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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Detective Matthias Honeywell had responded to hundreds of back alleys in his twenty-one years with the Erie City Bureau of Police. Compared to most, this one exhibited none of the usual stenches he attributed to dank, narrow spaces, especially on a steamy June morning. Situated in a mostly residential part of town, the alley made for a convenient short cut between streets, a good place to walk a dog without the risk of speeding traffic.

      Until one dog walker encountered a dead body.

      Detective Brad Frazier approached, having spent the last fifteen minutes talking to the crowd gathered outside the yellow police tape. “No one claims to have seen anything.” He aimed his pen at a young woman holding the leash of a small furry dog. “She called it in. Said she was walking her mutt around the block just after daybreak when she came across the stiff.”

      The woman in question was wearing a glittery pink top that perfectly matched the T-shirt on the pup. Matthias had a feeling she would take offense at her purebred something or other being referred to as a “mutt.”

      Frazier, with his broad shoulders and movie-star looks, was a good cop but had three flaws. One, his people skills needed work, although Matthias held little hope they’d ever improve. Two, he had no sense of humor. None.

      Three, he was well over six-feet tall. Matthias matched Frazier in the broad shoulder department but had neither the movie-star face, courtesy of two pronounced scars, nor the height. Even with the thick soles of the tactical boots he preferred over street shoes, Matthias barely topped out at five-nine.

      Next to the body, Felix Hamilton, Erie County Coroner, climbed to his feet and gestured the detectives toward him. Sprawled on his back, the dark-haired male victim’s open eyes were opaque. Matthias guessed he was in his late twenties or early thirties. He wore white sneakers, skinny jeans, and a T-shirt that might’ve had an image on the front, but the blood obscured it. His neatly trimmed mustache and goatee framed a gaping mouth. He appeared surprised at how his Friday morning started. Or at how his life had ended.

      “Do you have an ID on him?” Matthias asked.

      Hamilton, who looked like he belonged on a beach in California, shook his head. “I checked his pockets. No wallet.”

      “Robbery gone bad,” Frazier mused.

      “Maybe.” The coroner lowered his gaze to the man on the ground. “What I can tell you is he sustained three gunshot wounds. Two to the chest, which, due to the residue on his shirt, appear to be contact wounds. The third GSW to the forehead appears to have been made from slightly farther away.”

      “How far away?” Matthias asked.

      “Can’t say for sure yet.”

      “Assailant stuck the gun in his chest,” Frazier said. “Bang, bang. Victim goes down. Assailant stands over him and fires one more to finish the job.”

      Hamilton nodded. “That would be consistent with my preliminary findings.”

      Frazier grunted. “Professional hit?”

      “That’s one possibility.”

      “What about an approximate TOD?” Matthias asked.

      “Considering his state of rigor, I’d estimate time of death as late last night or very early this morning.” Hamilton peeled off his gloves and waved to his deputy coroner waiting by the van. “Anything else will have to wait until after the autopsy.”

      Frazier stepped closer to the body and held his phone over the man’s face, snapping a picture. “Not the best image to be showing around, trying to identify him, but it’ll have to do.” He returned to Matthias’s side. “I’m going to talk to the patrolmen. See if they’ve learned anything.” Frazier strode toward the alley’s intersection with the street.

      Matthias let him go and took another look around the scene, which nestled midway between downtown Erie and the touristy area near Presque Isle State Park. Within a matter of a couple of miles, one could encounter multi-million-dollar homes, poor, high-crime neighborhoods, downtown’s museums and restaurants, and old warehouses gradually being converted into business and living spaces. Erie, Pennsylvania, had it all. Luxury. Beaches. Tourist spots. High culture and low living.

      This alley and the blocks surrounding it edged a poverty-stricken area known for drug activity. The homes here were modest. Well kept. But that meant nothing. An addict looking for money to feed his habit could easily walk here.

      Matthias studied the man on the ground. Is that what happened to him? Or was this a professional hit, as Frazier had suggested? If so, who was this guy and what had he been into?

      Matthias turned a slow 360, taking in every detail.

      The narrow alley was lined with a high brick wall on one side with residences beyond. He glimpsed peaks of roofs above it, but no windows. Across the alley was the side of a two-story building, also brick and windowless. According to faded lettering on the wall, the now-vacant structure had once housed an upholstery business. Beyond the crime scene, he could see a green dumpster and a few scattered trashcans. What he didn’t see—anywhere—were security cameras.

      Facing the street, his back to the victim, he took in the faces of the gathered looky-loos. Men, women, young and old, some aiming their cell phone cameras at him. No, not at him. At the victim.

      Was the mugger among them? The old trope about the killer returning to the scene was often true. He looked at each person. Was anyone acting odd? Nervous? Smug? Did anyone turn away when they noticed him watching?

      Frazier rounded the corner and waved to him.

      Matthias moved his way. “What have you got?”

      “I spoke with the first officers on the scene. They searched the alley. No wallet. No weapon. No bullet casings. They and the other uniforms have been canvassing the surrounding homes. A few people report hearing what they thought were fireworks around midnight.”

      Fireworks. With the Fourth of July only a couple of weeks away, it was a plausible mistake.

      “I guess that’s all we can do around here,” Frazier said. “Let’s get back to the office.”

      Matthias didn’t move. He looked left, down a tree-lined street with small but tidy homes. Then right. Houses across the road. The old upholstery business on the corner. A couple more residences. And a bar on the next corner. “Let’s check one more thing.” He strode down the sidewalk with Frazier trailing.

      Pauly’s Polynesian Pub’s façade, with its cedar-shake siding and fake thatch overhang, gave the place the appearance of being a tiki bar. The solid steel door and the small windows filled with neon lights advertising national brand beers made it look like any other dive. Matthias grasped the door’s handle and jerked. It didn’t give.

      Frazier framed his eyes against the glare and squinted through the windows. “It’s closed.”

      “You have a knack for stating the obvious,” Matthias muttered. “It’s only nine in the morning. I just thought someone might be inside cleaning the place.”

      “I’ll have one of the uniforms check back tonight.”

      Matthias spotted a scrawny young guy walking toward them. He slowed, apparently taking in their matching polo shirts embroidered with an image of their badges, trousers, and sidearms, all of which shouted, “Cop.” His eyes widened and if his body language meant anything, he was about to turn and head the other way.

      Matthias moved toward him and raised a hand. “Hey. You.”

      The scrawny guy stiffened and pressed one finger into his own breastbone.

      “Yeah, you. I want to ask you a question.” Matthias pointed at the tiki bar. “What time does the owner usually show up?”

      Scrawny Guy visibly relaxed. “Pauly? He’s always here by one, two at the latest. Don’t open until five though.”

      Matthias shot a smile at him. “Thanks for your time.”

      His nod looked more like a spasm. After a few moments of visibly trying to decide whether it was safe to continue on his way, Scrawny Guy decided it was. He stepped out into the street, giving wide berth to Matthias and Frazier, apparently not willing to risk being grabbed.

      Frazier scowled after him. “There’s something going on with that dude.”

      “Probably. But I doubt it has to do with our homicide.”

      Frazier’s focus came back to Matthias. “Why are you interested in this bar anyway?”

      “A hunch. Did you see how the victim was dressed?”

      “Black T-shirt a size too small. Black skinny jeans. White sneakers.”

      “White sneakers that were spotless, save for a few drops of blood.” Matthias walked away from his partner, turned the corner, and strode down the sidewalk with Frazier trailing. “Our victim was dressed for a night out. The neighbors reported hearing gunshots around midnight. This is the only bar for blocks. I bet he was coming from here.”

      “That’s a lot of supposition.”

      Matthias’s usual partner, Cassie Malone, would agree. But she’d also agree it was a good working theory.

      He reached the back corner and the gravel lot behind the building. A lone pickup, a black Tundra, was parked facing the street. Without explaining, he strode toward the truck, pulling out his phone.

      When dispatch picked up, Matthias identified himself and asked her to run the pickup’s plate. A few seconds later she said, “Comes back to a Thomas Jenkins.” She read off an address about five blocks away. “No wants or warrants.”

      “Thanks. Do me a favor? Send me a copy of Mr. Jenkins’s driver’s license photo?”

      “Will do.”

      Matthias ended the call. Less than a minute later, his phone pinged. He opened the message and clicked on the attached image. Frazier moved to his shoulder, and Matthias angled the device so he could see. “At least we don’t have to use the photo with the hole in his head when we show it to potential witnesses.”
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      “Now begin to bring your awareness back to your breath.”

      The soft and melodic voice of the yoga instructor filtered into Emma Anderson’s brain as she lay on her mat, covered with a wool blanket. She always knew what to expect from Kira Petersen’s class, especially these final moments of shavasana. Corpse pose. Expected. But still resisted. Those words drew her back to reality.

      “Slowly begin to wiggle your fingers and your toes,” Kira continued, drawing out the long Os. “Roll your wrists. And your ankles.”

      Emma obeyed reluctantly.

      “Bend first one knee, then the other, bringing your feet flat to the floor. And whenever you’re ready, slowly roll to your side and continue to rest there.”

      Emma knew what came next. Pressing up to sit, eyes closed meditatively. Within a few moments, she and the other five students brought their palms together at their hearts and joined Kira in chanting, “Om shanti, shanti, shantihi,” and concluded with a bow. “Namaste.”

      Emma climbed to her feet, folded her blanket, and rolled her mat. Most of the students at Namaste Yoga owned their equipment. Emma still borrowed hers. While the others filtered out of the large, dimly lit room, she carried the mat and blanket to the shelf in the corner and replaced them where she’d found them.

      “I’m glad to see you back in class.”

      Emma looked up to find Kira at her side. “Work’s been keeping me busy. That’s a good thing, right?”

      “Not necessarily.”

      Emma huffed a laugh. “After months of hit-or-miss income freelancing, having a real job as staff photographer with a real news outlet is a good thing for my bank account.”

      Kira crossed her arms. “Not if it keeps you from doing the things you want to do.”

      Emma thought she meant taking these yoga classes.

      But Kira asked, “How’s your search for your sister going?”

      Emma’s younger sister, Nell, was the main reason Emma had moved to Erie and the sole reason she stayed. As far as she knew, Nell was somewhere in this city, lost in the world of drugs and addiction.

      Emma started toward the wall of cubbies where she and the other students stashed their personal items during class. “About the same. In other words, I’m getting nowhere. I keep making the rounds of the area bars, hoping to find her working there. Or that someone has seen her. I leave my number, but I have a feeling these guys toss it in the trash the moment I walk out.”

      Kira made a face. “I don’t like the idea of you going into those places alone. It’s not safe.”

      Emma couldn’t argue. More than once, she’d hustled to her Subaru, jumped in, hit the locks, and tore out of a parking space before some sleazebag could catch her.

      “Next time you do something like that, call me. I’ll go with you.”

      She looked at Kira in her turquoise unitard that hugged her very curvy figure. Over it, she wore a gauzy knee-length drape, which matched her hair, once purple but now light blue. “I couldn’t ask you to do that.”

      “You’re not asking. I’m volunteering. Safety in numbers and all that. Besides…” Kira struck a sultry pose. “I don’t just look hot. I can kick ass too.”

      Emma laughed. “I don’t doubt it.” She pulled her handbag and phone from a cubby and swiped the device’s screen to unmute it. “Huh. I missed a call during class.”

      “From whom?”

      “I don’t recognize the number. They left a message.” Curious, Emma tapped the icon to listen to the voice mail.

      “This is Zeke at Mercury Tavern and Grill. I may have information about your sister. I’ll be here until two this afternoon if you wanna stop by.”

      Emma’s throat tightened. She met Kira’s curious gaze.

      “What is it?” the yoga instructor asked.

      Emma set the phone on her palm, hit speaker and replay.

      Kira’s eyes grew wide as they listened to Zeke. “How’s that for timing?” She glanced at the clock on the wall. “It’s noon. I’ve never been to Mercury Tavern and Grill, but I hear they have good food.”

      “Really?”

      “Hell, I don’t know. But I do know you’re going, and I’m not letting you go alone. Besides, I’m hungry enough to eat whatever slop they serve.”
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        * * *

      

      From the passenger seat, Kira chatted about an assortment of topics while Emma drove without registering a word her friend said. At least until Kira twisted to face Emma. “You’re ignoring me.”

      “No, I’m not.”

      “Then what did I just say?”

      Emma struggled to pull up the line of chatter from her subconscious and failed.

      “Like I said. You’re not listening.”

      “Sorry. I guess I’m wrapped up in what this guy might tell me.”

      “I know. I was trying to distract you.” Kira faced front and pointed through the windshield. “I think it’s up here on the left.”

      “Yep.” Emma was embarrassed to admit how well she’d become acquainted with Erie’s bar scene in the four months she’d lived here.

      She found an open spot on the street, maneuvered the Subaru into it, and turned off the ignition.

      Kira unclicked her seatbelt. “I’m impressed.”

      “Because I can parallel park?”

      “Because you can manage it in one try. And you’re not a city girl. Didn’t you say you grew up on a farm?”

      “I can drive a tractor, too. I’m multi-talented where motor vehicles are concerned.”

      “Like I said. I’m impressed.”

      Emma stepped out into the noonday heat and studied the front of the Mercury Tavern and Grill across the street. Lights shown from inside the large window, and an “open” sign hung in the full-glass door.

      Kira came around the car to join her. “Looks less like a dive than I expected for the location.”

      Emma checked for traffic and jogged toward the opposite curb. “Maybe you were right about the food being good.”

      Inside, blissful air conditioning and a circa 1970s glass display counter greeted them. Once upon a time, the shelves probably held varieties of chewing gum. Or possibly pies and pastries. Now it was empty. A cash register and a bowl of plastic-wrapped mints sat on top along with a plastic rack holding laminated menus. Next to the display case, two doors were labeled Men and Women.

      A large sign directing them to seat themselves hung beside a doorway to the left. The dining room’s tables and chairs appeared to be of the same vintage as the display case. Two of the tables were occupied, both with men wearing work uniforms. There wasn’t a waitress to be seen.

      Kira selected a menu, wrinkled her nose, and put the laminated page back. Frowning at her fingers, she said, “I’ll spring for lunch as long as we eat anywhere but here.”

      “Deal.”

      A door to the right of the entrance opened into the tavern half of the establishment. Dark wood and burned-out lights provided the ambiance of a cave. A man wearing an apron over tight jeans was wiping down tables. He looked up at them. “Can I help you, ladies?”

      “I’m looking for Zeke,” Emma said.

      The man turned toward the mahogany bar. “Hey, Zeke. You have company.”

      Emma stepped farther into the room as a second man entered through a swinging door. She approached him and took a seat on one of the stools. Kira, she noticed, veered over to the first guy. “You’re Zeke?” Emma asked.

      He appeared guarded. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “I’m Emma Anderson. You called⁠—”

      Recognition registered in his expression. “About your sister. Yeah.”

      “You’ve seen her?”

      “I think so. I mean, I’m pretty sure.”

      Emma’s high hopes started to sink. “Pretty sure?”

      He rested his inked forearms on the bar. “I was at a wedding reception weekend before last over at the Royal Palace Hotel.” He paused. “Do you know the place?”

      “The big convention center down in Millcreek, right?”

      “That’s it. I saw this woman there and thought she looked familiar. It’s been bugging me, where I knew her from, for two solid weeks.” He straightened and reached under the bar. “Then this morning, I spotted this.” He pulled out a photo and placed it in front of Emma. She immediately recognized the picture of Nell. Emma had printed dozens of copies of it, scrawled her name and number on the back, and left them at every bar in the northwest corner of the state.

      She fingered the photo. “This is the woman you saw?”

      “I’m sure of it.” Zeke made a face. “Well, ninety-five percent sure.”

      Emma’s pulse echoed in her ears. This was the first lead she’d had since Nell left her a cryptic voice message last month. And that hadn’t been a lead at all.

      Still, Emma kept the recording on her phone.

      She tapped the photo. “Was she working at the hotel?”

      Zeke scowled. “No. At least, I don’t think so.”

      Emma’s racing heart slowed. If Nell worked there, Emma stood a good chance of finding her, even if it meant camping out in the lobby.

      “I think she was staying there,” Zeke said. “Same as I was. The bride and groom got us a special rate on rooms so me and my girl took advantage. Better than driving home drunk, you know?”

      Emma was getting lost in Zeke’s ramblings. “Nell was at the wedding?”

      But before Emma could ask who the bride and groom were, Zeke shook his head. “I don’t know. Maybe. I just saw her in the hallway. She must’ve been staying in a room on the same floor as us.”

      “You only saw her in the hallway and remembered her?”

      “This photo’s been here for the last month. It stuck in my memory. When I saw her in the hotel, I had a feeling I’d seen that face somewhere before.” He tipped his head toward the picture on the bar. “That’s her. I’m sure of it.”

      Ninety-five percent sure, Emma thought. “You mentioned your girlfriend was there too. Maybe she saw her.”

      He shook his head. “No, she didn’t.”

      “Are you sure? Maybe⁠—”

      “She didn’t.” The bite of his words left no room for further discussion.

      Still, Zeke had given her more than she had before. If he recognized Nell from the photo, maybe someone at the Royal Palace would too. “Thank you. I appreciate you calling me.”

      “You want to take the picture with you?”

      “No. I have more.” Emma pushed the photo across the bar toward him. “Keep it.”

      She turned away and spotted Kira still chatting up the other man. She had one hip cocked and her fist resting on it. What Emma called her runway-model pose. Clearly the man was enjoying the conversation. Or the way Kira’s unitard fit like a second skin.

      Emma crossed the room and tapped her on the shoulder. “I’m done here.”

      The man pouted.

      “Nice meeting you, Rafael,” Kira told him. “You got my number. Call me.” She mimed pressing a phone to her ear.

      He held up his palm where he’d jotted her number. “Count on it.”

      Once outside, Emma faced her friend. “I didn’t realize you were back on the prowl. Aren’t you dating that cop?” Matthias Honeywell. Emma knew his name but didn’t want to let on.

      Kira gave a nonchalant shrug. “We go out on occasion. But neither one of us is interested in monogamy right now. He’s free to see other women. I’m free to see other men.” She looked both ways and started toward the car.

      Emma trailed. “I’m surprised. I thought you really liked him.”

      “I did. I do.” Kira shot a wicked grin at Emma. “He’s hot.”

      She beeped the doors open without responding. Hot. At one time, Emma would’ve laughed. After he’d saved her life, she’d begun to see his appeal.

      Plus, she couldn’t shake the memory of those fleeting seconds when she’d thrown her arms around his broad shoulders, and he’d returned the embrace.

      Kira rounded to the passenger door but stopped, meeting Emma’s gaze over the roof. “Unfortunately, he has one big flaw.”

      “Oh? What’s that?”

      Kira winked. “He talks entirely too much about you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time Matthias and Frazier returned to Pauly’s Polynesian Pub, the Tundra was gone, towed to the garage beneath the police station for processing. Frazier parked their sedan where the pickup had been. Unlike this morning, there was a second vehicle in the lot. A blue Hyundai SUV was nosed in toward a back door to the establishment.

      “Someone’s home,” Frazier said.

      As they headed down the sidewalk to the front door, Matthias pulled up Thomas Jenkins’s driver’s license photo on his phone. A faint light shown through the dirty window, but when Matthias tried the steel door, it didn’t budge. He made a fist and pounded.

      No one responded.

      He pounded again. When he still received no response, he pounded and kept pounding. As expected, he heard the lock click and the door swung open.

      “Son of a bitch, we ain’t open until—” The man Matthias presumed was Pauly must have noticed their attire because he stopped mid-sentence, his mouth agape.

      In case there was any doubt, Matthias held up his badge. “You the owner?”

      “Yeah?” He didn’t sound too sure.

      “Mind if we come in and talk?”

      Pauly had the physique of a boxer and looked more like a bouncer than a business owner. With flame-red hair, he definitely didn’t look Polynesian. He gave the request serious consideration before shrugging and stepping clear. “Sure. I got nothing to hide.”

      “I’m sure you don’t,” Frazier said.

      Pauly shut and locked the door behind them. “What can I do for you gentlemen?” he asked as he crossed to the bar where one lone lightbulb shone on a stack of paperwork.

      Matthias followed him and set his phone on top of the pile. “Have you seen this man before?”

      Pauly picked up a pair of reading glasses and propped them on his hawk-like nose. “Oh, sure. That’s Tom. Tom Jenkins. He’s a regular.” He frowned. “What’s he done? I mean he seems like a stand-up guy from what I’ve seen.”

      “When did you last see him?”

      Pauly took off the glasses and held them by one of the temples. “Last night. He comes in every night around seven or eight.”

      “What time did he leave?”

      Pauly tossed his glasses onto the papers. “What kind of trouble is he in? Pissed off some gal’s husband?”

      “He do that much? Piss off husbands?”

      “Sometimes. Just like you’re pissing me off right now. If you’re looking for Tom, you’ll have to come back later.”

      Matthias picked up his phone. “We’re not looking for Tom. We know exactly where he is.”

      “The morgue,” Frazier said.

      The words took a moment to register before Pauly’s mouth went slack. “He’s dead?”

      “Murdered.” Frazier crossed his arms. “A few blocks from here.”

      “Holy Mother of God.” Pauly gripped the bar with one trembling hand. “What the hell happened?”

      “That’s what we need to figure out,” Frazier said.

      “Let’s try this again.” Matthias pocketed his phone and dug out his notebook and pen. “What time did he leave here last night?”

      “Around midnight, I think.”

      “Was he alone?”

      Pauly huffed. “Nope. Tom always came in alone. Rarely left that way, if you catch my drift.”

      “Pissing off husbands,” Matthias said.

      “Sometimes. But only if the broad wasn’t wearing a ring. Tom got into it a couple of times with jealous boyfriends, but he mostly tries to stick to the unattached ones.”

      “What about last night?”

      “Never saw the lady before. She wasn’t one of the regulars. Don’t think she was wearing a ring, but I wasn’t paying attention to her hands.”

      “Can you describe her?”

      “Blonde. Pretty. Cute figure. Short skirt, tight top. You know the type. She was looking for Mr. Right. Or at least Mr. Right Now.”

      “And that was Tom?”

      “Apparently.”

      “Did you catch her name?”

      “Hell, no. She paid cash for the first round. Then she latched onto Tom, and he paid for all the rest.”

      “And they left together?”

      “Arm in arm like a couple of lovebirds.”

      Matthias surveyed the bar and pointed. “That security camera work?”

      “Most of the time.”

      “Mind if we take a look at the footage?”

      “If it’ll help catch who did that to Tom, sure.” Pauly came out from behind the bar and waved them toward a door leading to the back. “He was a real stand-up guy. Ladies’ man, sure, but always polite and gentlemanly.”

      Matthias and Frazier followed the bar owner to a cramped and cluttered office. The camera system could’ve been classified as antique. Pauly pushed a button and a VHS tape popped out. He handed it to them.

      Neither Matthias nor his partner reached for it.

      Matthias wagged a finger at the player on the desk. “Do you mind?”

      “Not at all.” Pauly moved to a second machine attached to a vintage television. The set-up reminded Matthias of watching rented movies when he was a kid.

      Pauly inserted the bulky cassette and punched another button. The machine emitted a disturbing whir and hiss as it rewound. It took a few tries, selecting play, rewind, play, and fast forward, but Pauly finally settled on a spot in the recording and let it run. “There.” He pointed at the screen. “That’s him.”

      The black and white image was probably grainy when the equipment was new. With the tapes having been over-recorded a few thousand times, the image was barely recognizable as Thomas Jenkins. A woman moved into the frame. She was definitely blonde. Beyond that, Matthias couldn’t make out if she was tall, short, underaged or a grandmother.

      Pauly excused himself to get back to his bookkeeping and left them to watch the rest of the evening’s footage. The blonde and Jenkins became quite cozy as the evening and the drinking progressed. She tottered away at one point, probably to use the restroom, but came back to Jenkins’s side, leaning against him. Eventually, the couple stepped back from the bar. Jenkins raised a hand to wave goodbye to someone off camera. Then, arm in arm, they left.

      Not once did Matthias get a good look at the blonde’s face. “We need to find out who she is.”

      “Pauly said she’s never been in before.” Frazier reached over and pressed the eject button.

      Matthias pondered the situation. “It’s possible she lives nearby.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “They walked. We know where Jenkins lives. Opposite direction from where he was shot. He left his pickup in the parking lot, so they must’ve planned to walk to her place.”

      “She might’ve parked down the street somewhere.”

      “Maybe. Either way, between here and there, something went wrong.”

      Frazier held the VHS tape in his hand and studied it as if it could provide answers. “Maybe she lured him to that alley and pulled a gun.”

      “That’s one possibility.”

      “What else could it be?”

      Matthias ran the scenario through his mind, letting it play out. “Jenkins and the woman were walking back to her place. Or her car. A mugger jumps them. Jenkins plays the hero. Tells her to run. Or she runs without being told. Either way, Jenkins is left to tussle with the mugger. And loses.”

      Frazier considered the theory. “I hate to say it, but there’s a third possibility. The mugger takes out Jenkins and then kidnaps the woman.”

      Matthias hated this third option. He already had a missing person’s case on his desk. A young woman who vanished while walking home from work.

      Two missing young women if he added Emma’s sister to the mix.

      “We don’t know who Blondie is,” Frazier said. “And we don’t know if she’s a killer, a victim, or a witness.”

      “We need to talk to her,” Matthias said.

      “Which means we need to find her.”

      And fast.
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        * * *

      

      Pauly agreed to let them take the VHS tape with them, provided they returned it ASAP or replaced it with a new one.

      Matthias wasn’t sure the latter option was even possible. Did they still make those things?

      Pauly also agreed to call if the blonde came back to the bar.

      They entered police headquarters through the garage. Frazier veered off to check on the team processing the victim’s pickup. Matthias headed upstairs with a stop to leave the tape with the AV guy, who snorted coffee through his nose at the sight of the cassette.

      “There’s footage of a woman who may be a killer or a kidnap victim,” Matthias told him. “I’m not expecting miracles but do what you can.”

      He climbed the steps to the detective’s floor and stopped in the kitchenette for a cup of coffee. Wincing at the bitterness, he entered Major Crimes. The long, narrow room housed eight cubicles along one wall, reminding Matthias of the horse stalls in the barn where he grew up in Oklahoma. Instead of horses, these stalls held desks and computers. He slid into the chair at his station. The cubby behind his had been empty all week. His recently promoted partner, Detective Sergeant Cassie Malone, was on vacation with her husband and granddaughter, who they were caring for while Cassie’s daughter was deployed overseas. Cassie had texted photographs of the smiling family at Disney World and Epcot, along with

      
        
        Wish you were here.

      

      

      Which would’ve been sweet except for the multiple laughing emojis attached at the end. This morning, she’d sent a text, sans photos.

      
        
        Be back Monday. Have all our cases cleared by then.

      

      

      And another laughing emoji.

      His phone rang. He didn’t recognize the number on the screen. “Detective Honeywell,” he answered.

      “Detective, this is Lucille Watson. Gillian’s mother?”

      The name triggered an emotion that Matthias hated. The sense of dread which came with an ongoing open case. Gillian Watson had been missing for a full week now. A hostess at an upscale restaurant, she was last seen leaving work last Friday. She often walked from work to her downtown Erie apartment. But last Friday, she never arrived home.

      “Yes, Mrs. Watson.” He didn’t ask what she wanted. He knew.

      “My daughter, Stephanie, and I are about a block from the police station. Would we be able to meet with you to talk about Gillian’s case?”

      “Absolutely.” He told her to park in the lot west of the department and he’d meet them there.

      He found two women standing in front of a tan Toyota sedan. The mother was stooped over, as if the weight of the unknown had crushed her spine and her spirit. The sister looked remarkably like the image of Gillian that Matthias kept burned into his brain, except the sister was a brunette instead of a blonde. He wondered if this might be Gillian’s natural color.

      They spotted him crossing toward them and offered hands which he shook before asking them to follow him inside. Neither woman spoke as they trailed him up the stairs to the Major Crimes Unit’s interview room. He dragged two of the chairs away from the table, positioning them against the beige wall of the small room, and motioned for Gillian’s mother and sister to have a seat. Before settling into a third chair facing them, he flipped on the ceiling fan to circulate the stale air.

      “How are you holding up?” he asked, hoping his voice radiated his genuine concern. He’d been told his manner tended to scare people. He did not want these two women to be scared.

      “I’d be better if my sister would get her ass home,” the younger one snapped.

      Mrs. Watson placed a hand on her daughter’s arm. A non-verbal shush. To Matthias, she said, “You remember my youngest girl, Stephanie?”

      He’d met the sister once, last Saturday during the initial interview. “Yes, I remember. I gather you haven’t had any word from Gillian?”

      “Nothing.” Tears welled in her eyes. “I was hoping you might have something for us. A clue as to where she might’ve gone?”

      “I wish I did.” He thumbed through his notebook. “The four-block area between the Blue Pike Restaurant and her apartment has been thoroughly searched several times. We haven’t found any evidence. Her credit cards haven’t been used. We’ve pinged her cell phone but the last signal from it was ten-thirty p.m. Friday, before she reportedly left work. Our officers have interviewed her neighbors. No one saw her arrive home that night. Her bed was made, and her kitchen was clean.”

      Stephanie’s lips drew into an impatient sneer. “Maybe aliens abducted her.”

      “Stop it,” Mrs. Watson said. “This is serious.”

      “I know it is.” The daughter shifted in the chair, resting an elbow on the armrest opposite her mother. “It just seems to me like you cops should’ve found something by now.” She directed her sharp gaze at Matthias. “Did you talk to the bums who live on the streets in that area?”

      His jaw clenched at Stephanie’s flippant use of the derogatory term. “There are a few homeless people who camp in the vicinity. We’ve questioned those who were willing to talk to us, but no one claims to have seen anything.”

      Mrs. Watson shook her head. “I don’t understand Gillian. She has a lovely car. We made sure of that. But she insists on walking. Even after being on her feet all day.”

      “Have you been able to think of any friends from out of town she might have gone to visit?” he asked. “Someone who might have picked her up after work?”

      “She would’ve told me,” Mrs. Watson said. “She knows I would worry.”

      Matthias caught the deepening crease between Stephanie’s brows. “Did you think of something?”

      She blinked. “Maybe. If Gillian was going to run off to Tahiti with some sugar daddy, she might not tell us. But I know who she would tell.” She looked at her mother. “Didi.”

      Mrs. Watson shook her head. “Gillian wouldn’t run off.”

      Stephanie’s shrug said she might.

      Matthias flipped back a couple of pages to find the name. “You’re talking about Didi Reed?”

      Stephanie nodded. “Gillian’s BFF.”

      “Two peas in a pod,” the mother added, although from her expression, Matthias sensed she considered this best-friend-forever to be a rotten pea.

      Didi had been out of town when he tried to reach her and hadn’t returned his calls. He made a note to try again. Then he studied Stephanie, evaluating her. She seemed impatient and annoyed but not worried. The mother held the monopoly on anxiety where the pair was concerned. “Is there anything else you can tell me that might help us locate Gillian?”

      Stephanie shook her head without hesitation. Mrs. Watson thought about it for a couple of beats before mirroring her daughter.

      Matthias reminded them that they had his number if they remembered anything, even the smallest detail. They stood and he offered his hand, which the mother grasped but Stephanie ignored.

      As he escorted the pair out of the station, he wondered about Gillian. Was she the type to run off with a rich man as the sister suggested? Or was she the good girl who wouldn’t think of leaving without telling her family?

      Outside, he watched the women walk away, and his mind drifted to another missing woman and her worried sister. For the last month, he’d spent a good deal of his spare time trying to track down Nell Anderson. Her disappearance was intentional, and as an adult, she had every right to do as she wished, but her history with drugs and alcohol gave her older sister a legitimate reason to want her found.

      Emma and Matthias had exchanged a couple of text messages, but he hadn’t seen her since that day at her camper. He’d returned her stolen merchandise and offered his help in locating Nell. Her smile was seared into his soul along with the feeling of her arms around him. That embrace. It was simply gratitude on her part. But he couldn’t shake the memory of her warmth. Her scent. Those Caribbean blue-green, almost teal, eyes…

      He tamped down the surge of emotions that overpowered his better judgement every time he thought of her.

      Which had become way too often.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Kira made good on her offer to buy lunch. Afterward, Emma dropped her off in front of Namaste Yoga so she could get ready for her late-afternoon class.

      As Kira climbed out of the Subaru, she turned and leaned into the open passenger window. “You’re going to that hotel without me, aren’t you?”

      “I have to. It’s been almost two weeks since the bartender saw Nell there.” If it really was Nell. He’d claimed to be ninety-five percent certain. But Emma had been guilty of seeing people she thought she knew, only to be proven wrong.

      Kira nodded. “I understand. At least the Royal Palace is a nice place and in a safe part of town. I won’t have to worry about you.”

      Emma gave her an appreciative smile. So few people remained in her life who gave a flying fig what happened to her. “I’ll text you and let you know what I find out.”

      Kira patted the window frame and straightened. “You do that.”

      Emma watched her friend sashay into the yoga studio, checked the rearview for vehicles, and pulled out.

      Traffic was heavy on a June Friday afternoon in Erie. Tourists flooded north on I-79, eager to spend the weekend at the beach or Waldameer Park. Emma joined the southbound traffic on the interstate, locals leaving work a little early and trying to get home.

      The Kearsarge exit into Millcreek was backed up. Between nearly a dozen hotels, twice as many restaurants, the Mill Creek Mall, and several satellite shopping plazas, this southern Erie community was a magnet for locals and out-of-towners alike. Emma sat through a red light on Mall Boulevard, another once she’d crossed over the interstate, and finally waited for her chance to make the right turn into the Royal Palace Resort and Convention Center.

      She’d been to the Royal Palace once, but not as an overnight guest. A month or so ago she’d attended a photography conference here. Today, she parked at a different entrance. The one with a sign reading Registration.

      The lobby soared at least two stories high but otherwise looked nothing like a palace. Emma’s sneakers made no sound on the wood flooring as she crossed an open area decorated with modern furniture gathered in assorted seating groups. A half dozen people stood in line to register with one of the two women working the desk. Clutching a photo of Nell, Emma joined the queue and looked around. A husband and wife with three children in various stages of screaming or whining clustered around a trio of roller bags while juggling a pair of backpacks and several totes. Nearby, a young woman in a housekeeping uniform mopped up a mess of what looked like a spilled soft drink mingled with scattered potato chips.

      Emma immediately suspected the accident had been caused by the yowling kids, only because she had vague memories of her and Nell at that age, vacationing with their parents.

      “I can help you here,” the polished woman behind the desk said.

      Emma blinked. Apparently all six of the others in line were together and were being taken care of by the other receptionist. Emma stepped up to the counter and introduced herself. “My sister has been missing for two-and-a-half years. I have reason to believe she may have been a guest here the weekend before last.” Emma placed the photo on the counter and slid it toward the woman. “Her name’s Nell Anderson.”

      The receptionist appeared concerned but didn’t look at the photo. “I didn’t work that weekend,” she said as her fingers tapped over the computer keyboard. She scowled at the screen before giving Emma a tight smile. “If a Nell Anderson was a registered guest, it would go against company policy to give out that information.”

      Emma studied the woman, trying to understand what she wasn’t saying. “If. You mean she wasn’t registered.”

      The woman squirmed. “I’m really not allowed to say. But I have a kid brother who disappeared for a year before we tracked him down.” She glanced at her co-worker who was busy with the group checking in. “No,” she whispered to Emma. “There’s no Nell Anderson in the system.”

      Emma regrouped. “You said you didn’t work that weekend. Is there anyone else here who did? Maybe they saw her.”

      The woman looked at the other receptionist. “Roberta, did you work the weekend before last?”

      Roberta thought a moment and shook her head. “I was on vacation.”

      Emma exhaled a sigh. “Would you mind showing that photo around? My email and phone number are on the back. If anyone remembers seeing her, I’d appreciate a call.”

      The woman smiled sadly. “Certainly. I’m sorry I wasn’t more help. Truly.”

      “Me too.” Emma turned and discovered a line had formed behind her. She stepped out of their way and moved toward the door, disappointed yet again.

      “Excuse me.”

      Emma spotted the housekeeper, who’d been cleaning up the spill, approaching and stopped.

      “I couldn’t help but overhear,” the young woman said softly. “Do you have another one of those photos? I worked here that weekend.”

      Emma dug into a side pocket on her handbag and withdrew another picture. The housekeeper—her name tag identified her as Katie—took the photo in hand and studied it. Emma watched her. Katie appeared to be all beige. Light-brown hair, lightly tanned skin, beige uniform, no makeup. To the hotel guests, this young woman was likely invisible unless they wanted extra towels.

      She slowly shook her head. “I’m sorry. I don’t recognize her.” Katie held up the picture. “Do you mind if I keep this? I can show it around to the others working housekeeping at the time.”

      “That would be great. Thank you.”

      Beige Katie smiled. “You seem like a nice person, worrying about your sister like that. I’d like to help.”

      Emma thanked her again after pointing out her contact information on the back of the image.

      “I’ll be in touch,” Katie said and walked away.

      Emma had heard that promise more times than she could count. She watched Katie go and said to herself, “I hope someone will be.”
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        * * *

      

      Emma detoured through Wegman’s to grab some groceries before joining the northbound traffic on I-79 to her current home, Sara’s Campground at the entrance to Presque Isle State Park. As expected, Sara’s Restaurant, a local landmark in vivid red and white, was packed and had a long line of cars at the drive-through window. Picking up groceries and cooking in her camper had been the wise choice.

      While she’d moved to Erie to find Nell, Emma had settled at Sara’s to hide. She no longer needed to hide, but chose to stay. For one thing, she was paid up through the end of the season. For another, she felt safe within this community. No one bothered her. She sensed her neighbors, while keeping a respectful distance, also kept an eye out for her. Word had gotten around about what happened last month.

      She eased through the campground and its mix of seasonal camps with a smaller number of un-reserved sites. The man who always walked his shelties waved to her. She smiled and waved back. At the far end of the level grounds, beyond the shower house, she made a right, up a slight hillside to her shaded corner of the world.

      She parked, grabbed her groceries from the cargo compartment, and stepped onto her covered wooden deck. After kicking off her shoes, she unlocked the door and swung it outward, securing it with a bungee. Not pretty, but functional.

      Inside, the seventeen-foot camper provided the comforts of home and little else. The futon at the front converted into her bed. The galley kitchen consisted of a small sink, a four-burner gas range, and a fridge suitable for a college dorm. Her table doubled as her office workspace, holding two laptops connected to a pair of monitors—a digital version of the darkroom she’d used back home when she played around with film cameras.

      As Emma put her groceries away, her thoughts wandered to the events of the morning. The bartender who was “ninety-five-percent sure” he’d seen Nell. And the front desk clerk who had not seen her and couldn’t find a registration under Nell’s name.

      Could Nell have used an alias? Absolutely. Emma felt certain Nell was well acquainted with the kinds of people who provided fake IDs. Or she might’ve stayed with someone else, the room registered in that person’s name.

      This morning hadn’t provided much of a lead on Nell’s location. But it was the best Emma had.

      She popped the lid from a ready-made salad, which after the big lunch Kira had bought them, would suffice as supper.

      Matthias entered Emma’s whirling thoughts. He’d offered to help find her sister. She knew he’d been trying. She also knew Nell did not want to be found. But he was a detective. A city cop. He had resources and contacts that Emma lacked. She should call him about what she’d learned.

      The thought stopped her in the middle of pouring dressing onto the salad. The idea of reaching out to Matthias tugged her heart in opposite directions. Part of her longed to see him again, a fact which terrified her. For one thing, she’d sworn off men. To call her last relationship a disaster was a monumental understatement. For another, he was dating Kira, her only real friend these days.

      Except Kira said they weren’t. She’d flirted with that guy in the bar, after all. “He’s free to see other women,” she’d said. But Emma didn’t think Kira would appreciate her being one of those other women. Yet, what was the other thing Kira said?

      “He talks entirely too much about you.”

      Emma shook her head to clear her muddled thoughts. Kira had been teasing her.

      After adding some salted sunflower seeds to the salad, Emma licked her fingers, and carried her lunch to the futon where she curled up in one corner to eat. Despite her best efforts, her thoughts detoured back to Nell and the Royal Palace.

      And Matthias.

      Her phone lay where she’d dropped it on the other end of the couch. She set the salad bowl on the ledge next to her and reached for the cell.
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