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      Then

      Angela laughed as she and Jeffrey stumbled out of the movie theater, spilling popcorn. He stepped in it, spreading the mess.

      Some parents with little kids glared at them.

      That only made Angela laugh all the more. “Did you see the look on his face?”

      “I couldn’t miss it. Come on.” He wrapped an arm around her, and they hurried toward the exit.

      She stopped at a movie poster. “Oh, look. John Candy has a new movie coming out soon. I can’t wait!”

      Jeff kissed her cheek. “We’ll see it as soon as it comes out. Let’s get going. I don’t like the way that guy is glaring at me.”

      Angela glanced in the direction he was looking. That same dad of the kids was definitely shooting daggers with his eyes in their direction. “What’s his problem?”

      “I’ll give you three guesses.”

      Her giddiness from the comedy melted into anger. “It’s nobody else’s business that we’re together. We love each other, and that’s all that matters.”

      “Not everyone sees it that way,” he grumbled.

      She threaded her fingers through his, her annoyingly pale skin a stark contrast from his gorgeous dark tone. What she wouldn’t give for the beautiful brown, but she was stuck with pasty white.

      Angela held her head high as she marched out of the building with the love of her life. Nobody else had a say in who she went out with. Especially not some grown man she didn’t even know. It was bad enough that some of the jocks at school bothered Jeff about being with her, but random guys in town who didn’t even know them? It was infuriating. How could people actually think like that anymore? It was the nineties now, not the sixties.

      “Let’s go.” He pulled her along to the parking lot and headed for his car. It was a peaceful night with stars filling the sky.

      “Are you okay, ma’am?”

      Angela turned toward the voice. A security guard about her dad’s age stared at her with concern in his eyes.

      “Are you talking to me?” she snapped, her annoyance with the dad in the theater still running high.

      The guard nodded, fixing his cap.

      “Why wouldn’t I be?” Angela flipped her hair over her shoulder. “I’m calmly walking here with my boyfriend. What could possibly be wrong?”

      “I’m just checking.”

      “Maybe worry about people who are actually in danger. My boyfriend and I being together is none of your business.” She pulled Jeffrey toward his car before the old jerk could say another word.

      Once sitting in the passenger seat, she let out a frustrated yell.

      “Don’t let it get to you.” Jeff started the car.

      “How am I supposed to do that? They’re being so unfair!”

      “It’s just the way it is.”

      “They’re wrong! Someone needs to set these people straight.” Angela reached for the handle so she could find the guard and give him a piece of her mind.

      Jeff rested a hand on her arm. “Don’t. You can’t convince the world.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “These people already have their minds made up, but even if you do get through to them, there are a hundred more with the same ideals. It’s best just to ignore them.”

      Her mouth fell open. “You can’t be serious.”

      “I am. It’s something I deal with every day.”

      His words felt like a slap to the face. “Every day?”

      “Pretty much. People like to point out that I don’t have the right to be with you.”

      “Those jerks make it sound like they own me. The guys at school who make comments never even gave me a second glance, but now that we’re together they think they have a say in who I go out with? I’m going to tell them off tomorrow!”

      “They aren’t worth the effort.”

      “I can’t let them tell you who you can date, or let them think that they own me. That’s what they’re acting like.”

      Jeff held her hand in between his. “You aren’t going to change anyone’s mind. Let’s just enjoy being together until I have to take you back home. It’s almost your curfew.”

      “But it’s wrong! They can’t act like that.”

      “They can, and they do. We can’t fight an entire system, but there’s one thing we can do to stick it to them.”

      “What?”

      He held her gaze. “Don’t let them get to us. The happier we are together, the more we win.”

      “But someone needs to say something, or they’ll just keep thinking that it’s okay.”

      “Good luck with that.” Jeff pulled out of the parking spot and drove to their favorite fast-food restaurant. After ordering at the drive-thru, he parked and they laughed about the funniest scenes from the movie.

      But Angela couldn’t stop thinking about how many people had a problem with them being together. Not that any of them had a say in it. What made them think they did? If anyone should have an issue with it, she’d have thought it would be either her parents or his, but none of them did. His parents loved her and hers loved him.

      When he pulled up to the front of her house, she turned to him. “Want to sneak some extra time together?”

      “You don’t have to ask me twice.” He pulled his car forward a little so that a bush hid it from anyone looking out from her house.

      Angela pointed for him to go around back, and she headed for the front door, making a big show of saying goodnight to her parents and sister. She walked loudly up the stairs, and waited before sneaking down them and tiptoeing to the back door.

      As soon as she poked her head out, Jeff pulled her outside and kissed her deeply. She laughed, closed the door quietly, and wrapped her arms around him.

      “See?” he said. “We don’t have to worry about what anyone else thinks.”

      “Those losers don’t matter.” She took his hand, and they ran to the old barn that hadn’t been used since before she was born. It was the perfect place to hide and spend hours together. Nobody had ever found them when they spent time there.

      The loft was covered in bales of hay, which actually made for a great place to lounge around. Sometimes they played music and talked for hours in each other’s arms. She couldn’t wait to put the troubles of the evening behind them and forget the rest of the world even existed.

      When they reached their favorite spot, she skidded to a stop and gasped. Jeff pulled her close.

      A man in an expensive suit stood in front of them.

      “Who are you?” Jeff demanded.

      His only response was to whip out a gun.

      Angela cried out.

      “Shut up!”

      “Don’t talk to her like that,” Jeff said.

      The man pointed the gun right at Jeff. “Both of you need to shut up.”

      She turned around.

      Another guy blocked them. His clothes were just as fancy.

      “What do you want?” she asked, trying to distract him so she could figure out how they were going to escape the barn.

      “What part of ‘shut up’ don’t you understand?”

      Angela bit her tongue. If he didn’t have a gun, she’d have plenty more to say to him.

      “On your knees.” The man pointed the weapon back and forth between her and Jeff. “Hands on your heads.”

      They both dropped down and did as they were told.

      Silent tears ran down her face. The man was going to execute them. But why? What had they done?

      He aimed the gun at Jeffrey. It clicked.

      “No!” Angela yelled.

      Bang!

      Her ears rang something fierce as the love of her life fell over. Blood pooled around his head.

      She dropped to his side and begged him to wake up.

      Someone grabbed her by the arm and yanked her to standing. The man towered over her, his eyes full of hatred. He snatched her purse from her grasp. “Listen to me good. I’m only going to say this once.”

      Angela nodded, whimpering and unable to stop the flow of tears.

      “You’re going to run away and never return. Do you understand me?”

      She didn’t, but she nodded anyway.

      “If you ever come back here, this” — He gestured toward Jeffrey — “will be what I do to your parents and sister. Got it?”

      “Wh-where am I supposed to go?”

      “You’ll figure something out. Now leave!” He gestured wildly, and the other guy stepped aside giving her room to flee.

      Angela turned to Jeff’s lifeless body. “I’m so sorry.”

      The man shoved her.

      She hurried, stumbling her way down to the main level. Once outside, she ran.

      Footsteps thundered from behind, growing closer.
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      Now

      Ariana Jones peeked out the window and craned her neck to see down the street, squinting from the brightness of the intense early-August sun.

      Damon looped an arm around her waist. “Anxious much?”

      “I’m not anxious.”

      “This is the fifth time in as many minutes that you’ve looked for their car.”

      She glanced at the clock. “They were supposed to be here fifteen minutes ago.”

      “It’s a three-hour drive. They could’ve gotten stuck in traffic or stopped for something to eat. I’m sure everything’s fine.”

      “Nobody texted me about a delay.”

      He kissed his wife. “It’s only fifteen minutes.”

      “I’m excited for everyone to see our new place. Can you blame me?”

      “I can’t wait either,” Damon said, “but they’ll be here soon enough.”

      Ari stepped back and looked around their newly furnished living room. They’d only just moved into the newly built home the previous weekend. The last few months had been a whirlwind of design decisions, furniture shopping, and waiting while the house was under construction.

      Her parents and her twin thirteen-year-old siblings were going to be their first overnight guests. Ariana and Damon’s old home had been totally destroyed by a fire, and they were forced to start over from scratch. They had literally only had the clothes on their backs and the few items in their cars.

      Everything else turned to ash. Then the builders found human bones in the ground.

      To say the first part of the year had been a nightmare would be a huge understatement. Now they had a fresh beginning, and best of all they’d been able to design the home of their dreams — not that anything had been wrong with the first one. They had a soundproof room, made specifically for recording their podcast, and they each had their own offices for writing and researching the books they were always writing.

      Ariana was taking an online course to become a private investigator, and now she could close herself off in her office when she needed the quiet for her live calls and to hear pre-recorded lectures. Although Damon enjoyed listening in, it wasn’t enough to make him curious about the profession himself. She had offered to enroll him in the course, but he wouldn’t have anything to do with it.

      He said nobody would want the son of a notorious serial killer as their investigator. Not that they advertised his relationship to Cal Jones, but people tended to connect the dots. And if he had a profession like that, word would spread. He already worried that the association would work against Ariana, but she didn’t think it would make a difference. Probably because she wasn’t related to Cal by blood. She didn’t carry his DNA. That made all the difference in his mind, no matter how much she tried to convince him otherwise.

      Damon nudged her. “What did I tell you?”

      She snapped her attention out the window. Her mom’s silver SUV rounded the corner.

      “Finally!” Ariana raced outside onto the freshly laid lawn, waving like a lunatic. She didn’t care what any of the neighbors thought of her.

      Her family was here.

      The SUV pulled into the driveway and cut the engine. Doors flung open, and she was engulfed in a flurry of embraces and thrilled hellos. Her heart soared as she clung to her parents and siblings. The one thing she didn’t like about where they lived was that it was so far from family.

      She stepped back and took in her loved ones. The first thing she noticed was how big Laney and Zander were. “Look at you two! It won’t be long before you both shoot up past me.”

      Laney stood taller as she moved closer to her. “I’m already almost there.”

      “Like I said.”

      Laney fluffed her hair. “Well, we are teenagers now.”

      “And you won’t let us forget it.” Dad laughed.

      Zander stood off to the side, which wasn’t like him.

      “Are you okay?” Ariana asked.

      “Yeah. My stomach just hurts a little.”

      Laney poked him. “I told you not to eat that third candy bar.”

      “It isn’t that kind of ache.”

      “Come in and see the house,” Damon said. “You guys must be thirsty — especially after all that sugar.” He winked at Zander. “We stocked up on your favorites.”

      The kids talked over each other as they ran toward the front door. Zander kept a hand on the middle of his stomach but he smiled as he teased his twin.

      Mom stood next to Ariana. “The new house is breathtaking.”

      “Wait until you see the inside!” Ariana pulled her in, and she and Damon gave everyone the grand tour.

      Laney and Zander joked about wanting to move in with their big sister.

      “You’re always welcome to stay here,” Damon said. “But I’m pretty sure your parents want you living with them.”

      “Not that our house is a dump,” Mom said.

      “And we have a pool,” Dad added. “I remember two kids who were particularly thrilled about that when we moved in.”

      Damon cleared his throat. “We might have one too.”

      Laney shrieked and ran toward the back of the house, with Zander not far behind her.

      Dad threw Ari and Damon an exasperated look. “Really? Are you trying to lure them here?”

      Ari laughed. “No.”

      Damon put an arm around her. “Should we tell them it’s enclosed?”

      “What?” Mom exclaimed, and she took off after the kids.

      “Great.” Dad threw his arms in the air, but he had a twinkle in his eyes. He gave them both a hug. “Actually, I’m really happy for you two. After everything you’ve been through this year, you deserve nothing more than to just relax and enjoy the rest of the year.”

      Ari nudged Damon. “I don’t think he has any plans to chill. He’s marinating steaks to put on the grill in a few hours, and I’m pretty sure he’s been working on our new book all morning when I slept in.”

      “Guilty.”

      “Steaks?” Dad said. “I’ll help with those — if you want me to.”

      “Of course.”

      The two of them started talking about marinades, and Ariana went to find her mom and siblings. She loved that Damon was part of the family, especially given that he’d lost both of his parents. When she and Damon met, there had been an age gap that seemed a lot bigger back when they were teenagers — she hadn’t been much older than the twins at the time. Now she could see why her parents had been concerned about them having a relationship, but obviously everything worked out. Not that it had been easy given that Cal Jones had set his sights on taking down her dad.

      “An indoor pool?” Laney’s voice pulled Ariana from her thoughts.

      But before she could respond, the doorbell rang. “I’ll get that.”

      She hurried downstairs, checking the doorbell cam on her phone. It was her friend Maya, who was chewing on her lip and twisting a strand of hair.

      Ari flung open the door. “Is everything okay?”

      Maya looked around. “Am I interrupting anything? Or did you two get a new car?”

      “My parents are here. Come on in.”

      She didn’t. “I don’t want to interrupt.”

      “You’re not. They’ll be glad to meet you.” Ari waved her in. “But first, tell me what’s wrong.”

      Maya glanced around and then pulled Ariana outside. “I don’t want to ruin your time with your family, but…”

      “Just tell me. After everything we’ve all been through this year, I’m sure I can handle it.”

      “This… um…”

      Ari’s heart raced. Her friend was usually straightforward, so whatever news she had couldn’t be good. “Please just tell me.”

      “Right. Well, you know the guy I’m working for, Mr. Mason?”

      “The widower. Yeah, is it not going well anymore?”

      Maya twisted her hair even tighter around her finger. “He asked me to look for something in an old barn behind the house. The building looks like it’s going to fall over at any moment, so I didn’t feel good about it but I went anyway.”

      Ariana nodded for her to keep going and hopefully get to the point. Whatever the bad news was, she wanted to know, not drag it out.

      “I looked around where he said, but didn’t find anything. So I started going through some things on a shelf. I had a bad feeling, like the floor might collapse underneath me. But that isn’t what happened. When I took a box down from a shelf, the whole thing crashed to the ground. It made a huge mess, but that isn’t the worst of it.”

      “What was?”

      “There were human bones!”

      “Are you sure?” Ariana exclaimed.

      “Yes! They fell right out of one of the boxes — a whole bunch of them! Like a whole skeleton’s worth. What should I do?”

      “Did you call the police?”

      Maya shook her head. “I came here to talk to you since you’re taking that PI class.”

      “Did you tell Mr. Mason?”

      “I ran straight over here to ask you.”

      “You have to tell him.”

      “Why? To give the poor old guy a heart attack?” Maya asked. “I can’t do that.”

      Ariana drew a deep breath. She should’ve known better than to expect things to remain quiet in their neighborhood.
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