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      He stood among the crowd of nosy neighbors watching the excavations. One of the homes had burned down recently, which had led to the discovery of the bodies.

      His handiwork.

      He’d been so careful to make sure they would never be found. And they wouldn’t have been, if the construction crew hadn’t torn out the foundation. They’d messed with the dirt around it and dug them up.

      No way he could have seen that coming. Now the cops would be looking for him. And the timing wasn’t the greatest. It would’ve been better if he didn’t have his next project to take care of. Focusing on her and this was too much.

      But he’d manage. Somehow. Could try looking at it as an extra challenge.

      He didn’t want any complications.

      Not that anyone had asked him. It was time for a change, of course, regardless. He would have to focus on both. It was just a wrench in his plans. Nothing he couldn’t handle if he gave it enough thought.

      Someone bumped him. A guy with a fancy suit. This neighborhood had more lawyers than the local courthouse.

      “Sorry,” said the guy. “Can you believe there are bodies here in Rosy Hills?”

      “Inconceivable.” It was hard to be convincing. These people all lived in a fantasy world where nothing ever went wrong for them.

      The neighbor didn’t seem to notice his lack of enthusiasm. “You think the Jones’s did it?”

      “Couldn’t say.”

      “I wouldn’t mind taking the case. Could use the publicity for my firm.”

      He’d called it. Lawyer.

      The coroner brought out the first body on a rolling cart. The bags never looked as neat and pretty as the bags on TV. This one was a hideous shade of green and looked like it had seen better days.

      One lady gasped and ran from the crowd.

      She shouldn’t gawk if she couldn’t handle it. And it wasn’t like anyone could see the body inside the bag. It would only be bones at this point anyway. Nothing to get bent out of shape over.

      After the coroner placed the second bag into the van, the vehicle drove away.

      Just two bodies? They must not have discovered the third.

      He’d definitely buried three there.

      Good news was, that was less to get convicted of if any evidence pointed toward him. Not that it should. He’d always been careful. But he hadn’t been as skilled in his early days when he’d buried them. Might’ve made a slip-up — like burying them too close to the foundation. Not that he could have foreseen the arson.

      Who’d have thought this safe gated community had two criminals living within its gates? Now just one. Him. And he wouldn’t get caught. He’d been careful, even if he hadn’t been as skillful.

      This just upped the stakes. Added more excitement to the thrill.

      He would have to prepare for the questions. Even if the cops didn’t suspect him, they’d talk to everyone in the neighborhood. Might start poking around as early as tonight. For now, they were busy.

      This might set back the Jones’s efforts to rebuild their torched home. Especially if the authorities decided to look around for more bodies. If they found the third, they’d be anxious to tear apart the entire property.

      They might even want to look around in other neighbor’s yards.

      If they did, they might discover the full extent of his handiwork.

      But for now, they didn’t even know about the last body on the property they were already examining. The chances of them exploring beyond were unlikely. They’d be busy enough with the two bodies.

      That was great news for him.

      Not that he could relax. He would remain on high alert as long as the cops were digging around — either literally or figuratively.

      It was time to check on his current project, and then he needed to leave the neighborhood for a while. Wait for the police to finish questioning everyone. They’d be back to talk to him, but at least that would give him more time to plan around this curveball.

      He needed as much time as he could get to pull together a story to throw them off his trail. It would have to be solid and he would need to know it well. Couldn’t slip up and accidentally change even one detail in his story.

      Speaking of the cops, two uniformed officers were headed straight for the throng of gawkers. Given that it was the early afternoon, it was mostly housewives with a few of the work-from-home husbands. Maybe some of the wives were in the same boat. But with the money flowing here, it was unlikely. A lot of these husbands saw their wives not working as a status symbol.

      His wife didn’t work either, but he had a completely different reason for that. Something he doubted any of the other men in the neighborhood cared about.
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      Ariana Jones stared at the blank wall before trailing her gaze to the two-way mirror. So much for trying to avoid looking at it.

      This was a first. Sitting in one of these rooms as a suspect. She’d sat in similar rooms for various other reasons, but never for this.

      At least she wasn’t under arrest.

      For murder.

      It hardly seemed possible that human remains had been found on her property. They had to have been there since she and Damon moved in — they hadn’t even reached the two-year anniversary of becoming homeowners.

      Would that be considered not very long? The head of their construction crew had used that term when describing the bodies found. They hadn’t been there for very long.

      Surely, the police would see she and Damon couldn’t have committed the crime.

      If only Damon could be with her, but he was in another room himself for questioning.

      Having grown up with her dad as a policeman, she knew the drill. The cops were separating them so they didn’t have time to collaborate on a story. Not that it mattered. All they needed was the truth.

      But if she and Damon had committed the crime, they would have had all the time leading up to this point to discuss the details. Only because they knew nothing about the bodies did they have no time to talk to each other about it.

      Did the officers actually think they’d have let the construction crew find them if they knew about the remains? She and Damon would be really stupid criminals if that were the case.

      Knock, knock.

      Ari’s heart leaped into her throat. She tried to keep the fear off her face and body. No doubt someone stood on the other side of the mirror, studying her every move.

      Detective Rojas entered and sat across the table. “Ariana.”

      “Detective.”

      Silence hung in the air.

      Ariana was already familiar with the detective because she had worked on her friend Rita’s case when she was abducted.

      Rojas flipped through some papers before turning her attention to Ariana. “Didn’t think I’d be seeing you again so soon.”

      “Me neither.” Ariana took a deep breath. She didn’t want to think about everything that had happened over the last month. Her friend’s disappearance. The neighbor’s threats and subsequent arrest. The arson. Now the bodies.

      She shoved those thoughts from her mind.

      The silence between her and the detective dragged on.

      Ari cleared her throat. “How can I help you?”

      “What can you tell me about the remains on your property?”

      “Only that I’m still processing the news. Damon and I were having lunch with Rita when he got the call.”

      “You didn’t know they were there?” asked the detective.

      “Of course not. The realtor failed to mention that fact. I’m sure she didn’t know either.”

      Rojas scribbled notes.

      Ariana resisted the urge to glance at the mirror. Not like she’d see the person on the other side.

      “How long have you lived in your house?”

      She told her the date they purchased the now-destroyed house.

      “Two years,” said Rojas.

      “Almost.”

      “Did you ever suspect the remains were there?”

      “No.”

      “You never did any yard work and came across anything weird?”

      “No,” she repeated.

      “You sure?”

      “We hire people for that,” Ariana said. “Everyone in the neighborhood does. And nobody we’ve hired has mentioned anything.”

      “Okay.” The detective scrawled more notes. “I’ll need the information of each of them.”

      “I’ll have to text it to you.” Ariana gulped down the remainder of her water bottle. It didn’t help her parched throat.

      “Sure. Do you need another water bottle?”

      “I’m fine.” The faster they could get through this, the sooner she could leave.

      “It’s no problem. I can get you whatever you need. Coffee, tea, snacks.”

      Ari relaxed a little. Surely, the woman wouldn’t be so kind if she thought Ariana had killed someone. Unless it was an act. A trick to get Ariana to trust her.

      She couldn’t let down her guard for a moment.

      “However, I wouldn’t recommend the coffee,” said the detective.

      “My dad always says the same thing about his precinct’s coffee. He says it always tastes stale.”

      Rojas smiled. “That’s right. Your dad’s an officer here in Washington.”

      “A detective,” Ariana said. “He loves solving cases.”

      And he would stop at nothing to prove his daughter’s innocence if she was accused.

      Detective Rojas didn’t indicate whether she picked up on that cue. “You want water or tea?”

      “Nothing. I just want to go home.”

      “It could be a while.”

      “Then let’s move on with the questions,” Ariana said.

      “It’ll go quicker if you’re comfortable.”

      “Water, please.” The words left Ari’s mouth before she registered them.

      Rojas left her notes on the table and went out the door.

      It was a test. Would Ariana look at what she wrote?

      Not with a two-way mirror but a camera in the corner as well. She’d really have to be desperate and dumb to try that.

      What she really wanted to do was call her dad. But he already knew about the situation. She’d spoken with him on speaker while Damon drove to the station. He’d given them clear instructions, and said he was available to speak with the officers on the case.

      Ariana and Damon would answer questions and be helpful until the moment they felt uncomfortable. They both had the number of an attorney, and would call if needed.

      She wanted to find out how Damon was doing. Could their month get any worse? The only reason the remains had been found was because they had to rebuild their home after Boone burned it down as a distraction.

      For all the good it had done him. It didn’t keep him from getting arrested. In fact, everything had backfired on him.

      At least that proved there was justice in this world. Boone was behind bars.

      That meant Ariana and Damon would soon be proven innocent of this matter.

      Detective Rojas should be more concerned about the home’s previous owners. They were the ones who had most likely put the body there. It made sense that was why they would’ve wanted to move. Several of the neighbors had even mentioned how suddenly they’d sold.

      She made a mental note to bring that up to the detective.

      Whenever she got back. Time dragged in this room worse than waiting for a flight.

      Ari watched the second hand drag around the clock. She fidgeted with the empty water bottle.

      Hopefully she wasn’t giving off signals of guilt. She was nervous because she was at the station being questioned about a crime she didn’t commit.

      With any luck Damon was faring better down the hall.
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      Damon gritted his teeth and considered his wording as he stared down the burly detective on the other side of the table.

      Detective Kamada didn’t blink. Flexed his trunk-like arms. “Well?”

      “I don’t know anything about the body,” Damon said.

      “Body?”

      “Remains,” Damon corrected himself. “Is that what you’d prefer I call it?”

      Kamada’s brows twitched. “Don’t play with me.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Then answer my question.”

      “Your question?” Damon said. “You said, and I quote, ‘body?’”

      “Tell me what you know.”

      “I did. All I know about the remains is what Jerry the foreman told me. They were digging up the foundation to build our new house when they came across the body. I don’t even know where they found it. My wife and I were out to lunch with our friend Rita at her bar and grill at the time. We haven’t even been home because we came straight here.”

      “That’s the story you’re sticking with?”

      Damon drew in a deep breath. “That is the truth.”

      “The remains are recent. Both of them.”

      “Both? There’s more than one?”

      The detective nodded.

      Damon’s stomach churned acid. “Did you see them yourself?”

      Kamada cracked his knuckles. “I’ll be the one asking questions.”

      Hopefully the other detective wasn’t giving Ariana this hard of a time.

      “Have you looked into Boone Walker?” Damon asked.

      “I just said—”

      “You’ll do the questioning, I know,” Damon said. “But Boone’s a much more likely suspect than Ariana or me. He’s lived in the neighborhood longer, and he’s an actual criminal.”

      “I shouldn’t consider the son of Cal Jones, the notorious serial killer?”

      Damon’s stomach dropped to the floor. The detective was actually going there. “Am I under arrest?”

      “You know you’re not.”

      “So, I’m free to leave?”

      “It would be more helpful if you stayed. You would look more cooperative.”

      Damon gritted his teeth. “Look, I get that you have questions, but I’ve done nothing wrong. My father has nothing to do with this. Ariana and I have lived on that property less than two years. Multiple neighbors have told us the previous owners sold and ran off in a hurry, surprising a lot of people. They’re far more suspicious than we are. Why did they leave so suddenly?”

      “Do you have their information?” asked Kamada.

      “Maybe in the paperwork somewhere. Unfortunately it burned along with everything else in my house.”

      The detective made notes on an electronic tablet. “Do you remember their names?”

      “No, but if you ask around my neighborhood, I’m sure you can get all of that information. We never met them, but our neighbors saw them every day. Someone might have a phone number or address. Maybe they’re on social media. I have no idea.”

      Kamada made more notes.

      “Can my wife and I leave?” Damon asked. “It’s been a very trying day.”

      “I’m sure it has.”

      “Did I mention my father-in-law is a detective? Here in Washington state.”

      “Interesting.”

      “He can give you a character witness, to show you that Ariana and I are good people. We make our living helping others.”

      “Doing what?” Kamada asked.

      “We teach people how to avoid abductions and escape abusive situations. Both of us were victims in our younger years, and we want to reach others before they end up in similar situations.”

      “How do you teach them?”

      “We have a podcast and a book, plus we speak at a lot of schools.”

      Kamada made more notes. “Back to the remains in your yard.”

      “We had nothing to do with that!”

      “How could you not know what was buried on your property?”

      “Because nobody told us.” Damon wanted to pull on his hair. “I’m leaving, unless you have any questions that I can actually help with. Ariana and I don’t know anything about the bodies the construction crew found. We moved to Rosy Hills to live a quiet life. That’s it.”

      “Guess that didn’t turn out too well for you.”

      “Clearly not.”

      Detective Kamada handed him a business card. “If you think of anything later, let me know right away.”

      “I’ll be sure to.” Damon made sure his phone and wallet were in his pockets, then he stormed out of the room.

      He itched to go home and beat on his punching bag. But it was ash now.

      The best he could do was to pump iron in Charles and Lia’s workout room. Their next-door neighbors had taken Ariana and him in after Boone burned their house. Otherwise they’d be in a hotel room or a temporary apartment until their new home was ready for them to move in.

      The only good thing about the entire situation was that Rita was alive and well. She’d been abducted and had fought for her life. Ariana and Damon had refused to back off Boone, so he’d burned down their house.

      It was a good thing he was in prison. If he wasn’t, Damon might be tempted to use him as a punching bag.

      No. Damon wasn’t his father. He wouldn’t hurt anyone, wouldn’t take any lives.

      But how the urges called to him, especially after all the harm Boone had caused.

      The justice system was taking care of him. He would pay, and likely would never walk free again. Given his charges, the other inmates would probably rough him up — if what he’d heard about the system was true.

      His own father had supposedly died by suicide behind bars.

      Cal Jones would have never taken his own life. But his crimes against women and children had finally caught up to him.

      Boone would also get what was coming to him one way or another, even though he was no criminal mastermind. He’d done more than enough to earn himself problems in prison.

      Damon needed to trust in that. He stepped into the precinct’s waiting room and glanced around. No Ariana. Detective Rojas was still questioning her.

      The only wrong they’d committed was buying the wrong home. But there was no way they could have foreseen any of this. And he still didn’t regret any decision they’d made. Their best friends in the world were next door and across the street — though Boone was no longer on that list.

      Charles and Lia were letting them stay as houseguests for as long as they needed. Rita was across the street recovering and rebuilding her life one day at a time.

      Soon Damon and Ariana would be starting to rebuild too. Though now that would take even more time than they’d thought. How long would their property be a crime scene? Until the mystery of the bodies was solved? Or until the cops were sure they’d gotten all the evidence they needed?

      Would they be better off starting somewhere new? Getting away from their current street, which at this point seemed cursed?

      Or was it him? Son of the notorious serial killer. His father had murdered his mom — just one of many. But the one that had destroyed Damon at such a young age.

      Maybe there was no escaping heartache and tragedy. Didn’t matter where he lived. He couldn’t outrun his past.

      He might’ve brought all this to their safe gated neighborhood.

      No.

      The previous owner had made
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