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      Mark…this one’s for you…

      Thanks for being my partner in crime…
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      I’d never seen metal twisted to the point it resembled nothing more than a blackened mass.

      And yet, something in the back of my mind prickled as they hoisted it from the unforgiving depths of the ravine. It was the realization it had once possessed a discernible form—one that had propelled its rider into the abyss while it survived the plummet—if survive can be used to describe an inanimate object.

      It didn’t really matter one way or the other, as the frantic rescue turned into a mission of recovery. It simply existed so that I was forced to bear witness—daring me to look away, all the while knowing I couldn’t…

      Wouldn’t.

      Finally, as the screeching of the winch came to a halt, I lowered my gaze, absently shuffling my foot in the dirt before turning and walking away, releasing the power it held over me while resigning me to sift through the aftermath left by its void.

      Then again, death has always had a funny way of affecting me like that.
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      Seven and a half hours earlier…

      “Are you sure you know how to drive a stick?” I asked, gripping the armrest as my best friend, Leah, ground the gears of the convertible that I had, against my better judgment, allowed her to rent in my name.

      “Of course I do,” she replied, sounding mildly offended. “I’m a natural.”

      I winced, suddenly worried I was risking my life, along with my hard-earned safe driver benefits so that she could test her mad skills on this obnoxiously gorgeous piece of automotive workmanship. Nicoh howled from the backseat, turning his ninety-eight-pound frame around so that he graced us with his backside. It was just one more way he routinely elected to share his opinion.

      “You may want to shut that furball up or I’m dumping him into the ocean the minute we come within sight of a beach.” I gave Leah a sideways glance, noting she sounded a tad too gleeful at the prospect, which she confirmed by adding, “And we all know how much he loves getting those dainty little tootsies wet.” She tilted her head back and released a maniacal laugh.

      I flashed to the last time we’d attempted to give him a bath, momentarily reflecting on the fact it hadn’t gone terribly well—for humans or canine—just as she managed to jam the shifter into the proper gear.

      Suddenly, we were skidding around the corner, weaving precariously close to the sidewalk, where several pedestrians dove for cover. I stopped holding my breath and released my grip on the armrest ever so slightly as she merged into the freeway traffic, nodding at the Staples Center in the distance as we passed.

      “Mmm…mmm… Gotta love those hockey players.”

      As long as she kept her hands securely on the wheel I didn’t care, though after a moment of reflecting on that comment, felt it warranted a response. “You don’t even follow hockey.”

      “Yeah, but you’ve gotta admit, they look pretty cute in those outfits.” This time, her tone was insistent, which made me face her.

      “Honestly, Leah, guys tend to prefer the term ‘uniform’ over ‘outfits.’” She grunted her concession, as I prattled on. “Though in hockey, they refer to the jerseys as sweaters, so as that’s an article of clothing you are familiar with, perhaps you aren’t a lost cause after all.”

      She nodded, her brow creased, as though absorbing the knowledge I was so generously sharing. I decided to take full advantage. “And, in case you were interested, we do have a team back in Arizona…and the players are a whole lot cuter.”

      Leah smiled broadly. “Oh yeah, the Cardinals…I’ve seen some of those boys in action.”

      I think I almost crushed my molar formulating a response. “That’s the football team.”

      “Ooooh…football players,” she replied. “They’re cute in their little sweaters, too.”

      “Coyotes,” I growled under my breath, ignoring the fashion faux pas, as this was one of the rare occasions the topic was clearly lost on her.

      “What?” Leah asked, nearly crashing the convertible in the process as she craned her neck from side to side, in search of the four-legged variety.

      I gripped the dashboard. “Arizona Coyotes—the name of our hockey team.”

      “I know.” She winked before shoving the shifter into the next gear, squealing with delight as we surged forward and Nicoh resumed his howling.

      I could only shake my head as I looked back and forth at the two of them.

      The things I put up with for friends.

      Still, I appreciated her attempted distraction. This entire trip—which had been her idea—had ultimately been one, masqueraded behind the guise of a part sight-seeing, part wedding location scout for our friend, Anna Goodwin.

      Leah had none-to-gently informed me that my whine card had expired and I had developed a permanent frowny face that made both small children and puppies whimper and run for cover. In a nutshell, I was no longer allowed to remain in the persistent state of funk, moping around as though my reason to live had ceased to exist.

      I’ll admit, there was a bit of residue left behind from the unceremonious departure of a not-to-be-named homicide detective, as well as from a biological father named Martin, who had gone from Jack-in-the-Box to phantom almost overnight. Granted, the latter was an upgrade, as he had been MIA for the better part of my life, but both men had left me moody, snarky and downright obstinate, forcing Leah to take matters into her own hands.

      We finally arrived at the imposing glass and metal structure where Anna worked as a private investigator at Stanton Investigations, alongside two of our other friends, Abe and Elijah Stanton. Anna had been their office manager extraordinaire from the beginning when the two brothers joined forces. As they took on more clients, she earned her own P.I. license. And while she was more than capable of doing both her office duties in addition to tackling her own cases, Abe and Elijah insisted she hire an assistant so they could bring her into an investigative role full-time.

      Neither of us had been to the new office since they’d moved, though a pang of nostalgia hit me when I thought of the tiny space they occupied in the back of an insurance agency. The building had recently been torn down to accommodate a business complex but the Stantons had already been looking for a new place to hang their shingle as their business had outgrown the small office.

      Leah maneuvered the convertible up to the entrance of the parking structure, where a mechanical-sounding voice recited the location of an unoccupied spot before opening the gate and granting us permission to proceed.

      “Swanky,” she murmured.

      “Indeed,” I replied, while Nicoh snorted his approval from the backseat. “Up and at ‘em boy.” I swatted him on the butt and received an annoyed grunt for my efforts.

      After tucking ourselves into the designated parking space, we rode the elevator in silence and exited at the main floor, where we were greeted by a portly uniformed guard, positioned securely behind an expansive marble fortress of a desk. His name badge said “Louis.”

      “Hi, we’re here to see—” I started.

      “Hold on, you can’t come here with that.” The guard frowned, pointing at Nicoh.

      I ignored him and pressed on. “We’re here to see Anna Goodwin from Stanton Investigations. That’s on the seventeenth floor, correct?”

      His eyes widened in surprise. “Abe and Elijah’s girl? The one that looks like a supermodel?”

      I nodded, elbowing Leah when she rolled her eyes at the mention of “girl.”

      The guard rubbed his chin. “Hey, isn’t Blaze Edwards her fiancé?”

      “You know Blaze?” I worked to keep the surprise out of my voice. Epic fail.

      “Oh, come on.” He released an obnoxious snort. “He’s like only the most famous extreme sports dude since like…well, ev-ah…“ He completed that thought with a thumb and pinky “hang loose” gesture combined with a swivel of his hips, which was met with an audible gag from Leah.

      While that moniker had been true for the better part of his teens and twenties, a career-ending injury had forced Blaze to hang up his surfboard for a gig producing and directing environmental documentaries.

      I decided it was best not close the opening he’d offered and instead, used it to my benefit. “Then surely you should recognize one of the stars of his most-watched YouTube videos?” When the guard frowned as he glanced between the two of us, I sighed and tilted my head at Nicoh. “Not us. Him. You know, Bucko?”

      “The surfing dog?” I nodded as he surveyed Nicoh, who sat at attention, eying the bowl of candy that sat just within nose reach on the marble desk. “I loved that video, but wasn’t it about a German Shepherd, named Rocco? This dog looks like something—else.”

      Leah waved a hand at him. “Obviously, you don’t know your breeds very well, Louis. And for the record, she did say Rocco.” He gave her a doubtful look, so she offered him a three-finger salute. “Was right here, Louis. Scout’s honor.”

      Louis shook his head. “I don’t know. I don’t remember the dog in the video being so fat—”

      “Shh—he’s a little sensitive about his recent weight gain,” I interjected, placing a finger across my lips and casting a sympathetic glance in Nicoh’s direction. “Girlfriend issues. We prefer the term ‘fluffy,’” I whispered as Leah nodded her agreement, though her lips trembled as she fought to keep from laughing.

      “Still, I don’t know,” he replied, putting his hands on his hips.

      We were quickly losing this battle to Louis the portly authority.

      Leah stepped in. “Well, as Mr. Edwards’ assistant, I’d hate to have to report that you wouldn’t allow us to deliver a very special gift to his girlfriend.”

      “What’s the dog got to do with it?” Louis frowned.

      “Singing telegram from her favorite tv star.” Leah graced him with an award-winning deadpan.

      “The dog sings?” Louis peered skeptically at Nicoh, who, to his benefit, was now on his best behavior, quietly sitting on his haunches, his ginormous head held high.

      “What did you think—that Rocco was a one-trick pooch?” Leah replied, waving a hand dismissively. “Everyone in the business has to have more than one skill up their keister nowadays.”

      Before Louis could request an impromptu performance, I added, “Yeah, we’re on a tight schedule, have a lot of happiness to spread today, so we’ll get out your hair and be on our way.” I grabbed Nicoh’s lead and headed toward the elevators.

      “Sorry, Miss, those are down for maintenance for a few more hours,” Louis yelled after us. “You’ll have to take the stairs.”

      I stifled a groan. Of course we would. I sighed, not looking forward to having to coax Nicoh up seventeen flights.

      A petite blonde in a button-down shirt and jeans rose from her desk when we finally entered the office of Stanton Investigations. I hadn’t met Anna’s assistant in person but had spoken to her on several occasions and found her to be as personable as she was efficient.

      “You must be AJ and Leah.” She came around, gripped each of our hands and gave us warm smiles before kneeling to let Nicoh sniff her hand. When he nudged her repeatedly, she giggled and scruffed his head. “And of course, this is the Nicoh. Hey, buddy, I’m Sarah. It’s so nice to finally meet you all.”

      “You too, Sarah. It’s nice to put a face to the friendly voice on the other end of the connection,” I replied. “I should probably warn you, Anna’s been shouting your praises from the rooftops.”

      “Likewise,” she replied, chuckling. “By the way, she’s really been looking forward to your visit. Come on, I’ll give you the official tour.” She led us around the spacious new digs, which were tastefully decorated with the touches only Anna’s careful eye could have provided. She knocked as we entered a massive open office where Sarah had noted that Abe, Elijah and Anna did their brainstorming. “Hey, Boss. Guess who’s here?”

      I sucked in a breath of horror as the friend who I professed to know so well had morphed, not only physically but emotionally, into a creature I barely recognized.

      It was obvious that she had lost weight. The once jaw-dropping curves had been reduced to skin and bone, given the way her clothes resembled hand-me-downs from an older sibling. Based on their wrinkled, haggard condition—it was also hard to ignore that they appeared to have been repeatedly slept in.

      Her long raven locks were knotted in a messy bun that flopped off to the side under the weight, with strands jutting out from every direction, giving it a bristly porcupine appearance.

      Bags under her eyes suggested she hadn’t slept for some time and while their redness could have been from long hours spent poring over case files or staring at a computer screen, I suspected otherwise.

      She was void of makeup and the paleness of her skin combined with hollows beneath her cheekbones made her overall appearance even more pronounced.

      Her current state also extended to her usually immaculate, organized surroundings, which looked as though a windstorm had blown through—papers, books and file boxes covered every surface and the remnants of several days’ worth of food had long been forgotten. One of the cushions on the loveseat was scrunched against the armrest, suggesting someone had been using it for a makeshift bed.

      I shouldn’t have been the least bit surprised when Leah blurted out, “What in the hell happened to you?”

      Apparently, when they made Leah, tact failed to make its way into the recipe.

      I withheld commentary but offered Anna a sympathetic glance to atone for my best friend’s big mouth.

      Like I said, what I did for friends.
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      Fortunately, Anna was not the least bit offended. And though she laughed as she pulled us both into an embrace, it did little to alleviate my shock when pointy shoulder blades nudged my hands. I winced, noting how small she actually seemed compared to her nearly six-foot frame.

      “So, how’re things…going?” Leah asked, her face twisting into a grimace as she worked to formulate the appropriate question on her second attempt.

      Knowing her as well as I did, it took a lot of stretching.

      Anna released a small chuckle that sounded a bit sad, glancing down at the pile that covered her desk. “Good…good. Business is good. The boys are busy….on a big job in Vegas. All’s good. Everyone’s happy.”

      “Not everyone,” Leah replied, causing a tiny shudder to erupt from Anna’s shoulders as she continued looking down, her head almost touching her chest.

      “Anna, we’re asking as your friends,” I added. “We want to know…how’re things…with you?”

      Anna lifted her chin ever so slightly before pulling the bun loose, allowing her hair to cascade down her shoulders. After a long moment, she closed the office door, collapsed into a chair and stared out the window.

      Leah and I each took a seat opposite her, while Nicoh settled on the floor.

      “It’s Blaze,” she replied after a few moments of awkward silence.

      “What—is he okay?” Leah and I asked, our voices echoing through the office.

      In Blaze’s previous profession, the risks were high and the danger extreme, often proving deadly for a few of his comrades.

      She waved us off. “Physically, he’s fine…but emotionally…mentally? He seems to have gotten a proverbial case of cold feet.” After taking in our raised brows, she added, “I think he’s cheating on me.”

      I shook my head. “No way—Blaze adores you.”

      I had witnessed this adoration first hand—beaming when she entered the room, enraptured by her every word—pulling her close as though having her near made him complete. It was clear to everyone within a three-mile radius that the couple was far more than in love—they were in love with life, together.

      Anna shrugged, still staring out the window.

      “I suppose he does…did. Anyway, now that I’ve finally managed to get you all the way here, let’s not allow my overactive imagination to spoil your visit.” She pursed her lips and shook her head, before adding, “Just forget I brought it up.”

      “Nuh, uh, Anna. Be straight with us. If something’s bad enough to have reduced you to”—Leah waved her hand around the room, then at Anna—“then we’re not going to ‘just forget’ it. I mean seriously, you’re the P.I. here. Why don’t you just share your evidence with us so we can pick holes in your theory?”

      Anna released a weak chuckle. “Okay, you caught me. By the way, that was quite a wicked trick, using my newly-minted P.I. credentials against me.”

      “I try my best,” Leah replied, looking a bit self-satisfied. “Now, please tell us…what’s got you so worked up and—not to come off sounding insensitive or judgey—looking downright wretched?”

      Fortunately, Anna didn’t seem to care, as she took the comment in stride.

      “It sounds cliché but when you put things into perspective…” She blew out a long breath, shaking her head as she glanced at the ceiling. “First, it was the late night meetings. Soon, he became more and more distracted, was missing our date nights and when he did manage to show up, he was uncharacteristically late and agitated, as though it was an inconvenience and he had more important places to be.

      “As you both know, he’s not an angry or mean-spirited person—actually quite the opposed, always so calm and laid back but lately, I can’t say or do anything without eliciting a rude, even vicious, remark. No matter how I try to rectify whatever it is that I’ve done to aggravate him, he snaps at me for no reason.”

      “Could this new project be causing him more stress?” I asked. “You did mention that the transition was a bit rough, that not everyone he previously worked with was thrilled about the shift and that several of them walked away when he made the announcement.”

      Anna shook her head. “Blaze realized he was getting older and wasn’t going to be able to do that stuff forever, despite what his crew or fans wanted. And if we wanted a family, which I thought he did, he wasn’t willing to continue taking those kinds of risks.”

      She rose, moved to the window and wrapped her arms around her middle. “Oh sure, you see those families where the whole lot is into it and they haul the kids all over the world trying to grasp onto every last bit of adrenaline that comes with it, but for Blaze the thrill had slowly been wearing thin over the years, especially after he lost a couple of his best friends.

      “So when this new opportunity arose—one that allowed him to use his current skill set in new ways…ways that could make a real difference to future generations…” Her thought trailed off and she was silent for a long moment before finishing, “No, if the project was stressing him out, his reaction would have been much different…a short period of vocal frustration, followed by a shift to dogged persistence until he was able to mitigate, if not eliminate the issue.

      “Instead, he’s been stand-offish, even when I try to give him a hug or a simple peck on the cheek. We have separate condos but until recently, he’d pretty much stayed over every night. In fact, we talked about him giving his up until we could find a home after the wedding. That being said, I don’t think he’s even stepped foot across the threshold of mine in four months and when we do meet, it’s always somewhere different and tucked out of the way—places we typically don’t even go—and shortly after arriving, he’s already eager to be on his way.”

      “Blaze’s behavior may not be related to issues with the project but it also does not lead directly to infidelity,” Leah replied. “Why even make the leap to cheating?”

      I nodded. “When we last spoke, you mentioned Blaze was having problems getting some of the necessary permits. Couldn’t that have something to do with the way he’s been acting? You also said he didn’t want to have to reach out to his family for help pushing things through. Perhaps he’s feeling pressure—from somewhere—to do so?” I paused, before adding, “I agree with Leah. I just don’t see Blaze as the cheating type—definitely not on you.”

      “I wouldn’t have thought so either until I saw it with my own eyes,” she replied, frowning.

      I glanced at Leah. ”Saw what with you own eyes?”

      “The other woman.”

      Anna reached into a leather tote bag sitting on the floor and pulled out a file folder. From it, she extracted the contents and tossed them on the desk. A few shifted off the edge and I caught them before they fell and got an eye-full of what had put our friend on high alert.

      Leah and I pulled our chairs forward and after I placed the stray photos alongside the others, we peered at each shot.

      Blaze and a voluptuous blonde in a fitted black pantsuit, dining in what appeared to be an outside bistro on sunny California day.

      Blaze and the same woman, sharing drinks at the bar inside a crowded dance club.

      Blaze and the woman, in a random parking lot.

      Blaze and the woman, this time clad in leather riding gear, outside a biker bar, their heads bent together.

      For each scenario, there were dozens of shots. There were no date or time stamps but clearly, there had been several meetings between the two. Nothing, however, about any of them that suggested intimacy or even a budding relationship.

      “One of his employees?” Leah suggested after we gave each image a second glance.

      “Not to my knowledge. In fact, I’ve met most of them over the years and none of them have ever looked like this,” Anna replied, her tone sour as she stabbed at one of the images. “And did I mention that this is only a sampling of their activities?”

      “Who took these?” Leah asked.

      Anna looked away, but not before her pale complexion was mottled with red splotches.

      Leah nodded and for once, thought before speaking. “Okay, so you’ve spent a lot of time tailing the two of them—what about when they’re not together? Did you follow her or get any details that could help identify her or that explain why Blaze is spending so much time with her?”

      Anna shook her head. “She’s good…never leaving any tracks…always disappearing into the shadows. Either that or maybe Abe and Elijah have overestimated my abilities. I’m probably going to need to take a leave of absence, anyway, to deal with this. Perhaps I should consider making it permanent.” She sighed, before adding, “I was just hoping I’d get it all handled before they returned and before I had to divulge all of my dirty laundry.”

      “Did you confront Blaze about her or show him…these?” I gestured toward the pictures.

      “Gawd, no.” Anna pressed her eyes shut and frowned.

      “What about Abe and Elijah? Did you share any of your suspicions with them?” I asked, wondering how her change in appearance had escaped their notice, but decided this was not the time to bring it up.

      “Double Gawd, no. You’ve seen Blaze. They’d snap him in half.”

      Both Leah and I nodded. That was probably true. While Blaze was no twig and was an exceptional athlete, he was no match for a pair of former collegiate-level football players. And, knowing how the Stantons doted over Anna—treating her as they would a sister—they would have crushed him first and asked questions later.

      “I don’t know, Anna. I still think you should talk to Blaze.”

      Anna pursed her lips at my suggestion and started to answer when there was a knock at the door. Sarah popped her head in.

      “I’m sorry to interrupt but there’s someone here to see you. She said it was important.”

      Anna frowned. “I don’t have any appointments scheduled this afternoon.”

      “No, she confirmed she didn’t have one but said it was imperative that she see you,” the assistant replied.

      “Did she at least provide you with a name?” Anna asked.

      Sarah shook her head. “She wouldn’t say.”

      Anna blew out a breath and pulled her hair into a ponytail. “Fine. Give me five minutes and then bring her back.”

      “Sure thing, Boss.” Sarah started to exit but looked back and added, “I should probably note, she’s kind of…scary.”

      “Scary?” Anna blinked. “As in we need to call the police scary?”

      “Noooo, more like I’d-rather-kick-your-butt-in-a-cage-fight-than-allow-you-to-waste-any-more-air-or-space scary.”

      “Uh, thanks for the clarification, I think?” Anna let out a small chuckle as Sarah closed the door behind her.

      “What do you make of that?” Leah asked.

      “Who knows—you see all types in this business,” Anna replied, straightening her clothes and pulling on a blazer before attempting to make her office a bit more presentable.

      We had just helped her tuck the last of the mess away when there was a knock at the door and Sarah re-entered with the visitor in tow—a tall, formidably built, sun-bronzed goddess in her late twenties to early thirties.

      A mane of platinum cornrows cascaded down her back and ended at her waist, where they were loosely tied with several black leather strands. The combination of her hair and deep tan made her eyes her most striking—and unnerving—feature, a blue so light it could have easily been carved from ice. She was clad head-to-toe in leather riding gear, which seemed unseasonably warm but given the way she perused each of us, I wondered if anything warm ran through her veins.

      After Sarah exited, the visitor strode across the room, stuck out her hand and started to speak, when Anna surprised us by ignoring her outstretched hand, instead opting to slap her hard across the face.

      When that yielded no response, Anna surprised us again.

      This time, she slugged the woman, hitting her squarely, in the jaw.
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      I heard Leah suck in a breath just as I did, awaiting the fallout, but after cracking her jaw, the visitor simply smirked as she reached into the inside pocket of her motorcycle jacket, extracted a thin wallet and attempted to hand it to Anna, who crossed her arms defiantly and stared the woman down.

      “Uh, Anna, is everything okay?” Leah asked as we glanced back and forth between them.

      Even Nicoh had risen and was now positioning himself protectively between the two, ready for action.

      “No, Leah, everything is most definitely not okay,” Anna replied through gritted teeth. It was as fierce as I’d ever seen her. “It’s her.”

      It was like being late to the party. I glanced at Leah, who shrugged at me, before responding, “You’ve lost us. Her who?”

      Anna broke the gaze, rounded her desk and pulled one of the files we’d just stashed from its hiding place. “The witch in the pictures,” she seethed, before thrusting the photos, one by one, on the desk so that we had a full view of each.

      The visitor looked down, only mildly interested. She continued to offer the wallet and Anna still refused to accept.

      Leah and I peered at each image of Blaze and the woman Anna believed he’d been trading more than digits with.

      “She’s wearing a wig in the photos,” Anna clarified, “and accentuated some of her more…feminine assets.”

      This time, Leah and I glanced from the pictures to the woman, each of us gasping at the transformation. The woman standing in front of us looked more like Ronda Rousey’s supersized twin than the voluptuous, heavily made-up blonde with satiny locks that Blaze had met on at least a dozen occasions.

      The bemused smirk on the real-life version was starting to annoy me. “She doesn’t seem all that surprised to learn you were following her, Anna.”

      The woman shrugged and started to respond when Anna thrust a finger at her. “You…do not get to speak. You’re on my turf and I’ll let you know when I’m ready to hear your sorry-ass excuse for showing your face.”

      Anna moved from behind the desk and positioned herself millimeters from the woman’s side and for a split-second, I thought round two was about to begin when the visitor, still holding the wallet, calmly responded, “Blaze is in trouble.”

      Anna leaned in and snarled into the woman’s ear, “You’d better believe those fake boobs he’s in trouble.”

      The gal smirked and again thrust the wallet at her. “My private investigator’s license. Name’s Decker. Kelly Decker. Blaze hired me to look into the recent…incidents.”

      As Anna’s eyes widened and she took a step back, the bad juju that had been swirling throughout the office seemed to evaporate.

      “You’re Decker?” She backed up another step and gave the woman a thorough once-over before nodding. “I’ve heard of you…from Abe and Elijah. But you don’t look crusty, have a smoker’s voice…or appear to be male.”

      Decker barely moved a muscle but somewhere a snort resounded. “That was my pops. Recently passed away from smoking those arsenic logs he called cigars. I started working with him when I was ten and took over the business when the cancer finally took him down.” There was a hitch in her voice when she added,” Man was a bulldog…all the way until the savage end.”

      “I’m very sorry to hear about your father,” Anna replied quietly, as Leah and I nodded.

      “It is what it is. Life goes on.” Decker shrugged. “Mind if I take off my jacket, sit down and have a normal adult conversation?”

      Anna nodded and gestured toward the sofa as Decker peeled off her jacket, exposing a pair of guns so chiseled I muttered a word of thanks that I hadn’t been the one who’d slugged her—though it did give Anna a few extra gummy bears in my book. I broke free of my internal dialogue when I caught a glimpse of a tattoo on the inside of Decker’s wrist as she tossed the jacket over her knee.

      Aequitas.

      Justice.

      Interesting.

      Decker got right down to business. “I assume that we can speak freely in front of Arianna and Leah?”

      Leah and I might have been shocked this stranger knew our identities but I had to give Anna cred—she played it as cool as a glacier, offering Decker nothing more than a single head nod.

      Decker grunted before continuing, “Great. For several months now, Blaze has been the target of a series of incidents at home and work. His crew, too. At first, they seemed to be isolated coincidences, but when they started occurring more frequently and evolved from pranks to increasingly menacing episodes, a few of the crew bailed when the threats extended to their families.”

      “Threats? Blaze didn’t mention any of this to me,” Anna replied, looking down as she chewed her lip.

      “He didn’t want to worry you. He knew the moment he said something, you’d make it your sole mission. Plus, he worried about what those Stanton boys would do if they found out.”

      “You know Abe and Elijah?” Anna raised her head.

      Decker shrugged. “Everyone knows those two. Blaze got my number from them—he asked for the best—and he got me.”

      It was a statement of fact, not arrogance.

      I didn’t know her credentials but if the Stantons thought she was that good, there was no question, despite whatever ego she was bringing to the table.

      At the same time, I found myself shaking my head. If Anna had only shown the photos to Abe and Elijah, she would have known what she was up against. I wondered why they wouldn’t have mentioned Blaze’s request. I also started wondering whether Decker was a mind-reader when she responded to my internal ramblings.

      “When Blaze contacted Abe and Elijah, he only indicated he needed help with his current project, so as far as they knew, the services he required could have simply involved looking into perspective employees’ or vendors’ backgrounds. Or at the financial standing of potential backers. At no time did he mention the incidents that had been occurring.

      “Having said that, once things began to escalate, I encouraged him to have a conversation with you and the Stantons, but he was adamant that none of you were to be brought into the fold, at least not until he could get a handle on these threats. As it is, he could fire me for getting you involved now.”

      “So why are you here, then?” Anna asked, frowning.

      “My rationale is two-fold. While I have always believed Blaze should have told you about these occurrences from the very beginning, I now feel not telling you could prove catastrophic. If you don’t know a threat exists, how are you able to protect yourself when it’s sitting on your doorstep?”

      “I completely agree,” Anna replied. “You said your reasons were two-fold?”

      Decker nodded. “I don’t often ask but when I do, I get the best. And from what I’ve heard from the Stantons—their own qualifications notwithstanding—you’re it.”

      “You’re asking for my assistance?” Anna’s tone turned incredulous as she furrowed her brow.

      “I am. This…thing is quickly getting out of hand. Sooner or later someone is going to get seriously hurt, or worse.” Decker paused, crossing her arms. “Yet Blaze refuses to get the police involved and the crew that remains agree, even though they don’t know where the threat is coming from, they want to handle it internally.”

      “Surely they realize they can’t deal with it themselves? And, if things continue to escalate, the police are going to involve themselves, regardless of what Blaze or his crew wants,” Leah replied.

      Decker shrugged. “A lot of them have not had positive experiences where law enforcement is concerned.”

      I nodded. Anna had previously told us that Blaze and his friends had a few run-ins as juveniles.

      “What about Blaze’s family—I assume he hasn’t told them either?” Anna asked, blowing out a breath when Decker shook her head. “As usual, I’m sure he was concerned about his father’s propensity to get over-involved or turn it into some media sideshow.” This time Decker was silent. “Unless Blaze believes his father is directly involved in the threats, that is?”

      It had been no secret that Terrence Edwards had been less than pleased by his son’s choice of career paths, including his most current venture.

      “Blaze doesn’t believe any member of his family has had any involvement,” Decker replied, standing as she eased into her moto jacket before adding, “Though I prefer to keep my options for potential suspects open, as my expectations of my
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