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CHAPTER  ONE
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Flagstaff, Arizona
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TENSION INSIDE THE CAR had grown thick, almost electric, long before they arrived for a trial run of the proposed contract hit. Hank Spyker already seethed. Kenneth Baxter, the man who thought he knew everything, was getting on Spyker’s nerves, and then some. Baxter had insisted that they do a quick run-through prior to the actual murder to “be sure that you don’t screw anything up.”

Spyker shook his head, quietly staring at the arrogant jerk behind the wheel. Spyker had done plenty of hits and never needed a rehearsal before. 

Spyker—street name “Skeet”—slouched low in the passenger seat, his late-thirties lanky frame folded awkwardly into the heavily cushioned seat like a scarecrow someone had tried to dress for a night out and failed. He was tall, well over six feet, but painfully skinny, the kind of thin that spoke of years of bad decisions, worse luck, and meals skipped more often than eaten. 

A faded black hoodie hung loose on his narrow shoulders, the fabric frayed at the cuffs, with a small tear along the left seam revealing a dirty white T-shirt underneath. His jeans were old, stiff with dirt at the knees, and the hems dragged under scuffed work boots that had seen more miles than most people’s cars. A scruffy beard, patchy in places, covered his gaunt cheeks, and his dark hair was cut unevenly, like he’d done it himself with dull clippers in a gas station rest room.

Prison tattoos peeked from beneath his sleeve—a crude spider web on the back of his hand, a faded set of numbers on his wrist that marked time he’d never get back. He looked like trouble that had already been caught at least once and was circling back for round two, restless, hollowed out, but still dangerous in that quiet, calculating way felons learn to carry themselves after the system spits them back onto the pavement. The kind of man who knew exactly how fast things could go wrong, because they already had.

This being his ﬁrst female victim brought little concern to Spyker, although he had to admit that the more time he spent with Baxter, the less he liked the man, and the more sympathy he felt for the wife. It could be more humane to put her out of her misery rather than subject her to life without parole with such an obnoxious a*hole.  He’d seen a photo of her; eye candy to the max. How could Baxter think he could do better? Just another testament to the man’s over-valued opinion of himself.

More than once Spyker had wished that he’d never connected with Baxter, the most full of himself hot-shot he’d ever met. Spyker didn’t need the money all that much, not these days; there were much easier ways to score, and those didn’t include interaction with the likes of Baxter. In truth, Baxter was becoming far more trouble than he was worth. Spyker didn’t like being berated. His pulse soared with every put-down.

As the late model Cadillac Escalade crept up the winding driveway of the spacial Flagstaff home, Spyker stretched his long, lean legs out in front of him, scuffing them against the floorboard. He then sank lower into the passenger seat, trying to make himself smaller, hoping not to touch anything if he could help it. Not that there was much space left. The Escalade felt like a mobile garbage bin, as if somebody had been living in it for months and stopped noticing the mess a long time ago.

In the weak glow from the dashboard, the trash looked like a theater aisle following the latest kiddie release. Crumpled candy wrappers crowded around Spyker’s feet, as well as Baxter’s, collapsing with soft crackles every time he shifted. Empty beer cans rolled beneath the seat rails, tapping lightly against metal whenever the SUV hit a bump. Crushed energy drink cans were also scattered about, catching brief flashes of green and red instrument light before disappearing back into darkness. Why own such expensive wheels then abuse them so?

The center console was sticky where Spyker’s elbow brushed against it, and he pulled his arm away fast, wiping his hand against his jeans. A half-open pizza box leaned against the back seat with one hardened slice still inside, its cheese curled up and dry as old leather. The car could use a slow ride through a car wash with the windows down.

Baxter gripped the steering wheel harder, his knuckles growing white under the glare of the dashboard GPS display. The smell of over-used cologne felt stiﬂing within the conﬁnes of the luxury SUV. 

Spyker shifted uncomfortably, the leather creaking under him. His hands on his knees, he tried not to stare too hard at the man behind the wheel who so desperately wanted his wife dead. Spyker wasn’t stupid. He knew exactly what Baxter was thinking when he sneered into the rear view mirror. He knew exactly where Baxter ranked him in the food chain, and it was nowhere even close to the middle.

Baxter was the kind of man who constantly boasted his superiority. Late thirties, short blond hair styled sharp and professional, with a dense, light scruff covering his cheeks and jaw—the kind of calculated ruggedness that probably took more effort and money in one afternoon than Spyker’s yearly grooming routine. Angular face, high cheekbones, strong jawline, and cool, confident eyes that scanned the driveway like it was his own yellow brick road—yellow being gold, of course. Tailored shirt, expensive leather jacket, and a watch that probably cost more than Spyker’s truck. Everything about him screamed money, power, and pronounced authority.

Spyker swallowed hard and glanced out the window at the expansive meticulous lawn. Guys like this didn’t typically have passengers like him unless they needed something dirty done, like putting a couple of bullets into his wife’s brain.

Baxter finally spoke for the first time in a while, voice smooth and low, eyes never leaving the driveway.

“Do you really think you’re up to a job like this?” he asked. “If you screw it up, I’ll kick your butt so hard you’ll feel my boot like it’s a tongue depressor.”

Yeah, right. You can’t even kick a bad habit.

A slow, steady heat crept up Spyker’s neck, his temper’s launch sequence having suddenly been activated.

The large basement garage sat partially underground, illuminated by security lights. Three wide garage doors faced the driveway made of dark gray metal with horizontal lines. The doors were evenly spaced along a big concrete wall. Neat bushes grew on both sides of the doors, casting long shadows on the pavement.

The house sported light beige stucco walls that blended into the dark. Small details like strong corners and air vents showed it was a big, solid structure. In the quiet night, the garage felt strong and roomy, with its three doors closed and waiting.

As the middle door suddenly began to rise, an inside light winked on. Once the car was parked, Baxter cut the ignition and commanded, “Stay here while I make sure she’s asleep.”

Spyker quietly nodded. I never should have agreed to this, he thought.

Exiting the car to await Baxter’s return, he stretched, ran a hand over his hair, and planted his weight against a Mercedes parked beside the Escalade. After scoping out the massive house with its huge basement garage and luxury cars, he knew right away he was getting gypped on this job. Baxter’s payout was peanuts for a place like this. Spyker was seriously tempted to renegotiate. Even if he tripled the price, it’d still be pocket change to a guy with assets like these.

Quietly returning to the garage, Baxter interrupted Spyker’s misgivings, flashing a thumbs up that signaled all was well upstairs. Spyker then knew what was coming next. As expected, Baxter’s boastful diatribe spewed orders nonstop. 

“I’ll show you the layout out back. Leave it to me to take care of the details; all you’ve got to do is pull the trigger.”

They stepped outside and around the back corner of the house toward a fence surrounding a moonlit swimming pool. Spyker hesitated to call it a “house;” it looked more like a McMansion to him. An owl eerily made itself known from a nearby tree.

Spyker glanced back toward the basement door, his jaw tightening. “Where’s Pickett?” he asked, the words coming out sharper than he intended.

“Forget Pickett,” Baxter said flatly. “It’s just you and me now. You’re probably smart enough to handle it alone.”

Probably.

The word hit Spyker like a slap. For a second, everything went still except the blood roaring in his ears. Probably? This idiot was questioning his competence now? After all the crap he’d pulled off, after everything he’d risked?

Spyker forced a laugh, but it came out brittle and ugly. He dragged the sole of his shoe hard against the pebbled landscaping, grinding small stones beneath his heel like he should be grinding Baxter’s face. The motion did nothing to cool the heat crawling up his neck.

“So if it’s just me doing the whole job,” he said, his voice low and edged with venom, “I get the whole payout, right? No splitting, no cuts?”

Baxter sneered and shook his head in silent response, the condescending tilt of his chin making Spyker’s fingers twitch.

The comment kept echoing in Spyker’s skull, louder with every repetition. Probably smart enough. Like he was some half-rate amateur Baxter had to babysit. Like he wasn’t the one who usually carried these jobs while Pickett and clowns like Baxter stood around with their thumbs up their butts. His chest burned. His hands curled into fists at his sides, knuckles whitening.

He yanked the pack of cigarettes from his shirt pocket, fingers shaking with barely-contained fury as he tried to tap one out.

Baxter’s hand shot out and shoved the pack away. “Not here.”

Spyker froze, staring at Baxter with pure, blistering hatred. The rejection of even that small comfort felt like the final insult. His breath came faster, nostrils flaring. Every muscle in his body was coiled tight, screaming for release. He felt the rage building like pressure in a cracked pipe ready to burst.

Spyker seethed, eyes locked on Baxter with murderous intensity. Keep pushing me, buddy, he thought. Just keep pushing.

Baxter pointed to a window on the second floor directly above the pool. “That’s the bedroom. She’s on Ambien, so she’ll be out like a light,” he said. “I’ll be out of town that night, and no one will be home but her.”

Spyker wasn’t concerned about waking her. That would actually make the hit more challenging, but he wanted no more obstacles than that. “Any dogs?” he asked.

“No.” Baxter essentially shrugged off the question and led him to an ornate back door. “I’ve disabled the alarm system. Just break the window, reach inside, and ﬂip the deadbolt.”

“Oh, yeah,” Spyker said sarcastically. “I never would’ve thought of that.” He exhaled deeply, then asked, “What if she sets it anyway?”

Baxter slowly shook his head. “She’ll think it’s armed,  but  it  won’t be.”

“Cameras, too?” Spyker asked, glancing up at one mounted beneath a corner roof overhang and aimed directly at them.

With a roll of his eyes and a disgusted huff, Baxter responded as if speaking to a total fool. “I believe the word system implies everything, right?”

With an intense glare, Baxter continued, “Look, Spyker, I’m just being cautious. We’ve got to be on the same page every step of the way. We’ve both got a lot to lose.”

“Yeah, sure.” Spyker felt his pulse rise. If Baxter kept this steady derision up, Spyker was sure to reach his breaking point.

Baxter reached into his pocket and pulled out a compact Beretta Pico .380 caliber pistol. 

“This is from my gun collection. When you go through that door, you’ll be in the kitchen. The next room will be my study. The gun cabinet is in there, so if you want to take anything, help yourself. Make it look like a burglary and grab whatever you want. Insurance will cover it. Just be sure to wear latex gloves.” He offered the handgun to Spyker. “It’s loaded.”

Spyker examined the gleaming semiautomatic pistol. It was lightweight and well made. He’d never handled such an expensive gun before, but it could deﬁnitely do the job.

He cleared his throat, the sound rough with barely-contained tension. “So, you got some special way you want this done?”

Baxter smirked, that arrogant twist of his lips making Spyker’s teeth grind. “You don’t have much of a memory, do you, Spyker? Two to the head, the industry standard, like I told you.”

The condescending tone ignited something feral in Spyker’s chest. He groaned, then forced a low, deep laugh that sounded more like a growl. “Yeah, sure,” he said, his voice dropping into a dangerous register. “I mean besides that. Anything else you want done to her? You want me to drag it out, make her suffer? You want her to know you sent me?” Spyker believed in customer service, but Baxter was pushing him past his limit.

Baxter hesitated, his eyes flicking toward the upstairs window with icy detachment, then said, “Yeah, tell her happy anniversary.” A sinister grin spread across his face. “Just remember to stick with the plan. The longer you’re there, the more likely you’ll make a mistake, and if you go down, I go down with you.”

Spyker nodded stiffly, but inside, a storm detonated.

Baxter leaned in, clearly relishing the power imbalance. “The only difference is, I’ve got the money to buy the best lawyers in Arizona, and you don’t.”

That final jab exploded through Spyker like a landmine.

Rage detonated inside him—pure, explosive, white-hot fury that nearly blinded him. His vision tunneled, heart hammering like a war drum against his ribs. This pompous, silver-spoon piece of crap had the nerve to talk to him like he was trash, like he was expendable cannon fodder while Baxter played king with his money and lawyers. Every muscle in Spyker’s body locked rigid, trembling with the overwhelming urge to smash Baxter’s face into the fence, to feel bone crack under his knuckles.

His hands curled into iron fists at his sides, knuckles bone-white, nails cutting into his palms hard enough to draw blood. The explosive rage roared through him like rocket fuel, burning away any remaining patience. It hadn’t been provoked this violently in years. One more word—just one more—and Spyker knew the leash would snap. 

From another pocket Baxter took out a roll of cash bound with a rubber band. “Here’s the ﬁve thousand, like I promised. You’ll get the other ten after it’s done.”

Spyker nodded and accepted the advance payment, momentarily soothing his ire somewhat.

“Now,” Baxter said, glaring beyond the swimming pool, “the rear of the property adjoins the park where you left your truck. You can easily get away without being seen.”

Spyker began to pace back and forth at the edge of the pool. “Now, how far is this walk? I didn’t sign up for no hike.”

“No more than half a mile at most. It’s not bad; you’ll see when you walk back to your truck tonight.”

“Say what?”

“I want you to familiarize yourself with the land. No screwups, right?”

Spyker exhaled deeply and swallowed hard. “I ain’t in the mood for no nighttime stroll in the park. There’s coyotes in them woods. You can take me back to my car.”

The veins in Baxter’s neck and forehead bulged. He leaned into Spyker’s face and, through gritted teeth, demanded, “Listen to me, you half-witted felon. You do exactly as I say or—“

“Or what? The deal is off? You’ll do it yourself? You’d have to grow a pair for that.”

Spyker knew that Baxter was struggling to control his own rage. Two simmering loads of testosterone judging each other. What Baxter didn’t know, however, was that he was directing his wrath toward a life-long killer with a gun in his hand, and that could be a big mistake. 

After hurling expletives at each other like darts at a bull’s-eye, Spyker ﬁnally calmed down enough to ask, “So, how many punks did you ask to do this before you got around to me? You think you’re so careful about everything; how many loose ends did you leave?”

“None. Just you and Pickett,” Baxter said coldly. “If you hadn’t agreed to do it, I was going to make it look like an accident.” His eyes narrowed into slits. “I thought you had plenty of experience. I didn’t think I’d have to hold your hand to pull this off.”

The words struck Spyker like a lit match thrown into a gas tank.

Explosive rage grew dangerously near the breaking point. Hold my hand? This arrogant snob was questioning his skills again, treating him like some rookie who needed babysitting. Spyker’s blood ignited, pounding violently in his temples. His jaw clenched so tight he heard it pop.

“Pickett’s a problem,” Spyker spat, his voice low and lethal. “He was going to be my lookout. Why didn’t you tell me he ditched you before tonight?”

The veins in Baxter’s forehead bulged like thick ropes. Without warning, he shoved Spyker hard in the chest, driving him back toward the fence surrounding the pool area.

That was it.

Spyker’s rage went nuclear. He retaliated instantly, slamming both hands into Baxter’s shoulders with brutal force, nearly knocking the man off his feet. “Don’t you ever put your hands on me again,” he growled through gritted teeth, eyes blazing with pure hatred. Every muscle in his body was coiled like a spring loaded with TNT, trembling with the overwhelming need to unleash.

Baxter stumbled but recovered, stepping through the gate and backing away defensively to the edge of the pool, breathing hard, clenching his fists until his knuckles turned white.

A coyote howled somewhere in the darkness nearby, the lonely sound cutting through the night like a warning.

Think you’re a tough guy, huh? Spyker thought, staring daggers at Baxter’s back. The explosive fury roared through his veins like wildfire. He felt it consuming him, itching to charge forward, grab Baxter by the back of the neck, and slam his face into the concrete until the pool water turned red. One more insult, one more shove, and Spyker knew he wouldn’t be able to stop himself from painting the entire back yard with this rich fool’s blood. 

His hands flexed at his sides, ready to snap. The rage had him fully now—raw, violent, and barely leashed.

Spyker took a deep breath, fingers gripping the handgun tightly. His eyes stopped wandering and fixed on one place, one person—the egotistical fool facing away from him. Spyker had spent years learning to swallow anger when he had to, years understanding what happened when it got loose, but some part of him felt the old pressure rising anyway.

The muscles along his neck hardened. His breathing shortened. Words around him turned distant and muffled, fading into background noise beneath the pounding rhythm of blood in his ears. Every irritation, every insult, every disappointment seemed to stack on top of the last until he could almost feel the weight of it pressing against his ribs.

Then came the stillness.

Not calm. The dangerous kind of stillness. His face emptied of expression, his eyes flattened, and the movement drained out of him altogether. It was the final second before water boiled over, before steam forced its way through every crack. People who knew him knew this part. They knew the shouting was never the worst sign.

The worst sign was when he suddenly stopped talking.

Gripping the pistol, he weighed his options. It seemed more and more promising to simply cut his losses now, settle for just the ﬁve, and be done with this whole thing.

“Forget it,” Baxter spat, his voice sharp with irritation as he leered at Spyker’s face. “Give me the cash back. Now.”

Spyker closed the distance between them with one deliberate step. His shoulders squared, his posture straightened, and the loose, lanky slouch he normally carried vanished. He wasn’t Skeet the drifter now. He was Spyker the cold-blooded killer, the man Baxter should never have pushed.

Baxter saw him coming, but not enough to understand the danger. Spyker’s eyes were flat, unreadable—the dangerous stillness before a storm. His jaw worked once, a muscle ticking beneath the skin. Spyker leaned in close, invading Baxter’s space with the quiet confidence of someone who had already made up his mind. Baxter opened his mouth to speak, but Spyker didn’t give him the chance.

With a sudden, controlled burst of movement, Spyker grabbed Baxter by the front of his jacket, fingers curling into the expensive leather. He yanked him forward just enough to force eye contact—face to face, breath to breath, so Baxter could see exactly what he’d awakened.

Thinking You’re dead. You just don’t know it yet, Spyker used his height and leverage to spin Baxter around in the opposite direction. The motion was fast, practiced, almost effortless. Baxter’s feet scrambled for balance as Spyker turned him, one hand still gripping the jacket, the other guiding the rotation with a firm shove between the shoulder blades.

Baxter stumbled, catching himself on instinct, now facing away from Spyker, exactly where Spyker wanted him.

The shift in power was instant, the message unmistakable.

Baxter had crossed a line he couldn’t uncross.

“You’re done!” Spyker snapped, his tone laced with pure venom.

In one swift, decisive motion, he pressed the barrel of the Beretta firmly against the back of Baxter’s head. Muttering a string of bitter curses under his breath, Spyker fired twice in rapid succession, the sharp cracks echoing through the night.

“There’s your quick two to the head!” Spyker shouted with savage satisfaction. Adding a dark laugh, he mocked, “Oh, no! Wrong head!”

Baxter’s body lurched forward and splashed face-down into the pool. A cloud of pink immediately spread from around his head, staining the sparkling water like a crimson oil spill.

Spyker pitched the gun at the lifeless floating body. It bounced off with a soft thud and slid beneath the surface. Without hesitation, he raced to the other side of the pool, leaped cleanly over the fence, and disappeared into the darkness beyond the property, heading straight toward his truck in the park.

A grim sense of triumph swept over him. 

It was the easiest five grand he’d ever made.
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Talladega County, Alabama

––––––––
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A GENTLE BREEZE whipped whitecaps against Logan Martin Lake’s 275-mile shoreline. Leaves shimmied overhead in trees lining Kradle Kove, and fallen pine needles skittered across the lawn in the wind. In the distance a Jet Ski buzzed across sparkling blue water. Overhead, the steady drone of a passing airplane, obscured by hardwoods and pines surrounding the house.

Fifty-four-year-old Derrick Walton stepped outside onto the deck of his lake house overlooking the water and slid the glass door shut behind him, the sound of Credence Clearwater Revival blasting from the stereo inside. He set a glass of iced tea on the picnic table in front of his older sister, Vera Danvers, then dropped into an adjacent chair to sip from a glass of his own.

“Derrick, it’s not like you to be so withdrawn,” she said, her voice soft but edged with worry, like she was trying not to startle something already half-vanished. Her eyes searched his face, lingering on the hollows beneath them, the way his skin seemed stretched too tightly over bone.

He was pale and slightly overweight. His flesh held a washed-out tone, as though the sun had long since stopped making any serious claim on it. There was a gentleness in the way he carried himself, but also a carefulness, like someone constantly aware of an invisible cost attached to every ordinary act.

There were small, unguarded moments when his gaze drifted farther than it should, when his silence grew heavier than conversation required. In those moments, he looked less like a man simply passing through middle age and more like someone listening to a distant shoreline only he could hear, waiting for a tide that had already begun to rise.

His hair had once been thicker, carrying the easy stubbornness of youth, but time had thinned it into a softer, more hesitant arrangement. It was a pale brown shot through with gray, especially at the temples, where the color seemed to surrender first.

He kept it cut short, not out of style but out of practicality, the kind of trim requiring little attention and even less vanity. On most days it lay flat without much effort, though humidity in the Southern air sometimes coaxed it into a faint, uncooperative lift. When that happened, he ran a hand over it absently. But at the crown of his head his worn and wrinkled brown Australian cowboy hat usually rested. Strangely, though, not today.

A look of concern painted Vera’s face more fully, overtaking whatever patience she’d been holding onto. “You’re losing too much weight, and you’re not yourself anymore,” she continued, each word landing more firmly than the last, as though she could anchor him back into place by sheer insistence alone.

She leaned closer, lowering her voice, as if distance or volume might be part of the problem. “This is an awful time for you to go gallivanting a thousand miles away from me.” Her brow tightened, frustration flickering through the worry. “Do you even hear yourself? Running off like this when everything is already . . .”

Her expression softened again, almost pleading now, the anger giving way to something more fragile. “I’m all you’ve got left,” she reminded him quietly. The words hung between them, heavy and unvarnished, not meant to manipulate, but not gentle either. “And you’re acting like you don’t care what happens anymore.”

Derrick swept a hand across his receding hairline and sighed. Despite having recently lost several pounds, his belly still strained against the waistline of his pants, and the undersized long-sleeve T-shirt he wore stretched tightly across his chest as he inhaled. The only piece of jewelry he owned was a silver cross pendant, which he never took off. It hung from a heavy-duty chain around his neck, resting against his chest, familiar and worn as if it had been part of him for years. He hadn’t shaved in days.

Vera’s chair creaked as she shifted her weight.

She was in her late forties, full-figured and unmistakably rooted in the rhythms of Southern life. Her presence carried a kind of grounded warmth, as though she had spent years holding things, and family, together through sheer persistence and quiet resolve.

Her face reflected a life lived in motion: laugh lines softened the corners of her eyes, and worry had occasionally etched itself between her brows, though it never stayed there long. Her hair was pulled back in a practical style. There was comfort in her company, the kind that filled a room without announcing itself. 

For the ﬁrst time ever Derrick noticed the aging in her face and her increasingly predominant gray hair. The two were indeed getting older. Where had the time gone? It seemed like only yesterday he had pestered her as a child, hiding her favorite doll, Betsy, and making her cry.

Suddenly he felt a nudge on his shoulder. “Derrick! Are you listening to me?” Vera said in a show of irritation.

Jarred back to reality, he answered, “I’m sorry, Sis. Guess I’m a little preoccupied.”

“So what’s your answer? Why now, and why so far away?”

Derrick took a deep breath and exhaled. “It’s just something I have to do, Sis. I don’t expect you to understand.”

He noticed more worry in her voice than ever, even when times were at their worst. “Scooter, I know you still miss Sherry, bless your heart, but you need me now more than just running away. She can’t be here for you now, but I can.”

“I’m not running from anything,” he snapped, then apologized. “Sorry. You know what I’ve been through, and I just need to get away for a while, that’s all.”

Vera projected a weak smile, slightly shaking her head. “I still can’t believe what she did to you, even though—”

“You shouldn’t criticize her now,” he interrupted. “If I was such a great husband, why didn’t I see it coming? If I had been as attentive as I should have been, I would have noticed the changes in her. She lost weight and was getting back into shape and changing her hairstyle. I was stupid enough to think she was looking better for me. If I hadn’t been so blind, she never would have had a reason to go elsewhere.”

Derrick promptly looked away, stiﬂing a tear, hating the way his emotions overwhelmed him at times like this. After all he’d been through, at this point he expected to be stronger.

“But why do you have to go now, of all times? And why can’t it be someplace closer to home like Gulf Shores or Little River Canyon? Why do you have to leave the state?”

“I told you already, I happened to ﬁnd a short-term lease on a cabin in Cottonwood, and I’m familiar with that area.”

“Oh, Derrick.” She sighed in frustration. “I thought you were done with Arizona. And it’ll dredge up old memories for sure.”

“Not as many as there are around here. Sherry and I only lived in Arizona two years, and that was, what, ﬁve or six years ago? Besides, it’s the perfect place to clear my head without any distractions and get my life back on track.”

Dixie, a black Labrador retriever mix that had recently turned up slowly padded up the steps behind Vera, and Derrick knew she would be surprised. Dixie’s tail showed her delight in seeing her master as the dog sat beside him on the deck and raised her head to be scratched.

“And who is this?” Vera asked.

He smiled. “This is Dixie, my traveling buddy. She’ll keep me company in Cottonwood.”

“I didn’t know you had plans to get a dog,” Vera said.

“I didn’t,” Derrick answered, “but Dixie had plans to find a new home.” 

“Another abandoned dog, huh?”

“Yep. It makes me furious.”

“So you didn’t even try to ﬁnd her owner?”

“Are you kidding me? You know how many stray dogs have been dropped off around here before. And Dixie’s smart. If there was any way she could get back to her owner, she would have, I promise you.”

Derrick leaned over and scratched under Dixie’s neck. Her big tongue curled out and licked his hand. “I’ve had her a couple of weeks now, and she’s just what I’ve needed.”

The Jet Ski on the lake buzzed closer. Two teenagers aboard cheered as they created a surge of waves that rocked Derrick’s ﬂoating dock. He smiled. It was heartwarming to see kids enjoying innocent fun even after the fall weather had turned cool.

“Okay, so you tried to change the subject with Dixie, but I’m not done trying to convince you to stay,” Vera said.

Derrick exhaled deeply and took another sip of tea. “Vera . . . I can design websites in Cottonwood as easily as I can here. I get all my business online, and I pay my bills electronically, too. I don’t plan to stay there long; only a couple of months, three or four at the most.”

“Months? Goodness, Derrick, I thought you’d only be gone a couple of weeks! Months? This is worse than I imagined.”

Derrick slowly shook his head, trying not to let his emotions show. There was so much that he hadn’t told her, even though he was closer to Vera than anyone. 

He glanced at the house he so dearly loved. To the left of the sliding door his rusted barbecue grill rested in a corner of the deck, complete with a propane tank collecting dust. A couple of potted plants that would need to come inside for the winter occupied the opposite corner. The front of his home was virtually all windows, and the view of the lake from inside was amazing. The opposite shore was over a mile across the water.

He would miss this place, having lived here the better part of the past sixteen years. He would miss Vera, too, but it would only be for a short while. It was hard to explain why he needed to leave temporarily. He wasn’t even sure himself why he felt so compelled to go, but he knew that he could deal with his latest personal crisis better there than here.

The isolation in Arizona would be perfect. He’d already blocked every number but Vera’s on his cell phone and unsubscribed from all the emails he could and deleted the rest. He had a lot of thinking to do without any interference.

“I’ll miss you, but we can talk every day. Anyway, it’s all set. I’ll be leaving tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” Vera leaned over and gave him a tight hug. “You’re hopeless, Scooter. You’re also the stubbornest man I’ve ever known, but I can’t help but love you anyway.”

“Me, too, Sis, and I’ll get straightened out, I promise.”

Dixie spotted a squirrel scampering across the yard. She barked as she raced down the steps in a futile attempt to catch it but was too  late.

“Don’t worry about me. I’ll be ﬁne,” Derrick said, but he was perhaps trying to convince himself more than her.
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One week later

Cottonwood, Arizona

––––––––
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AFTER REMOVING what little remained from the cargo space of his Chevy Tahoe, Derrick wiped sweat from his forehead, exhausted. The three-day stopover in Taos had provided much-needed rest, but it felt good to have ﬁnally reached his destination. He scanned the front of the rental cabin conveniently located only an hour or so southwest of Flagstaff. 

The two-bedroom adobe-style home was boxlike in appearance, vastly different from the Alabama homes he was accustomed to; he rarely saw ﬂat-roofed houses back home. The front lawn, if one could call it that, was layered in pebble-sized river rocks and cacti.

In the distance loomed Mingus Mountain and the city of Jerome. He wondered if the train to Verde Canyon was still in operation from nearby Clarkdale. The depot wasn’t far away. The memory of a train ride with Sherry started to form, but he quickly pushed it aside.

Dixie seemed nervous, and Derrick couldn’t blame her. He recalled the ﬁrst time he himself had ventured west on a road trip with a buddy shortly after he graduated from college. The terrain couldn’t have been more different from his native Alabama, and he’d felt as if he’d been cast away on another planet that ﬁrst time. Dixie would get used to it, though. She would be happy as long as she was with him.

The air inside, the moment he opened the door, carried a strong odor of mustiness—an old, settled scent of clay plaster, aged wood, and time-worn fabrics that had absorbed years of desert wind and occasional rain. The living space was modest and unevenly lit. Sunlight slipped in through small, deep-set windows, softened by dust-specked panes and heavy curtains that hung a little tired at their rods. The floor was worn wood in some areas, faded tile in others, each step giving a slightly different sound. A low sofa sat against one wall, its fabric faded and slightly sagging in the middle, as if it had hosted too many long afternoons and not enough replacements. A simple coffee table rested nearby, scarred with rings and faint scratches that hinted at hurried meals, forgotten mugs, and restless hands.

The kitchen was compact and functional rather than inviting. The refrigerator hummed unevenly, a little louder than it should have. Down a short hallway, the two bedrooms mirrored each other in simplicity. Each contained a bed that looked sturdy but well-used, with bedding that carried the same faint, musty undertone as the rest of the cabin. The walls were bare or sparsely decorated, interrupted only by a few nail holes and the occasional faded mark where something once hung. 

Derrick had to admit a moment of disappointment. He’d expected more comfortable furnishings. It’ll do, though, he thought, until Dixie hopped onto the sofa and a light plume of dust puffed up. Dixie sprawled over the uneven cushions, eliciting a smile from Derrick. Well, if she can handle it, so can I, he thought.

Having stored what few things he had brought in the spare bedroom, he wondered how long he would actually stay here. Even though there hadn’t been anything heavy to carry, he was still winded from the exertion of unloading the car and paused to catch his breath.

Derrick collapsed onto the sofa beside Dixie. She laid her big black head on his lap. He scratched her back, considering how much lonelier he would be if she hadn’t shown up in his yard back home. He doubted that getting a dog would have ever crossed his mind, yet she had become an integral part of his life, a perfect companion and a gift from above. There hadn’t been any lack of surprises over the last couple of years.

For a moment he just stared into space, shaking his head. What was he supposed to do now? When he looked back on his life, he realized how blessed he had been. Nothing ground-breaking, but filled with little memories like gemstones regardless. But had he positively impacted the lives of others? He’d been so self-centered that he hadn’t even noticed Sherry’s love for him fading. He’d focused so much on his own self-interests that he hadn’t considered that her heart might have drifted elsewhere.

Looking forward, accepting that he was far closer to the end of his life than the beginning, Derrick considered what he could do to make the remainder of his life worthwhile. Was God happy with him? Yes, he’d been blessed, but only through God’s grace. He hadn’t been deserving of much. After he was dead and gone, would anyone have a positive thing to say about him? At the moment he doubted so. The ordeal with Sherry had taught him how self-absorbed he’d been his entire life, and it wasn’t too late to turn that around.

The next morning, following a cup of coffee, Derrick booted up his iPad to see what was going on back home. On his My Yahoo homepage, local news headlines popped up instead of his hometown report, and one particular item caught his attention: Accused Husband Killer Posts Bond. 

There was nothing of particular import about the story other than the postage stamp-sized photo that accompanied the article—a beautiful, dark-haired female suspect who looked nothing like any killer he’d ever seen. What made it even more impressive was the fact that it was a mug shot taken at the police station, which typically showed people at their worst. 

If this was her worst, how might she look at her best?

Derrick shook his head with a sigh, glad that he could still recognize God’s beauty in human form. I guess we all have problems, he thought. Even the rich and infamous.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Flagstaff, Arizona
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SINCE KEN’S DEATH, the house had been overwhelming, its emptiness almost engulﬁng her. Even the housekeeper refused to return to a residence previously designated as a crime scene.

Larissa Baxter sat in a daze trying hard to focus on the words of her defense attorney, Harvey Bateman. It was difﬁcult to concentrate, her world having been turned upside down, and she found herself in a situation she never dreamed possible. The metallic click of handcuffs around her wrists still echoed in her mind.

The murder of her husband hadn’t come as a complete surprise; he had plenty of enemies, through both his corrupt business practices and personal affronts, but the biggest shock of all came when she was named as a person of interest, then arrested for a crime she didn’t, and would never, commit.

The sitting room clearly reflected her lifestyle. Sunlight filtered through tall, silk-draped windows, casting a warm glow across polished hardwood floors and carefully chosen antique furnishings. Plush upholstered chairs and a velvet settee were arranged around a marble-topped coffee table. Original paintings adorned the walls, while crystal lamps and gilded accents added understated elegance. Fresh flowers filled the room with color and fragrance, creating an atmosphere both luxurious and welcoming for the guests she received. Larissa’s cup of Starbucks on the coffee table had long since chilled before she’d taken a single sip.

She was a slender woman in her early thirties with the kind of girl-next-door beauty that drew attention without seeming to try. Her dark brown hair fell just past her shoulders, soft and slightly tousled, as though she had run her fingers through it rather than spent time styling it. A few loose strands often escaped to frame her face, lending her an approachable, natural charm.

Her features were pleasant rather than striking—a warm smile, expressive brown eyes, and a light dusting of freckles across her nose that became more noticeable in the sun. Her face carried an easy openness that made people feel comfortable around her. When she smiled, faint creases appeared at the corners of her eyes, giving her a look of genuine friendliness.

Larissa gave the impression that she didn’t belong among all of this opulence. She was a simple girl at heart, clearly reflected by the way she dressed, favoring comfort over fashion. Jeans, casual tops, and worn sneakers suited her far better than anything glamorous. Nothing about her appearance seemed carefully crafted, yet that very lack of effort made her even more attractive. She looked like a woman who belonged at a neighborhood barbecue, a small-town diner, or cheering from the sidelines of a local ballgame.

“Larissa, I don’t think you understand,” Bateman said. “This is not about the truth; it’s about the prosecution’s case and whether or not a jury will believe it.”

Bateman appeared to be in his late fifties, with neatly combed silver-streaked hair and sharp, intelligent eyes behind thin-rimmed glasses. His tailored charcoal suit and conservative tie reflected a professional who took both his appearance and his work seriously. He sat comfortably yet attentively, a leather portfolio resting on his lap as he discussed Larissa’s case. His calm demeanor and measured speech conveyed confidence, while the occasional furrow of his brow hinted at the complexity of the legal matters before him.

Larissa groaned. “But how could the truth be so difﬁcult to defend?” she asked.

“Well, sometimes it can be even harder to defend,” Bateman answered after taking a sip of his own coffee. “You’ve got to help me dismantle their version of the crime.”

“And that is?”

Bateman cleared his throat. “That you were angry about something while Ken was away, took the Beretta from his gun cabinet, and waited for him in the garage. When he got home, the argument escalated and for some reason moved outside by the pool, where you shot him point-blank, threw the gun into the water after he fell in, then jumped in yourself to supposedly save him, but really only did so to wash the gunshot residue from yourself.”

“But that’s not what happ—“

“Larissa, you’re not listening,” Bateman interrupted. “The Beretta came from Ken’s gun cabinet, and you yourself said that no one else was in the house at the time, putting yourself at the crime scene. There was no sign of forced entry.” Bateman slowly shook his head. “Again, this is not about the truth; it’s about countering the prosecution’s allegations.”

Larissa rested her head against the back of the sofa and stared up at the massive light ﬁxture suspended from the twenty-foot ceiling, then ran her hands through her hair and wiped tears from her cheeks.

“I’ve already told you, the gunshots woke me up. Well, I didn’t know they were gunshots at the time; something startled me. I was groggy from a sleeping pill.” She took a deep breath, then continued. “I looked out the bedroom window and saw him ﬂoating face-down in the pool. It wouldn’t have been the first time he’d been drunk and had fallen in. I didn’t see any movement and he could have been drowning, so I ran downstairs and jumped in to save him.”

“Did you ever touch the gun?”

“I didn’t even know a gun was there. I saw a cloud of blood in the water, but it didn’t dawn on me that he’d been shot until the police told me later. I thought he had hit his head when he fell.”

Larissa took a deep breath in an attempt to calm her nerves. It didn’t work. Her expression brightened, though, as she exclaimed, “My ﬁngerprints won’t be on the gun since I never touched it! Shouldn’t that clear me?”

Bateman pursed his lips and slowly shook his head. “There were no prints on the gun at all. The water or chlorine or whatever destroyed them.” After another sip of coffee he added, “Ken’s ﬁngerprints were on the ejected shell casings, which is only natural since it was his gun.”

Larissa’s disappointment grew as she looked Bateman directly in the eyes and argued, “Anyway, I have my own gun. Why would I go downstairs and get one of Ken’s when I already had one?”

Bateman scribbled notes onto a yellow legal pad. “That’s good. We need more good points like that.” He paused, apparently in deep thought, then asked, “How long did you wait before calling nine-one- one?” he asked.

“I don’t know . . . only a couple of minutes. I had no reason to wait.”

Bateman nodded. “Do you have any idea why the garage door was left open?”

“I didn’t know it was open. This is the ﬁrst I’ve heard of that. I went out the back door to the pool,” she said.

“Why were the security cameras inactivated?”

Larissa shivered and sighed. “I didn’t know that they were. I set the alarm like always.”

Bateman tapped his pen against the legal pad and stroked his chin with his ﬁngertips. “Think hard. Is there anything else?”

She hesitated, then theorized, “He must have brought someone home with him or maybe someone was waiting for him.”

Larissa wanted to offer more, but truth be told, she had had a few drinks of her own that night in addition to the Ambien, and her memory
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