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Chapter 1

Ezekial ‘Zeke’ Robinson killed the engine and stepped out of the car on uncertain legs, compliments of the celebratory whiskies consumed at the kickoff of the shareholder event back in downtown Atlanta.

He closed the car door and began staggering toward the entrance of The Wiltern Building, which consisted of luxury apartments and was only a stone’s throw away from Truist Field, the multibillion-dollar home of the Atlanta Braves.

His feet tangled. Zeke caught himself and leaned back against the car.

‘Too many whiskies,’ he mumbled aloud and then smiled. ‘And I earned them damn whiskies.’

He wasn’t wrong.

It had been one hell of a ride.

Three years earlier, when Zeke had ascended to the role of CEO of Community One Health Insurance, he negotiated an incentive clause that if the profits of the company increased by one hundred million dollars over the course of the fiscal year, he would receive a ten-million-dollar bonus on top of his ten-million-dollar annual salary and stock options, and it wasn’t just for that year. He would get the bonus every year he added the money to Community One’s coffers.

As soon as the board agreed to his stipulation, Zeke became obsessed.

Community One wasn’t the largest healthcare provider in the United States, but it still pulled down profits in the billions. In the health insurance game, it was considered ‘mid-tier’, but Zeke firmly believed that he could make it so much more.

He came into the boardroom on day one with an aggressive plan to expand the policy holder base. He would accomplish this lofty goal by increasing the average denial of claims from fifteen percent to twenty-three percent. Community One would use the savings from the denials to lower the cost of all the plans the company offered. Many in the boardroom were appalled and pointed out the fact that not only was it dishonest, but it would destroy Community One’s reputation for exceptional customer service. They argued that such a strategy would knock Community One out of the market and that Zeke didn’t understand ‘capitalism’.

The accusation made Zeke’s eyes roll.

What the members of the boardroom didn’t understand was that health insurance wasn’t capitalism. Capitalism said that if a company provided the best service or product for their customers, they would make the most money.

Health insurance was the opposite. It was a different kind of capitalism.

Its profits relied on denying services. It relied on obfuscation, delays, and denials. The profits lived in the fine print, drafted by the best lawyers money could buy, written in a way to slip by the very people it would screw over, allowing the company to outwardly boast about how much it cared. Of course, some people would see through the ploy, but the amount of people the lower rates would bring in more than made up for it.

After all, everyone needed health insurance.

Some of the older, more stalwart members of the board still resisted but Zeke was way ahead of them.

He put on a presentation that demonstrated how his plan would generate more revenue than what the company would have to pay out in legal fees to settle cases. When they did have to pay out, each settlement would include a stipulation that if the suing party wanted their money, they had to sign an agreement that they could never speak a word about Community One, nor would Community One admit to any wrongdoing.

The last of the holdouts folded once Zeke reached the part of the presentation that showed the projections of the stock price under his plan.

The board adopted Zeke’s strategy and the lawyers got to work, reducing coverage here, writing out a procedure there, and soon, the money started piling up. The lawsuits started piling up as well, but everything was going exactly as Zeke had predicted. In fact, the money was coming in almost too quickly.

Then came the story in The New York Times.

It was an exposé on the heartlessness of America’s health insurance companies, and it put Community One’s recent changes front and center to illustrate how the industry was driven by unbridled greed.

It was a public relations nightmare and shortly after its publication, the same people in the boardroom who had hailed Zeke as a genius were calling for his resignation.

Things looked bleak, but then, a miracle.

God smiled on Zeke in the form of a long-serving conservative senator getting busted for soliciting sex in the men’s bathroom at Dulles International Airport in Washington, D.C.

The public’s attention quickly shifted and Community One slipped back under the radar.

Despite the damage, when the final ledger came in for the fiscal year, profits at Community One had grown by one hundred and three million dollars.

Zeke had his bonus.

The boardroom was jubilant again, but it was decided that the shareholder meeting shouldn’t be held in New York, as it normally was. There were fears that the firestorm could be reignited by the image of protesters outside the building. They needed something more low profile. Atlanta fit the bill.

The city, which was competing against places like Las Vegas, Los Angeles, and Miami for the convention crowd, was more than happy to host. Community One was able to book rooms, meals, and convention space at a fraction of what those other cities were asking. Zeke couldn’t have been happier. Not only did it save some money, Zeke had ties to the city that only he knew about.

That night had been the first of what was going to be a weeklong shebang, and Zeke had been treated like a rock star.

He didn’t care that some of the attendees had called on him to resign in the midst of the fallout from the story. An extra ten million dollars had given him a thick skin. He simply basked in the adulation. He shook a lot of hands, slapped a lot of backs, laughed too loud at some truly groan-inducing jokes, and sucked down a lot of expensive whiskey, but all the while, he wanted to get here, to The Wiltern.

To Lucy.

She was his ‘Atlanta girl’.

Zeke had girls in almost every major city. He paid well for them and they were worth it.

He had his wife in New York, but he paid well for her, too.

Zeke had never flat-out asked his wife if she knew about his affairs, but he suspected that she did. Not that Zeke cared. She didn’t love him anymore, but she did love the life his job provided. She wasn’t going anywhere.

It hadn’t always been like that. They had married for love, but there was no way a marriage could survive the stress, the demands on his time, Zeke’s ambition, and the obscene amounts of money showering down on them. When two people in a relationship could have whatever they wanted, it was inevitable that they would question if they wanted each other.

No one said ‘no’ to Zeke when he asked for something, and it didn’t take long for him to start going after things that he shouldn’t have.

Initially, he did feel genuine remorse for the people who died due to the policies he championed at Community One. Before he became CEO, they had been meaningless names in reports, but when he was promoted, he got to see the true harm his policies caused. He hadn’t been ready for that. He wasn’t prepared to see their faces, to know the suffering he was causing. It messed with his head, so he sought help. He wanted to ease his conscience, but the option presented for him to do so was impossible. He couldn’t admit that he may have been wrong. It would demonstrate weakness. It would wreck the company and the shareholders.

The help he sought came to nothing. The only thing that made him feel better was the money, the affairs, and the prestige.

After a while, he conditioned himself to see the names of the people who died due to Community One’s policies of denial as nothing more than names on paper, leveraged against his bank accounts and decadent lifestyle.

Which brought him back to what was waiting for him inside The Wiltern.

Feeling that his balance was somewhat restored, Zeke pushed himself upright from the car and resumed staggering across the parking lot toward the entrance. He looked up at the building and smiled in anticipation of what awaited him in Suite 117.

As he pinballed among the cars, he knew he shouldn’t have driven, but what was he supposed to do? He couldn’t get a taxi or an Uber. That would have left a trail. If word of Lucy got out, the ensuing scandal would endanger his bonus for next year.

Still, he shouldn’t have driven, but what was done was done and Lucy, with her special talents, would soon make him forget all about—

‘Emma Flores. Rebecca Hearon. John Colby. Stan Fatone.’

Zeke stopped at the sound of the voice behind him and turned.

A few yards away, standing under one of the light posts that dotted the parking lot, was the figure of a man. He wore a plain black ballcap, pulled low, and a red bandana that concealed the bottom half of his face. All Zeke could see were the dark eyes fixated on him from under the shadow of the visor of the cap. A black sweatshirt, jeans, and sneakers completed his outfit.

‘What did you say?’ Zeke asked, attempting to focus.

‘Emma Flores. Rebecca Hearon. John Colby. Stan Fatone.’

Zeke squinted. Those names sounded familiar.

‘You need something?’ Zeke asked, growing annoyed.

The figure remained motionless.

‘Okay, then,’ Zeke scoffed. ‘Have a great night, you fuckin’ weirdo.’

He turned back to The Wiltern and took two steps before the figure spoke again.

‘Emma Flores.’

Zeke stopped with a grunt. He was about to turn around to face the man when there was a loud pop. Zeke cried out as his left leg buckled. It felt like an iron spike was being driven through the back of his knee.

‘Rebecca Hearon.’

Pop.

Pain ripped through his right side.

‘John Colby.’

Pop.

Now, Zeke couldn’t feel anything from the neck down. He pitched forward. At the last second, he turned his head and his cheek slammed into the asphalt. He groaned as he attempted to stand, but his limbs wouldn’t respond.

Why won’t my legs move? Am I that drunk? he contemplated as his mind slipped into shock. And why do I know those names?

With his face turned to the side, he watched as the figure approached and loomed over him. That’s when Zeke finally saw the gun in the latex-gloved hand that was pointed at his head.

‘Stan Fatone.’

Seriously. Why do I know those names? Zeke thought.

Pop.

Zeke Robinson never had another thought again.




Chapter 2

‘And do you, Heather, take Peter as your husband, to have and to hold, from this day forward, for better or for worse, for richer and for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and cherish, for as long as you both shall live?’

Against the backdrop of the Atlanta Botanical Garden, a beaming Heather, in her stunning dress, gazed into Pete’s eyes.

‘I do.’

Vincent, Pete’s college roommate, irreverent best friend, and who had become an ordained official just for the occasion, turned to Pete.

‘And do you, Peter, take Heather to be your wife, to have and to hold, from this day forward, for better or for worse, for richer and for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and cherish, for as long as you both shall live?’

Meredith Somerset, standing with the other bridesmaids, felt her body tense as she waited for Pete, her ex-husband, to respond. Allison, Meredith and Pete’s daughter and fellow bridesmaid, was next to her and sensed her mother’s reaction. She discreetly reached out to hold her hand. Their fingers intertwined, their palms pressed together.

Meredith wasn’t experiencing anxiety or awkwardness.

It was happiness.

She and Pete had been married once, but that was a long time ago. They had Allison, which was the best thing either of them had ever done, but ultimately, the marriage didn’t work. They still loved each other, not as husband and wife, but as people who shared a deep bond. They stayed close and vowed that they would do whatever was best for Allison.

When Pete began dating again, when things became serious, he would make it clear to the woman he was seeing that Meredith had been and always would be a part of his life. For some women, it was an immediate deal-breaker. Others gave it a try, but couldn’t wrap their heads around it.

Then came Heather.

Meredith knew from the way he talked about her that Heather was different. Instead of bolting, she said she understood. She met Meredith, who appreciated the way Heather treated the situation, and especially the way she treated Allison. After they met, Pete called Meredith to ask her impressions.

‘She’s great,’ Meredith responded, honestly.

‘Yeah, she is.’

Meredith could practically hear Pete smiling through the phone.

A couple of years later, and here they were.

Heather loved Pete and Allison, and over time she and Meredith became close friends. They were making it work. Sometimes it was messy. Sometimes it was hard, but for Meredith, that was the definition of being a family.

A lot of people couldn’t understand it, people like Heather’s sister, Noreen. Throughout the day, she was constantly giving Meredith the side-eye, as if she viewed Meredith as Heather’s competition.

‘Don’t worry about Noreen,’ Heather had told Meredith. ‘She’s a b— … She’s very traditional.’

And Meredith didn’t worry about her. She didn’t worry about anyone who questioned what she, Pete, Heather, and Allison had built. It worked for them. That was all that mattered.

‘I do,’ Pete replied, staring lovingly back at Heather.

Vincent smiled. ‘Then, by the power very recently invested in me by the state of Georgia, I pronounce you husband and wife. Now kiss!!!’

Everyone erupted in laughter, including Heather and Pete as they wrapped their arms around each other and kissed. The laughter morphed into applause and cheers.

After an appreciative length of time, the kiss ended. The newlyweds turned to face the cheering collective and began walking back down the aisle.

As rehearsed, the bridesmaids and groomsmen paired up and followed Pete and Heather off the stage and down the aisle. Allison took the elbow of one of Pete’s professor colleagues. Meredith was paired with one of Heather’s brothers, who offered his elbow. She accepted with a smile.

As they walked past the applauding assembly, Meredith found Detective Tyler Foles, her partner on the force and more importantly, her friend, standing just off the aisle.

While nearly everyone was turned to watch Pete and Heather, Tyler’s eyes and smile were firmly on Meredith. He wasn’t just clapping for the newlyweds. He was applauding Meredith. Standing next to the aisle, he held out his hand as she approached.

‘You killed it, Somerset,’ he said.

‘Thank you,’ she said, giving his hand a squeeze. ‘See you at the reception.’

‘Damn right.’




Chapter 3

Meredith and Tyler gently swayed on the dance floor to the music amid the other couples, but they were not a ‘couple’. Meredith had no problem admitting that while he was a little rough around the edges, Tyler cleaned up well. More than a few guests had asked Meredith who he was and if they were seeing each other. Meredith was also fairly certain that Allison was developing a little crush on him, but the relationship between Meredith and Tyler was built on friendship, professionalism, trust, and more than a few secrets.

As they moved in unison, Meredith could tell something was on his mind.

‘Come on, Tyler. What are you thinking?’

Tyler smiled at being called out. ‘Okay, Somerset. I’ve got to ask. And if I’m steppin’ on any toes, “It’s none of your business” is a perfectly acceptable answer.’

Meredith cocked her head, intrigued. ‘Ask away.’

‘You know I’ve got all the respect in the world for the way you and Pete and Heather and Little Somerset work together.’

‘Yes?’

Tyler nodded over to the head table, where Pete and Heather were sitting. They were speaking in whispers and smiling, their faces close together.

‘That’s gotta sting a little, right?’ Tyler asked.

Meredith thought it over. ‘Sure. There’s a little part of me that wonders “what if”.’ She stole another glance at the happy couple. ‘But I wouldn’t change anything.’

‘You wouldn’t want a second bite at the apple of wedded bliss?’

‘No.’

‘Really? Why not?’

‘Because then, we might not have ended up here.’

Tyler feigned shock. ‘Whoa. Somerset. Look, I appreciate that you’ve finally realized what a prize I am and that you’re taking a shine to me, but I think we should keep things professional.’

Meredith playfully slapped his chest. ‘I was talking about me, Pete, Allison, and Heather.’

Tyler laughed. ‘I know. I know. I’m just sayin’ I don’t know how you do it.’

‘I guess I’m just a bigger man than you are, Tyler.’

Tyler smirked. ‘That’s cold, Somerset.’

They smiled at each other, joined hands off to the side, and continued to sway.




Chapter 4

Dinner had been served. Toasts had been given. The cake had been cut and the garter had been tossed. The majority of guests had left. The few that remained were sitting at tables, talking and laughing or just resting. The DJ had put on a preset playlist and started packing up.

Pete, Heather, Meredith, Allison, and Tyler were sitting in chairs just off the dance floor, soaking in the wedding’s success.

‘I’m really sorry about Noreen,’ Heather said for the fourth or fifth time.

Meredith, who had changed out of her bridesmaid dress into something more comfortable, laughed. ‘It’s fine. I just hope she’s feeling better.’

Noreen had leaned heavily on the wine and finally asked Meredith about her relationship with Pete. She wasn’t aggressive about it, more confused and kept repeating, ‘I’m sorry. Just ignore me … but it’s weird.’

Meredith had handled it with perfect grace until Heather finally stepped in and told Noreen to stop. Noreen was mortified and her questions became tearful apologies.

‘It’ll probably be a day or two until she feels any better,’ Heather said, and then turned to Tyler. ‘And I need to apologize to you about Noreen, as well.’

After her apologies to Meredith, Noreen switched her attention to Tyler, attracted by his rugged charm and the fact that he was a detective. Like Meredith, Tyler had taken it in stride and Heather had to step in once again. Finally, Noreen retreated to the bathroom, accompanied by a reasonably sober friend for support. They emerged sometime later only to disappear into a cab to head back to the hotel.

‘Hey, I was flattered,’ Tyler said. ‘But she’ll understand if I don’t call her.’

‘Did she really give you her number?’ Heather asked.

‘Three times, actually,’ Tyler said. He reached into his pocket and pulled out three wadded napkins. Each one had Noreen’s name and number but by the third napkin, the writing was hardly more than scribbles.

Heather shook her head. ‘Perfect.’

‘She get back to the hotel okay?’ Pete asked.

‘Yeah. Linda texted a little bit ago to let me know they made it, but Noreen’s going to have a terrible morning.’

The five of them sat in silence, staring out at the dance floor. Pete was holding Heather’s hand at his side.

‘Everything packed and ready to go?’ Meredith asked.

Pete nodded. ‘Yep. Flight is at 4 a.m. tomorrow.’

‘You sure you don’t want a ride to the airport?’

‘We’re good. Once we leave here, we’re turning off the phones. No text messages. No social media. No news. Nothing.’

‘Where’s the honeymoon, again?’ Tyler asked.

‘Bali,’ Heather said. ‘Ten days of lying on the beach.’

Tyler smirked. ‘Hopefully more than that.’

‘And how about you?’ Meredith asked, turning to Allison to change the subject. ‘You packed and ready?’

‘My suitcase is in Dad’s car.’

Allison lived with Pete and Heather. While they were on their honeymoon, Allison was going to stay with Meredith. Meredith had been looking forward to it for weeks. She saw her daughter all the time, but having her under the same roof for a week was something different.

Pete patted Heather’s knee. ‘Speaking of?’

Heather sighed. ‘I suppose it’s probably time to call it a night. Meredith, I can’t thank you enough for everything you’ve done for us.’

‘It was my pleasure. I couldn’t be happier for you two.’

‘Really, Meredith,’ Pete added. ‘And not just tonight, but for—’

Meredith’s phone pinged in her pocket. Tyler’s phone chimed a split second later. The two exchanged glances. There was only one person who would be texting both of them at the same time, and there had been an agreement that today was off limits.

‘You guys need to get that?’ Pete asked.

‘I’m sorry. One sec …’

Meredith pulled out her phone. It was a text message from their boss, Sergeant Wheaton: Call me. Right now.

Meredith looked at Tyler, who was obviously reading the same message on his phone.

‘Could you excuse us for a moment?’ Meredith asked.

‘Of course,’ Heather replied.

Meredith motioned for Tyler to follow her. They stood from their chairs and wove their way through the tables and out the door to the courtyard.

The night air had just started to cool.

Once Meredith felt that they were safe from anyone hearing them, she stopped, hit the call button, and put it on speakerphone. She held up the phone so Tyler could hear as he came to a stop next to her.

Sergeant Wheaton answered almost immediately.

‘Meredith?’ he asked.

‘Yeah. I’m here,’ she answered, already on edge.

Sergeant Wheaton was like a father to her, but he only used her first name in strained circumstances.

‘Is Detective Foles with you?’ he asked.

‘What’s up, boss?’ Tyler responded.

‘Okay. I need to know right now; have either of you been drinking?’

‘No,’ Meredith answered. She could see that Tyler was about to make a joke, but she shook her head.

‘Nope,’ Tyler added.

Tyler was a recovering addict. It had almost cost him his job on their first case together, but with Meredith’s help, he had been clean for three years.

‘No champagne?’ Wheaton asked. ‘No wine with dinner?’

‘No,’ Meredith repeated. ‘What’s going on?’

‘Okay. I’m going to give you the gist right now and then the rest when you get here to the scene.’

‘You’re at a crime scene?’ Meredith asked.

‘Yes, and it’s a damn circus. I’m texting you the address. Get here.’

*

Moments later, Meredith and Tyler were hustling back toward the atrium.

‘I’ll have Allison drive home in my car. You’ll have to drive us to the crime scene,’ Meredith said.

‘Copy that.’

‘Do we need to stop by your place so you can change?’

‘Nah,’ Tyler said, opening the door for her. ‘I keep a change of clothes in my car.’

Meredith stopped. ‘You do?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Why?’

‘Because I’m an optimist,’ Tyler said with a wink.

Meredith fought an eye roll as she walked past him.

‘I’ll go change in my car,’ Tyler said, following her inside. ‘You wrap it up with the fam.’

‘See you outside.’

Tyler split off as Meredith crossed the dance floor back to Pete, Heather, and Allison. They stood as Meredith approached.

‘What’s going on?’ Pete asked.

‘It’s work.’

Pete blinked. ‘I thought they weren’t supposed to call you today.’

‘They weren’t but something came up.’

Her demeanor made it clear that she didn’t have time to explain.

‘Tyler is going to drive us to where we need to be.’ Meredith took out her keys and offered them to Allison. ‘When you’re ready to go, grab your stuff from Dad’s car and head to my place. I’ll be home later.’

‘Okay,’ Allison said. She reached for the keys, but Meredith pulled them back.

‘And you drive carefully. Got it?’

‘Yeah. I got it.’

Meredith dropped the keys into her hand.

Allison had been driving for a little over a year. Meredith knew she was a good driver but the thought of Allison getting behind the wheel still made her shudder.

Pete also took out his keys and handed them to Allison. ‘Grab your stuff out of my car. We’re going to head out soon.’

Allison took the keys, turned, and headed for the exit, leaving Meredith alone with Heather and Pete.

‘I’m so sorry we have to run off like this,’ she said.

‘It’s all right,’ Heather said, sincerely. Both she and Pete knew the drill with Meredith’s job.

‘Is everything okay?’ Pete asked.

‘Yeah. It’s fine.’ She changed gears. ‘Listen; the two of you. I mean it; I couldn’t be happier. I know I’ve said it a thousand times and I’ve meant it every time; I love you both.’

They hugged.

‘We love you, too,’ Pete said.

Meredith held them for a second longer than what felt necessary.

Somewhere, deep inside her, Meredith knew that things had changed.




Chapter 5

Meredith and Tyler stared out at the array of flashing red and blue lights and the fleet of news vans.

‘How did the press get here so fast?’ Tyler asked under his breath.

‘No idea,’ Meredith said. ‘Let’s just get to camp.’

‘Copy that.’

Tyler navigated around the block to the back of the building, where the police had set up. After showing their badges and IDs multiple times, they finally entered the employee lot, where the police had taken over.

They exited the car and walked around the side of the building, toward the knot of uniforms in the middle of the parking lot.

Tyler glanced over his shoulder at the towering building and the glass-walled lobby, where a number of the staff were watching.

‘Pretty sweet digs,’ he casually remarked.

Meredith was focused on the group of officers. Sheriff Howell, with his massive, muscular frame, was easy to spot. Eddie, one of the officers, was snapping photos of the scene. Lewis, the department’s forensic tech, occasionally popped up from examining the body, which was still hidden from Meredith and Tyler’s view.

Watching over the proceedings was Sergeant Wheaton.

He spotted their approach and walked toward them, meeting them a few yards before they reached the body.

‘It’s a shit show,’ he said, motioning to the multiple news vans being kept out of the lot by a perimeter of cops. ‘We need to button up the scene and get the body out of here.’ He lowered his voice. ‘Now, I know we had an agreement about today and if I felt like I could put this on someone else’s plate, I would, but for my money, you two are the best I got and this is going to get very messy, very fast. The victim is high profile. Very high profile. His name is Zeke Robinson. He is – was – the CEO of Community One Health Insurance. He was worth tens of millions and he had a lot of enemies. He was in the city for a shareholder meeting downtown. He left the meeting to come here.’

‘Do we know why?’ Meredith asked.

‘No.’

‘How did we get all the info we do know?’ Tyler asked. ‘Not just who he was. I’m talking about having lots of enemies.’

‘Google. You can see for yourself once we’re done here, but it’s not much of a secret. That’s why this is going to get messy. And on that note, if you have any reservations before taking this case, tell me here and now. No hard feelings, but if so, I have to get someone else out here right away.’

‘Nah. We got this,’ Tyler answered without hesitation.

Meredith could sense Tyler’s eagerness; the rush of adrenaline when presented with a case, especially one that you’re told is going to be different. She felt it, too, just not as immediately as Tyler. It wasn’t that she didn’t think the two of them could handle it, either. It was Sergeant Wheaton. He was on edge, but he believed in the two of them, and that was all she needed.

Meredith nodded. ‘We’re good.’

‘All right,’ Sergeant Wheaton said. ‘Here we go.’

*

Sergeant Wheaton led them back to the ring of cops. The only individual not in uniform was a man in a stylish suit, with immaculate hair, and a nervous expression while subconsciously fidgeting with his hands.

Meredith and Tyler stopped and stared at the body lying on the asphalt. His face, which was turned to the side, was about the only thing left of his head. The rest of it was fanned out across the pavement. There was also a bullet hole dead-center in the back of his blazer, one in the right of his back, and another in the back of his left knee.

Meredith looked to Lewis, who had just finished bagging the hands of the body to preserve anything under the fingernails.

‘Evening, Lewis. What can you tell us?’

Lewis stood. ‘Not much more than what you see here. First shot was to the back of the knee,’ he said, pointing with his gloved hand. ‘Second shot to the right side. Third to the spine.’ Lewis stood over the body and mimicked the aiming of a gun. ‘Finisher was right here.’

‘Do we know time of death?’ Tyler asked.

‘8:46 p.m. and eighteen seconds.’

‘That’s oddly specific,’ Tyler remarked.

‘Detectives,’ Sergeant Wheaton said, motioning to the man in the suit. ‘This is Carl Andlers. He’s one of The Wiltern’s managers—’

‘Executive docents,’ Andlers corrected him.

‘Right. He’s provided us with the security footage.’ Sergeant Wheaton pointed to the cameras mounted to the lampposts around the lot. ‘The footage has the timestamps.’

‘We’re going to need to look at those as soon as possible,’ Meredith said.

‘Of course. We have them ready inside,’ Andlers replied.

‘Appreciate that,’ Tyler said.

Andlers nodded and resumed silently fidgeting.

‘As you’ll see in the video, at 8:43 p.m., Zeke Robinson parked his rental car there,’ Sergeant Wheaton said, pointing to a black sedan that had been taped off with officers keeping guard. ‘Forensics have already started searching for anything that could help us. No one has touched the car since Mr. Robinson exited. He started walking to the front door of the building. Once he got here,’ Sergeant Wheaton indicated a spot a few feet from where the body lay, ‘he was addressed by a figure standing over there.’ He pointed to the area under a streetlamp nearby. ‘We don’t know what was said. There’s no sound on the security footage, but Robinson turned back to continue walking to the building. His assailant then aimed the gun. As Lewis said, the first shot was to the back of the knee. The second shot entered the torso on the right side. Third shot was to the back, causing him to fall. The killer then stood over Robinson, paused for a few seconds, and delivered the final shot which did … that,’ Sergeant Wheaton said, indicating the splatter. ‘Then, the killer took off on foot, heading east.’

Meredith and Tyler looked at each other.

‘Let’s start canvassing the surrounding buildings and see if they’ve got footage of the shooter,’ Tyler said. ‘Maybe we can get a better idea of where he came from and where he went.’

‘Mr. Andlers, do you have any idea what brought Mr. Robinson here this evening?’

Andlers shook his head. ‘I’m sorry. I don’t.’

‘Okay,’ Meredith said. ‘Let’s see that footage.’




Chapter 6

The gun kicked in the killer’s hand and the contents of Zeke Robinson’s head emptied onto the ground.

Meredith winced.

The image on the screen wasn’t ultra-high-def, but it was clear enough.

‘Back it up again, please,’ Tyler said to Gabe, the security guard manning the computer in the small office behind the reception desk in the lobby of The Wiltern.

Gabe pressed a button and the image on the monitor zipped backwards. Once Zeke was back to his car, Gabe hit another button on the keyboard and the footage began to play. They watched as Zeke exited the car, stumbled, caught himself before he fell, and then leaned back against the car for support.

‘Dude is lit,’ Tyler said under his breath. ‘Surprised he made the drive in one piece.’

Tyler’s conclusion gained further evidence as Zeke began walking through the parking lot toward the building. When he reached the edge of the field of view, the perspective switched to another camera.

‘As I was saying, the cameras aren’t recording all the time,’ Gabe explained. ‘They have motion sensors. They start recording when tripped.’

‘Pause it, please,’ Meredith said.

Gabe hit a button and the screen froze.

‘Any of the motion sensors not working?’ Meredith asked, staring over Gabe’s shoulder at the monitor.

‘Absolutely not,’ Andlers hastily chimed in. ‘Security is the highest priority at The Wiltern.’

‘We get an alert if the batteries in the motion sensors are low,’ Gabe said. ‘And I conduct a test every morning as part of my routine. All of them were working.’

‘Out of curiosity, why aren’t the cameras recording all the time?’ Meredith asked.

Andlers was about to defend the honor of The Wiltern again, but Gabe calmly answered, ‘We have ten cameras in the exterior parking lot, thirty cameras in the various levels of the parking garage, cameras in the lobby, the stairwells, and on every floor. If we were recording all the time, it would be a ton of digital information we’d have to store on a server, which would cost us thousands of dollars a month. This way is cheaper but more importantly, it’s more efficient. It makes it easier to search.’

‘Copy that. Thank you,’ Tyler said. ‘Let’s keep going.’

Gabe hit the play button and Zeke continued his staggered journey through the lot.

He stopped and looked over his shoulder.

‘Here we go,’ Tyler whispered, leaning closer to the screen.

On the monitor, Zeke turned and addressed the figure at the very edge of the frame. The bottom half of the face under the black cap was hidden by the bandana. Meredith and Tyler immediately spotted the gun in his gloved hand, which Zeke didn’t seem to notice. While Zeke wobbled on drunken legs, the dark figure, standing at the edge of the screen, remained still.

‘No sound, right?’ Tyler asked.

Gabe shook his head.

On the screen, Zeke rotated back to the building. The figure raised the gun. The muzzle flashed, and Zeke’s leg gave out.

‘One to the knee,’ Tyler said.

The man fired. Zeke turned slightly and gripped his side.

‘One to the side.’

The gun flashed again and Zeke pitched forward like a rag doll, landing with his face turned to the side.

‘One to the back.’

‘Pause, please,’ Meredith said.

Gabe hit the button. The image froze with Zeke on the ground and the killer taking a step toward him, still holding the gun.

‘What’s on your mind, Somerset?’ Tyler asked.

‘Two things, but they might be nothing.’

‘Spill it.’

‘The first is where the killer stopped to talk to Robinson.’ She pointed at the screen. ‘It’s right at the edge of the security camera’s field of view. We can barely see him.’

Tyler nodded. ‘You think he knew the spot to stop so that the cameras wouldn’t get a good look?’

‘Maybe.’

‘And the second thing?’

‘The third shot. The one to the back. Robinson didn’t try to stop his fall. Maybe he couldn’t.’

It took Tyler a moment. ‘You think the killer parked one in our guy’s spine?’

‘It’s either that or it was a hell of a lucky shot,’ Meredith said and then nodded to Gabe. ‘Keep going, please.’

Gabe pressed the button.

On the screen, the killer stepped over to Zeke, appearing careful to position himself in a way to keep his back to the camera. He aimed the gun, paused, and then fired the kill shot.

Andlers made a noise and turned from the screen.

The killer pivoted and began walking away. He wasn’t running, but he was moving with purpose. The cameras cycled as if they were handing off the image of the killer like a baton in a relay race until he disappeared into the darkness at the edge of the last camera.

‘And you were the one to call the police?’ Meredith asked Gabe.

‘Yes. I first saw the guy who was killed walking in the parking lot but didn’t think much of it. I was keeping an eye on the cameras in the garage. Some of the cars have been getting keyed because of disputes between the residents. They can be a little petty.’

‘Gabe. Please,’ Andlers interjected.

‘Sorry. Anyway, the muzzle flash caught my attention. I saw that,’ he said, pointing to the image on the screen of Robinson’s brains scattered across the pavement. ‘I watched until the killer left the lot and then I called you guys.’

‘Did anyone touch the body?’ Meredith asked.

Gabe shook his head. ‘No. It’s all on the tapes. I had my team lock down the building while I went outside and made sure nothing was touched.’

‘Good man,’ Tyler said.

‘Can you show us when the killer entered the lot?’ Meredith asked. ‘Was he waiting for the victim?’

‘Actually, yes and no.’ Gabe tapped a series of keys on the keyboard. ‘He wasn’t waiting in the parking lot, but he was definitely waiting.’ Gabe queued up the footage. One screen showed the entrance to the lot from the street. The other showed the far edge of the lot.

‘That’s the dead guy’s car,’ Gabe said, pointing to one screen where Zeke’s black sedan pulled into the lot. ‘And that’s the killer,’ he said, pointing to the other.

The screen flickered to life as the dark figure emerged from the shadows and walked into the lot.

Meredith tensed.

‘Shit …’ Tyler breathed.

They watched for a few more moments as the images of the two screens cycled through and merged with one another. Zeke looked over his shoulder to address the figure who, a moment later, raised the gun.

‘You can stop it,’ Meredith said. ‘Detective Foles?’ she asked, inclining her head for him to follow.

They stepped out of the office and into the lobby.

Meredith made sure no one was close enough to hear them.

‘The timing? The fact that the killer knew exactly where the victim was going to be? The gloves? The shot to the spine?’

‘I’m right there with you, Somerset. This was a hit.’

‘Yep.’

‘Okay. How do you want to play it?’

‘Let’s find out why he came here.’

‘Copy that.’

Meredith and Tyler returned to the security office.

‘Can you get us all the footage from the parking lot from this evening?’ Meredith asked Gabe.

‘Of course.’

‘Thank you. Someone from our department will coordinate with you to make that happen. Mr. Andlers?’

‘Yes?’

‘Let’s speak in your office.’




Chapter 7

The office of the executive docent, Mr. Andlers, with its warm lighting and posh furniture, matched the luxurious tones of the lobby. Upon entering, Andlers went behind the heavy wooden desk and motioned to a set of chairs on the other side.

‘That Gabe out there is solid,’ Tyler said, dropping into one of the chairs. ‘You should think about giving him a raise.’

‘Our company hires only the best, whether it’s housekeeping, landscaping, or security, and Mr. Trujillo is well compensated,’ Andlers said dismissively while taking a seat in the chair behind the desk. ‘Now, I believe you have some questions?’

‘Yes,’ Meredith said, taking out her small notepad and pen. ‘Do you know why Mr. Robinson came here this evening? To your knowledge, does he know anyone in the building?’

‘I’m sorry. I don’t. We have over four hundred residents.’

‘Has he ever been here before?’

‘Again, I’m sorry but I don’t know.’

‘When guests show up, do they have to check in at the front desk or anything?’ Tyler asked.

‘They do.’

Meredith and Tyler waited for Andlers to elaborate. Instead, he sat there, as if waiting for the next question.

‘Can you check and see if his name appears anywhere in the guestbook?’ Meredith asked with slight confusion.

Andlers pursed his lips. ‘Hmmm …’

‘Is there a problem?’

‘You’ll forgive me, detectives. I may have to consult with our legal team. We’re very protective of our residents and even if he had visited at some point, there’s no guarantee that he signed in. We encourage all guests to do so but some of our more prestigious and demanding residents insist on the privacy of their guests.’

‘Mr. Andlers, we appreciate your concern for your residents and their guests,’ Tyler said, inserting a subtle hint of sarcasm. ‘But we are going to need that information and the sooner you provide it, the sooner we’ll be out of your hair. We’ll get a warrant if we have to, but it’ll make this thing longer and more intrusive for your “prestigious” and “demanding” residents. We’ll have to—’

‘Fine,’ Andlers said with a flustered sigh and began typing on his computer. He punched a final key and then studied his screen. Meredith and Tyler could see his eyes scanning. After several moments, relief washed over his face and he sat back in his chair. ‘I’m sorry, detectives. It appears Mr. Robinson has never been here before. You can see for yourself, if you’d like.’

‘Yeah,’ Tyler said, ignoring his offer. ‘But you just got done telling us that some people don’t feel the need to sign in.’

‘Yes,’ Andlers replied through gritted teeth. ‘That’s true.’

‘Can you check your records for any mention of Mr. Robinson?’ Meredith asked.

Reluctantly, Andlers went back to his computer and resumed typing, clearly hoping to get the same results. He once again hit a key and began reading. Suddenly, the relief was gone. His eyes widened. He tried to regain his composure, but Meredith and Tyler had noticed.

‘Mr. Andlers?’ Meredith asked.

‘I’m … I’m terribly sorry, but I am going to have to contact our legal counsel.’

‘Come on, man,’ Tyler said. ‘You obviously clocked something.’

Andlers squirmed. ‘I’m not sure I’m supposed to … I need to speak to our lawyers before I say anything further. I truly am sorry.’

‘All right,’ Meredith said, standing from her chair. ‘In the meantime, we’ll start questioning every resident and employee in the building. If you could have Gabe instruct everyone to wait in their apartments.’

‘Y-you’ll what?’

‘We’ll start on the top floor and work our way down. No one can leave until we talk to them.’

‘You can’t do that!’

Meredith shrugged. ‘You haven’t given us a choice. Call the lawyers.’

‘No. That’s not what—’

‘We’ll be asking everyone what they do and who has visited them. We’ll need to conduct background checks, as well. There’s going to be a lot of questions.’

Tyler gave him a knowing smile. ‘And let me tell you something, Mr. Andlers; I tend to ask deeply, deeply probing questions. I love me some details, you know? I mean, I get in there.’

Andlers put up his hands. ‘Detectives, please. I—’

‘Or you can simply tell us what you found,’ Meredith said, cutting him off.

Andlers stared at them, his lips twitching involuntarily.

Meredith and Tyler could get a warrant. The rest of their threats – locking down the building, forcing everyone to wait in their apartments until they had been interviewed – was a stone-cold bluff, but they were counting on Andlers wanting to protect the privacy of his ‘prestigious’ residents.

Andlers’ shoulders slumped in defeat. ‘All right. The name “Ezekial Robinson” appears on the lease of one of our units. It might be why he never signed the guestbook. He was an owner.’

‘Which unit?’ Meredith asked.




Chapter 8

The woman who opened the door to Suite 117 was beautiful in a way that transcended lust or jealousy. It was a beauty that made people ask, ‘What was that like?’

What was it like to be God’s chosen? What was it like to have everyone stare?

‘Mrs. Stanfield?’ Mr. Andlers asked.

‘Yes?’ she replied, clasping together the lapels of her white robe.

‘Please, understand that neither I nor The Wiltern would—’

‘It’s Zeke, isn’t it?’ she asked.

Mr. Andlers fidgeted. ‘Well, on behalf of the owners and management of The Wiltern, I feel I must—’

‘Yes. I’m afraid it is,’ Meredith interjected. ‘I’m Detective Meredith Somerset with the Cobb County Police Department. This is Detective Tyler Foles. May we come in?’

The woman looked between them, nodded, pushed open the door, and headed back into the suite. Meredith and Tyler followed. Andlers attempted to join them, but upon stepping through the door, Tyler stopped and turned to him.

‘We’ll take it from here. Thanks for your help. And seriously, give Gabe a raise.’

Andlers was about to protest, but Tyler shut the door in his face.

*

Meredith and Tyler entered the living room of the suite. One wall was a floor-to-ceiling window. The lights of downtown Atlanta glittered in the distance while red and blue lights flashed below. Another wall contained a small wet bar.

‘We appreciate you speaking to us, Mrs. Stanfield.’

‘Please. It’s Lucy.’

‘Lucy,’ Meredith repeated.

‘Where’s Zeke?’

Tyler looked to Meredith, which Lucy could read plain as day.

‘Oh my God … Is he dead?’

‘I’m afraid so,’ Meredith confirmed.

Lucy took a breath. ‘What happened?’

‘He was shot outside in the parking lot.’

Lucy stared at them and then stepped over to the wet bar and lifted a bottle of gin from an array of spirits and wine.

‘Would either of you care for a drink?’

‘No, thank you,’ Meredith said.

Lucy turned to Tyler, who held up a hand.

‘High and dry.’

‘Do you mind if I have one?’ Lucy asked. ‘I have a feeling this isn’t going to be pleasant.’

‘May I ask if you’ve had anything to drink tonight?’

‘I haven’t,’ Lucy replied, soberly.

Meredith gestured that it was fine.

Lucy poured herself three generous fingers of gin from a decanter into a solid crystal tumbler. She brought the glass to her lips, closed her eyes, and took down almost half of it in one gulp.

Tyler shot an impressed look to Meredith, who momentarily regretted giving the go ahead, but after taking a few seconds to savor the gin, Lucy opened her eyes.

‘Okay. What would you like to know?’

Meredith took out her notepad and pen. ‘You knew Ezekial Robinson?’

‘Yes. I did.’

‘Was he coming here tonight to see you?’

‘Yes. He was.’

‘What was the nature of your relationship with Mr. Robinson?’

Lucy hesitated.

‘Mrs. Stan— … Lucy,’ Meredith said, correcting herself, ‘it’s better if—’

Lucy sighed
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