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Epigraph


Blessed are the peacemakers,  
for they will be called children of God.
 
 
Matthew 5:9
NIV




Chapter One


Drip ...  
Drip ... 
Drip ..

Amanda huffed to herself, distracted by the chronic leaking sink she kept neglecting to get fixed. She drummed her fingernails against the desk for a minute, before finally opting to get up and shut her office door to drown out the echoing sound. 
  Plopping back down into her computer chair, she closed her eyes and resumed her thought process. Her fingers lifted to the keyboard of their own accord, and the words once again began flowing from the depths of her subconscious.
First, he was on her television. The next thing he knew, he was at her doorstep. ‘What’re you doing here?’ she asked. ‘Don’t you have press junkets and interviews to do for your new show?’
The sun glowed behind him, illuminating his strawberry blonde hair. He was perfect, more beautiful in person than on screen, as if that was even a possibility. His crystal blue, hooded eyes lowered to her ear, and his British accent snaked through the air between them to touch her in all her-
  A gentle rapping sound broke her concentration. Amanda swiveled around in her chair, irritated at the noise. She waited a second before deciding it was probably a squirrel on the roof, banging a nut to crack it open. She laughed to herself, and let out a sigh as she turned back around.
‘One minute I’m on the red carpet, the next minute I’m absentmindedly driving from California straight to your doorstep, darling. So, you venture to tell me,’ his eyes scanned the curve of her waist before flicking back up to her lips. ′What am I doing here?′ 
Her eyes searched his body for answers. She had a few ideas. ‘Isn’t your hair supposed to be black?’ she asked, her voice light in a daze. She reached up and tangled her fingers through his light red locks. 
‘It could be.’ He snapped his fingers, and it instantly changed. ‘But that’s not the version of me that you really fancy now, is it?’ His hair changed back as his tongue descended onto her skin, teasingly stroking the hollow of her neck.
  Knock.
  Knock.
  Knock.
  Three distinct knocks, more forcefully this time that a squirrel’s muscles could muster, beat on her front door.
  “What would the odds be?” Amanda smiled to herself as she got up from her chair and headed into the hallway. 
  A thunderstorm was brewing outside, and the shadows played with her imagination as she padded down the hallway barefoot. She paused when she reached the living room. A dark figure loomed just outside of the frosted glass, wavering back and forth nervously. Amanda tiptoed up to the door, careful to avoid the squeaks in the floor in case she changed her mind about welcoming a stranger onto her porch.
  Not recognizing the man at first glance through her peephole, she watched him for a split second to see his reaction. He had haunted, yet kind, eyes, and that was about all she could tell from her current vantage point. No red flags set off in her stomach, so she opened the door just a crack, leaving the security chain on. 
  The man on her doorstep was incredibly tall and sinewy, and dressed in a suit a size to big. In full view, he was incredibly handsome, for someone who looked completely worn out. Judging by the tell-tale wrinkles in his slacks, Amanda would’ve guessed he probably slept in his car most of the time, if not always. 
  “Amanda Carmichael? Detective Ben Camden.” He casually swept his jacket aside at his hip, uncovering the gold badge clipped to his belt.
  “Is something wrong?”
  He brushed his fingers through his mostly-pepper-with-a-light-frosting-of-salt hair and pursed his lips. “Yes and no. Can I have a minute of your time?”
  Amanda closed the door and unlatched the chain. She opened it fully, and Ben stepped back so as to not crowd her personal space. Her eyebrows lifted up in a question mark, and her arms crossed. Ben took a deep breath before he spoke. “Do you watch the news much, Mrs. Carmichael?”
  “No, usually not unless I need inspiration.”
  “Inspiration?” He looked completely perplexed.
  “I’m an author. I need to research oddball things you wouldn’t even dream of.”
  “Of course, author stuff. That’s actually why I’m here. Your search history-”
  “Oh, did the FBI call you? I knew I was going to get flagged one day. I can explain everything, Detective. Honest!” Amanda’s voice was high, trying to breeze over her discomfort while she subconsciously rubbed her wrists in the process.
  Ben chuckled. “Flagged? Yes, but by the Goodwater Ranch PD and not the FBI, I’m afraid. Sorry to burst your bubble.”
  Amanda eased instantly, laughed and snapped her fingers. She crossed her ankles and leaned against the door. “Aww shucks, but it would’ve made a great story!”
  Ben’s brows wrinkled, completely offset by her behavior. “Wait, did you want me to arrest you?”
  “Want? No. Welcome? Yes. Like I said, I research oddball things. The more situations I can experience, the more well-rounded my writing is. If you need to fill a quota or something, I’ll happily volunteer for you to throw me in the slammer overnight. Give me a fun charge, though. Public indecency, maybe? Oh! I know! One of those old-fashioned laws, like it’s illegal to eat an ice cream sundae on Sunday!” She winked at him, and he took a step back uncomfortably.
  “That’s … That’s not really how it works, Mrs. Carmichael.”
  “If you change your mind, I’m always here. What did you want to talk to me about then, Detective?”
  “Do you primarily write crime stories? Your search history from last February oddly coincided with a case we solved in April. It was almost as if you knew what to search for before the police did. Like you were in the mind of the killer himself.”
  “I mostly write romance. A little of this, a tad of that. Occasionally as my mind wanders, I’ll write other things. Love is always in there somewhere, though. But I don’t associate with any killers, and I’m sure anything that flagged me was just a coincidence.” Amanda crossed her arms, feeling her hands go cold and clammy with another sudden impending feeling of dread. She had a horrible habit of oversharing. Worry in her voice, she whispered, “Wait, exactly which search was it that flagged me?”
  Ben shuffled on his feet awkwardly. “Oh, no, no, I absolutely do believe it was just a coincidence, Mrs. Carmichael,” he stated at first to comfort her, his palms raised in surrender. Then he whispered back, “It was the one about how long it takes a pig to digest a body.” Her eyes went wide and her cheeks turned blood red.
  Ben grinned and shook his head. “I was just wondering if perhaps you’d be willing to help us on a case? I’d be interested in seeing things from your perspective, and how exactly you did put yourself into the mind of a killer.”
  “You want me to catch a serial killer?”
  “No, not at all. This is a missing persons case, actually. You wouldn’t be in any danger. Your name would never be mentioned, and no one other than myself would even know that you were helping me with this. It’s just that we’ve hit a dead end at the moment, and I’d like to exhaust every angle. It’s important that we solve this sooner rather than later, given the circumstances.”
  Amanda eased up. “No one will know, meaning you won’t be paying me, either?”
  “Ah … well ... Not exactly. This is sort of an off the record thing, Mrs. Carmichael. Of course, I’d be willing to provide a small sum from my own pocket, if that would help you out.”
  Amanda looked his tall frame up and down, and her heart squeezed in her chest. He’d clearly had a bad year or two, and she perceived that he was on his last leg with whatever problems this case was presenting for him. She could easily get several novels-worth of material and inspiration from him, if he’d give her the chance.
  “No, Detective, that’s not necessary.” She grinned, knowing exactly what she was going to ask for. “All I ask is that you let me do ride alongs with you. Those experiences will be payment enough.” Amanda paused before she hit him with the full blow. “And maybe let me use you in a story.”
  She winked at him, and Ben’s eyes bugged out. “I thought you said you write romance?”
  “I do. Mostly.”
  His mouth fell open in shock. “I, uh, I’m not …”
  “I promise not to put you in any precarious situations, unless you’d like to be.” Amanda smiled from ear to ear, beyond excited with the ideas suddenly popping off in her head. 
  “I .. uh … I don’t …” Ben stuttered, taking a step backwards towards the stairs. 
  “Relax, Detective Camden. You’re hot, but you’re not my type of hot. You look like you’ve got a trunk full of skeletons in your car, and that’s not really my style of fixer-upper. But I might could put you in a crime novel or two down the line. Do you have anything I can look over to flex my imagination of this case?”
  Ben nodded uncomfortably, and retreated to the safety of his car. Amanda continued to stand in the doorway, both amused and intrigued at the lanky detective. He opened the back door of his unmarked Charger, retrieved a manilla file, and returned, climbing the set of three stairs in one step.
  “If I had legs like that, shopping would take me half the time,” Amanda stated as he held the file out to her.
  “I’ll be in touch, Mrs. Carmichael,” Ben muttered before tipping his head and leaving.





Chapter Two


His hands slowly ran along her body, feeling every inch of her until he got to … 
Knock.
Knock.
Knock.
  “Crap on a cracker!” Amanda huffed as she stood up abruptly. The force of her knees popping straight sent the computer chair rocketing backwards until it crashed into the ficus tree several feet away. Leaves fluttered down to the ground as Amanda stomped out of the room.
  Through the frosted paned glass, she knew his tall frame immediately without even looking through the peephole. 
  “Detective Camden,” Amanda said firmly, her jaw tightened. If this was going to be an everyday thing, she’d have to reconsider.
  “I, yeah, I’m really sorry to bother you. Am I bothering you?”
His eyes shifted back and forth uncomfortably, like he was a puppy who’d gotten his snout stuck in a toilet paper roll. He was in a different suit today, but still equally rumpled.
  “You are. You were just here yesterday, and I haven’t really had a chance to go over what you gave me.”
  “Right. Of course. I thought you might like to join me on a stake-out. See what ideas flow into your head? With a hefty supply of notebooks, of course.”
  Amanda’s mood instantly cheered. “I usually take notes in my phone. Do you want coffee?”
  “Of course.” She opened the door, and he walked in, briefly ducking to make sure his head cleared the top.
  “As to be expected, Detective.” Amanda went into the kitchen and
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