backpacks and some scattered
tools.

“I’m Rory,” the guy said, offering a tattooed
hand. “And that’s my girl, Chelsea.”

Georgie shook Rory’s hand, noting the kid’s
firm grip. Probably fancied himself tough. “Nice to meet ya both.
So, what brings a couple of young folks like yourselves out to
these parts?”

As he pulled back onto the highway, Georgie
listened with half an ear as Rory launched into their story.

“Well, see, we’re from San Diego originally,”
Rory began, his hands gesturing as he spoke. “But man, things got
pretty heavy back there, you know? Our folks, they just don’t get
us, always trying to run our lives and shit.”

Chelsea piped up from the back, her voice
softer but with an edge of defiance. “Mine think Rory’s a bad
influence. Just because he skipped out on going to college and has
a few tattoos.”

Georgie grunted noncommittally, his mind
racing. These kids were perfect—young, naive, and clearly running
from something. If he played this right, they’d transport his
cargo, and if the law came looking for them, these two would be the
ideal fall guys.

“So we figured, why not see the country, you
know?” Rory continued, oblivious to Georgie’s scheming. “Make some
memories, find ourselves. We saw nearly all of Texas, but you know,
Vegas seemed like more fun.”

“That right?” Georgie said, feigning
interest. “And what you planning to do once you get there?”

Chelsea leaned forward, her face appearing
between the front seats. “I can work as a waitress. Figure I can
pick up some shifts in one of those big casinos, maybe work my way
up to dealing cards. I hear the tips are awesome.”

Rory nodded enthusiastically. “And I’ve got
mad skills with computers, man. Bet I could score a sweet gig in IT
or something.”

Georgie suppressed a snort. And people said
he wasn’t the brightest bulb. These kids were living in a
fantasy world, but that suited him just fine. The more unrealistic
their plans, the less likely they were to bail on him before he was
ready.

“Sounds like you got it all figured out,” he
said, laying the encouragement on thick. “You’re brave, striking
out on your own like this. Reminds me of myself at your age.”

The lie came easily to Georgie’s lips. At
their age, he’d already been running numbers for the Dixie Mafia,
any thoughts of a straight life long since abandoned. He’d also
seen most of Texas, everything from the seedy little beer joints in
the has-been small towns to the grimy big cities where you didn’t
score diddly squat if you didn’t already have oil money backing
you. By the time he’d turned fifty-five, he was sick of it all. For
the last two years, he’d hung around street corners in the
warehouse district of Dallas, watching for a chance to score
something big. And now he had.

But these kids didn’t need to know that.

As the miles rolled by, Georgie let Rory and
Chelsea do most of the talking, offering just enough of his
fabricated backstory about the cousin in Albuquerque to keep them
from getting suspicious. All the while, his mind worked furiously,
planning his next move.

He needed to ditch the van soon—it was too
hot, too easily traced back to the cartel. But first, he had to
figure out a way so’s they took the fall if things went south.

The sun was sinking toward the horizon when
Georgie spotted a rundown motel on the outskirts of a small town
called Muleshoe. Perfect.

“Hey, you kids mind if we stop for the
night?” he asked, already signaling to turn. “Been driving all day,
and these old bones need a rest.”

Rory and Chelsea exchanged a glance, a silent
conversation passing between them.

“Sure, man,” Rory said finally. “But, uh,
we’re a little short on cash. Mind if we crash in the van?”

Georgie waved a hand magnanimously.
“Nonsense. I’ll spring for a room for you two. Least I can do for
the company.”

As he paid for two rooms at the motel office,
Georgie could hardly believe his luck. These kids were practically
gift-wrapping themselves for him.

Back at the van, he handed their backpacks
out to them and made a show of grabbing an overnight bag for
himself. “You two go on and get settled. I’m gonna have a nightcap
at the bar next door. You want anything?”

They declined politely, and Georgie watched
as they headed to their room, Rory’s arm slung casually over
Chelsea’s shoulders. Young love, he thought with a mixture of
contempt and something almost like envy. What a waste.

He was so close now, so close to finally
breaking free from life on the streets of Dallas. Just a little
longer, and he’d seal the deal with his contact, and then he’d be
home free.

Georgie made his way to the bar next door,
ordered a whiskey, and settled in to wait. He knew how to read
people, a skill he was proud of. And these two were the perfect
combination of naïve and slightly dishonest. He’d planted just
enough doubt in their minds, just enough clues, to make them take
the bait, do the driving on the dangerous leg of the trip.

As he nursed his drink, Georgie’s mind
wandered back to the day he’d jacked the van in Dallas. Tired of
grifting and small con jobs, living in a rat-trap weekly-rate
motel, he’d been watching for a chance to score big. He knew the
yellow van was being used for something sneaky; maybe cash
deliveries were being channeled through Dallas, down to the coast.
He’d seen the van come and go, week after week. And that day, he
pounced.

But he hadn’t counted on the cartel
connection. Hadn’t expected the heat that came down after he’d
taken out that mechanic, Ben what’s-his-name. It was supposed to be
a simple snatch and grab, but it had spiraled out of control faster
than he could blink. Mexicans coming at him from all
directions.

Now here he was, weeks later, still running.
Unbidden, a scene flashed through his head. One of his mother’s
many boyfriends, commenting to her that the kid wasn’t smart enough
to add up two-plus-two. Georgie was thirteen at the time, and the
insult stung to his core. He never bragged about making the best
grades or anything, but he wasn’t that stupid. He later told
his mother he was glad the boyfriend had taken off with another
woman (in fact, the man had accidentally fallen down a
flight of stairs, Georgie knew for a fact). Mama and Georgie
deserved better than that creep. He had street smarts, he bragged.
Could smell a good deal a mile away. So, okay, he hadn’t yet hit
upon a big score, and this particular job was taking a lot longer
than he’d ever imagined, and maybe, just maybe wasn’t quite going
to plan.

He sat up straighter on his barstool,
banishing those ideas. No, sir. Georgie Lafarge was about to pull
off the score of a lifetime, and these two clueless kids were his
ticket to freedom.

He’d heard their whispers when he stopped for
gas west of Lubbock. The girl was nervous about him, nervous about
how much Rory had told him. She was looking for a way out of their
driving arrangement, and he’d played just dumb enough that he knew
they would go right along with what he wanted from them.

Across the road, the light in their motel
room went out, and Georgie allowed himself a small, triumphant
smile. Everything was falling into place.

The cash was still stashed in the van’s side
panels, along with the drugs he hadn’t had time to sell. It was a
risk leaving it all there, but he didn’t dare carry it with him.
The Mexicans knew the van and they knew his face.

An hour ticked by. Georgie nursed his drink,
keeping a watchful eye on the motel parking lot through the grimy
bar window. Just after midnight, he saw movement. Two figures,
unmistakably Rory and Chelsea, crept toward the van with their
backpacks in hand.

Georgie held his breath as Rory tried the
driver’s door, found it unlocked. The interior light flicked on as
they climbed inside. He knew the key was where he’d ‘accidentally’
dropped it near the brake pedal.

There was a long moment of stillness. Georgie
could almost imagine their whispered conversation, their moment of
decision. Then, the van’s engine roared to life. He knew it. By the
looks they’d exchanged during the ride, these two had no intention
of sticking with him. They wanted wheels of their own.

A grin spread across Georgie’s weathered face
as he watched the yellow van pull out of the parking lot and
disappear down the highway. The bait had been taken, hook, line,
and sinker.

Chuckling to himself, Georgie dropped cash on
the bar and sauntered out into the muggy Texas night. Phase one of
his plan was complete. Now for phase two.

He made his way to the far end of the parking
lot, where a beat-up blue Ford pickup sat in the shadows. It was
the work of moments to jimmy the lock and hot-wire the engine. As
he pulled out onto the highway, Georgie felt a surge of
exhilaration. He was back in the game, and this time, he held all
the cards.

The kids had a head start, but Georgie wasn’t
worried. They’d be sticking to the main roads, too green to know
any better. He, on the other hand, knew every back road and
shortcut in the state. He’d catch up to them soon enough.

Meanwhile, let them unknowingly run
interference with the cartel and the cops. Once they reached
Albuquerque, he’d show up and take over again—finalize his deal
with the guy who’d buy the drugs. Then he’d relieve those kids of
the cash and disappear for good. If they got caught in the
crossfire, well, that was just tough luck.

As the miles rolled by, Georgie found himself
almost feeling sorry for Rory and Chelsea. Almost. They were
playing a game they didn’t even know the rules to. But that was
life, wasn’t it? You either played smart or you got played.

The Texas night stretched out before him,
dark and full of promise. And danger. Always danger. But Georgie
Lafarge was ready for it. He’d been running his whole life, always
one step ahead of disaster. This time would be no different.

As the first hints of dawn began to lighten
the eastern sky, Georgie spotted a flash of yellow in the distance.
A slow, predatory smile spread across his face. There



cover.jpg
CONNIE
SHELTON

Dece tions
canseM r'aler

\ZJChl e Parker Myster





