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      Margarita locked the front doors before heading to the back of the restaurant to set the alarm. Once the light blinked, she stepped outside and locked that door too.

      The cool night air clung to her skin, a welcome contrast to the warm stickiness inside. She breathed in the fresh oxygen, willing it to clear the smells of sweat, alcohol, and Mexican food stuck in her nose.

      With any luck, the house would be empty when she got there. A hot bath before falling asleep to some show sounded heavenly. That would get her mind off everything she didn’t want to think about, so she could start over the next day.

      At least she had her business. The bar and grill was her life, bringing more joy than anything else. She loved the social scene. Whenever somebody in town wanted to party, they knew where to go because Rita made sure each time was the best, topping the one before it.

      She drew in another deep breath before turning around to the dim parking lot behind the building.

      The overhead light was out. Hadn’t they just changed that?

      Rita made a mental note to have Javier check that in the morning, then she remote-unlocked her car. It beeped, the headlights illuminating the dark night.

      Revealing a man in front of the Mercedes.

      Her heart leaped into her throat. She stepped back, gasping for air.

      “Hello, Rita,” he said, his familiar voice smooth and slow.

      “What are you doing here?” she demanded. “You scared me half to death. I thought you were a killer.”

      He laughed, a subtle cruelty underlying his tone. “This is the safest town in the state of Washington.”

      “Doesn’t mean there’s no crime. Why are you here?”

      He stepped toward her, gravel crunching under his weight. “We need to talk.”

      “Later. I’m exhausted.” She started toward her car.

      “This can’t wait.” His voice had an edge to it. He took a step closer.

      “Stay where you are.”

      He continued walking.

      “I’m not joking,” she said, her voice shaking.

      “Neither am I.”

      The hairs on her neck stood on end. “You’re scaring me.”

      “Good.”

      Her knees turned to rubber. “Excuse me?”

      “I’m not kidding around.” Now he was within an arm’s reach away.

      She pulled out her phone from her purse. “I’m going to call the police if you don’t leave now.”

      He laughed again, and this time the sound was terrifying.

      Rita struggled to breathe normally. “This isn’t funny.”

      “Never said it was.” He knocked the phone from her hand.

      It flew into the long grass.

      “You have to go.”

      He chortled. “I don’t have to do anything.”

      “Yes, you do.” She glanced to the side. “What’s that?”

      “What?” He turned slightly.

      She ran in the other direction.

      Gravel crunched behind her.

      “You shouldn’t have done that!” he shouted.

      Rita pushed herself to go faster. The strappy heels dug into her flesh.

      Her right ankle twisted. She stumbled, reaching out to balance herself. Sharp pain shot from her ankle.

      Needed to keep going.

      Rita’s foot hit a curb. The concrete jammed her toe, ripped the nail. She flew down, scraping her bare knees and palms on the sidewalk.

      She struggled up. Her toe, legs, and arms throbbed.

      Fingers squeezed her arm.

      Rita screamed.

      He covered her mouth. “Shut up!”

      She kicked, trying to dig her heels into his legs. Flailed her arms, elbowing his ribs.

      He released his hold.

      Rita bolted. Ankle wobbled. Her breath stuck in her throat from the pain.

      Couldn’t give up.

      She darted between trees and made her way to a nearby park. The moon barely gave her enough light. She struggled past the play area. Stopped behind a rock-climbing wall. Leaned against it. Gasped for air.

      Listened.

      Looked around. No homes in sight. An empty school across the street. Businesses closed for the night. Empty lots waiting for new buildings.

      “Rita, where are you?” he called.

      She readied herself to run again.

      His footsteps sounded close. “Ready or not, here I come.”

      She held her breath. Waited.

      Had to get the shoes off.

      “Rita…”

      A shiver shot down her spine.

      “You can’t hide forever,” he said, now sounding farther away.

      Stomach lurching, she peeked around the corner.

      He neared the swings, his back to her.

      She loosened the buckle on her right pump. It stuck. Resisted.

      Footsteps grew closer.

      Now he was heading her way.

      She froze. Tried to fix her buckle. Fumbled.

      “There you are!”

      Heart nearly giving out, she turned.

      He stood halfway between the playground and her.

      Rita leaped to her feet and ran. Her right shoe clung to her foot loosely the buckle not fully undone. Made it hard to remain steady. She kicked, trying to free herself from it.

      Finally lost it as she darted between bushes. Rough bark dug into her bare foot. Then concrete as she reached the sidewalk. Her hips protested the three-inch difference between her two feet, one shoed and the other not.

      “Gotcha!” His arms wrapped around her middle. He squeezed.

      She struggled and kicked, barely able to breathe. “Help! I’m being—”

      He covered her mouth.

      She bit his finger.

      He swore at her. Didn’t let go. Pulled her back toward the park.

      Rita squirmed and flailed. Scratched at him.

      She wasn’t going down without a fight.

      They flew to the ground.

      She landed with a hard thud.

      He crashed on top of her.

      She pushed and strained to get out from under him.

      “This could’ve all been avoided,” he grunted. “I only wanted to talk.”

      “Could’ve fooled me.” She tried to push him off.

      “Don’t you see we’re meant for each other?”

      Rita almost laughed at the irony of his words. “This is your way of winning me back?”

      “You have to see the obvious.”

      The truth was clearer now than before. But pointing that out wouldn’t do any good. Just needed to get away. Get her phone back and call the cops.

      Had to think fast.

      “You think we can work things out?” she asked, and stopped resisting.

      “If you’re willing to change.” He loosened his hold.

      She bit back a sarcastic retort. Needed to get him to move off her. “What do you want me to do?”

      “You have to stop flirting with guys at the bar, for starters,” he said, giving her more space.

      Not enough to run.

      “Let’s talk about that,” she said.

      He rolled off her and started to say something.

      Rita jumped up and ran.

      He called after her.

      She raced to the park. Through it.

      He screamed profanities at her, getting closer.

      She yelled for help. For all the good that would do.

      Her restaurant came into view.

      All she needed was to get to her car. Her fingerprint would start it. Thank God for technology. She’d lost her keys and purse somewhere along the way. Hadn’t even noticed when.

      She reached her property.

      Something hard struck the back of her head.

      Rita flew forward. Landed hard on the ground, her car just out of reach.

      Another hit to the head.

      Everything went black.
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      Ariana Jones rushed into the bar and grill, the mouthwatering aromas of Mexican food slamming into her. Her stomach rumbled, and she hurried to their regular table.

      Lia sat at her usual spot, attention on her phone.

      “Where’s Rita?” Ari asked. She sat and dug into the chips and salsa.

      “Not sure.” Lia didn’t glance up.

      “That’s weird. She didn’t text you?”

      “Nope.”

      Ariana scarfed down about half the basket of chips and an entire cup of salsa.

      Lia lifted an eyebrow, finally pulling her attention from the phone. “Pregnant or something?”

      She almost choked. “No. We’re not even talking about it yet. How are your efforts going?”

      “Nowhere,” Lia said, her expression falling. Then it lit up. “But we’re having a lot of fun trying.”

      They both laughed.

      Missy, one of the servers, stopped at the table. “The usuals?”

      Ari swallowed and wiped some salsa from the side of her mouth. “Not yet. Where’s Rita?”

      “She hasn’t been in today.”

      Lia dropped her phone. “At all?”

      “Is she sick?” Ariana asked.

      Missy shrugged. “I dunno. It’s so unlike her. She didn’t even call, that I’m aware of. Maybe Miguel talked to her and didn’t tell anyone.”

      Ariana exchanged a worried look with Lia before turning back to the server. “Boone didn’t call either?”

      Missy shook her head. “Never does. Can I get you two anything else while you wait for Rita?”

      “No,” Ari said, her ravenous appetite now gone.

      “I’ll let you know if I find out anything about Rita.” Missy went to another table.

      Lia picked up her phone. “You didn’t hear from her today?”

      “Nothing.” Ariana tried to remember if Rita had mentioned anything about not being able to make their usual date.

      “She never misses our happy hour,” Lia said.

      “I know.” Ariana twisted some hair around her finger, tight enough to turn her skin white. “She didn’t mention anything to you?”

      “No,” Lia said, tapping her screen furiously. “Nothing in any of the texting threads.”

      “Something has to be wrong. I’m calling her.”

      Straight to voicemail.

      Lia gave her a hopeful glance.

      “Her phone didn’t even ring,” Ari said.

      “Let me try.” Lia turned to her screen before frowning. “Same. Maybe she got an emergency call. Isn’t her dad having some health problems? Something to do with his heart?”

      “I think she said he’s on medication that’s keeping it under control.”

      Lia put her phone down before looking out the window. “Her car isn’t here.”

      “In the back?” Ariana asked. “The employee lot. I’m going to look. And I’ll see if I can find Miguel while I’m at it. Missy said maybe he’d heard from her.”

      “Good idea. I’ll call Boone.”

      Ariana stopped each employee she passed, but none had heard from Rita all day. Miguel was nowhere in sight.

      Rita’s red Mercedes wasn’t in the parking lot. However, some of the gravel was disturbed. The marks were too small to be from car tires. It looked fresh.

      Once a cop’s kid, always a cop’s kid. Ari couldn’t help thinking of her dad on the other side of Washington state, probably on the job at that moment. He’d spent much of her teen years teaching her what to look for in order to stay alert and safe. And she’d always listened, especially after being abducted.

      She’d even gone into pre-law in college, intending to join a police force herself. But while taking her pre-law classes, she’d realized she wanted to help people before — not after — they became victims. For that reason, she’d switched her focus to psychology. But she’d then decided she didn’t want to become a psychologist like her aunt Macy either. Much to her mom’s relief, her plans had changed drastically. Ariana studied writing next.

      It was a miracle she’d graduated at all given how many times she’d changed her mind. But it had worked out, as she and Damon had basically invented their own line of work. They spent their time teaching safety and prevention through their books, website, and podcasts, and were increasingly speaking at schools and giving interviews.

      Should she have spent more time telling her friend about personal safety?

      Ariana snapped a few pictures of the gravel, just in case. Anything to help Rita. Then she returned to the table.

      “Didn’t find her?” Lia asked.

      “No. There was messed up gravel outside, like there was a scuffle. Want to see the pictures?”

      “You sure you don’t want to be an officer?” Lia teased.

      “Definitely not, I don’t want the stress. Did you reach Boone?”

      Lia sighed. “He doesn’t know where she is, and he isn’t worried.”

      “Of course he isn’t. He never pays her any attention. She could walk into traffic and he wouldn’t bother to look away from his work.”

      “Or his girlfriend.”

      Ariana squared her shoulders. “Maybe we should stop by and talk to him in person. Might get more out of him that way.”

      “I don’t think he knows anything. Did you talk to Miguel?”

      “Didn’t see him.”

      Lia rose. “I’ll find him. You call Boone. Maybe hearing from both of us will get it through his head that something’s wrong.”

      “Sure.” Ari called Rita first. Maybe she’d be off her phone to answer. Or she’d see they were trying to reach her and just let them know she was okay. Plus, Ari didn’t want to talk to Boone if she could avoid it.

      Voicemail.

      She found Boone’s number and called him.

      “What do you want?” Boone answered. “I already told Lia I don’t know where she is. She doesn’t check in with me. I’m not her parent.”

      Ariana bit back a sharp comment. “Aren’t you worried?”

      “Not in the slightest.”

      “She never misses our Friday happy hours.”

      “Maybe she found something better to do. Believe it or not, it could happen.”

      “Rita doesn’t miss our weekly time.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you,” Boone said. “I have a meeting I need to get to.”

      “Will you at least let me know if you hear from her?”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      Liar.

      Ariana didn’t bother saying goodbye before ending the call.

      Lia returned. “Miguel hasn’t heard from her either.”

      “And Boone’s annoyed that we’re bothering him about the possibility that something happened to his wife.”

      “What should we do?”

      Ari frowned. “Go to her house. Maybe she’s sick at home and her phone is dead, and she doesn’t realize it. She’ll answer the door if we ring the bell.”

      “And if she doesn’t?” Lia asked, her face paling.

      “Then we’ll break it down.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Ariana waved to Tom at the gate, who let her into the neighborhood. Lia followed in her sporty Audi. It took all of Ari’s self-control not to speed through the residential streets. The homeowners’ association’s fines meant nothing.

      Something was definitely wrong with Rita. Whether she was sick or it was something worse was yet to be seen. But her friend needed help. No question. She wouldn’t miss work — the bar and grill was her baby — and she also wouldn’t miss their weekly hangout time.

      Sure, the three women often saw each other throughout the rest of the week, but they made their girl time a priority. They all lived on the same street in the quiet gated community, and had become fast friends. The three of them were younger than most of the other wives in the neighborhood, which had helped to bring them close. Their group was tighter than any Ari had ever been in. Lia and Rita were like sisters.

      Ariana’s tires peeled as she turned onto their road.

      She’d likely get a fine for that. There were more than a few bored housewives who lived for such drama. As if that were really drama when someone’s life was potentially on the line.

      Rita’s red Mercedes wasn’t in front of the Walker’s house, and it wouldn’t be in the 4-car garage because Boone kept his prized cars in there. When he wasn’t working sixty-plus hours a week, he was at some car show getting his ego stroked over one of the vehicles.

      Ariana got out of the car just as Lia slammed her door shut.

      “She isn’t here,” Lia said.

      “I’m still going to knock.” Ariana rushed past her friend.

      They knocked, rang the bell, and called for Rita.

      No response.

      Ari’s stomach knotted tighter by the moment.

      Lia peeked in a window. “It’s dark inside. Are you ready to break down the door?”

      “I think we should talk to Tom.”

      “Who?” Lia asked.

      “The security guard.”

      Lia’s expression remained blank.

      “At the gate.”

      “Right. He might know a way we can get in that doesn’t involve property damage.”

      Ari nodded. “Good idea.”

      “You talk to him, since you’re already on a first-name basis. I’m going to look in other windows.”

      “Maybe ask around to see if any other neighbors have seen her.”

      “Good idea.” Lia ran next door to the McDonalds, who were friendly with everyone and liked to watch the street.

      Ari hopped back in her car, and again struggled to keep her speed down. She parked before the gate and hurried over to the window.

      “Everything okay?” Tom asked.

      “No. Have you seen Rita Walker?”

      “Not today.”

      “Can you check to see when she last came or left?”

      “I could. But I can’t just hand out that information willy-nilly.”

      Ariana gripped the windowsill. “Tom, she’s potentially missing. Nobody can reach her, and she didn’t show up to work today.”

      “What about Boone? Surely he knows where she is.”

      “I asked. He doesn’t know where she is either. Nobody does.”

      Tom glanced back and forth between Ari and the computer screen. “If anybody asks, I didn’t do this.”

      “Didn’t do what?” she asked, showing her agreement.

      He gave her a grateful nod before typing on the keyboard. His eyes widened.

      “What?” Ari demanded.

      Tom turned to her, his pupils dilated. “She last left yesterday morning, just after nine.”

      “Yesterday? And she didn’t return?”

      “No.”

      “Thank you.” Ari rushed to her car, already calling Lia.

      “Nobody’s seen her,” Lia answered.

      “That’s because she left yesterday morning and hasn’t been back since.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Yes.” Ariana stopped just short of telling Lia that Tom had checked.

      “Did Tom tell you how we could get inside?”

      “I forgot to ask.”

      “We need in!”

      “I’ll call you back.” Ariana ended the call and went back to the gate, everything a blur around her.

      “Did you hear from her?” Tom asked.

      “No. Do you know how we can get into her house?”

      Tom straightened his back. “Checking her status is one thing. This is something completely different. I can’t tell you how to break into her house.”

      “She could be dying in there!”

      “I could get fired.”

      “Please,” Ariana begged.

      “I’ll call Boone.”

      “He won’t do anything!”

      Tom turned to his computer and tapped on the keyboard again. Then he made a phone call.

      Ariana’s phone rang. It was Lia.

      “Did he tell you anything?” Lia asked.

      “No. Tom’s calling Boone.”

      “Like that’ll do any good.”

      “That’s what I told him.”

      “We need to call the cops,” Lia said.

      “I’ll call my dad and see what he says.”

      “Your dad?” Lia asked. “He’s across the state.”

      “He not only knows the law, but is an expert on missing people.”

      “Just hurry. We’re losing valuable time.”

      “My dad will know what we should do.” Ariana called her dad.

      “Ari, sweetheart—” he answered.

      “Dad, I have an important question. No time for small talk.”

      “What is it?” he asked, his tone now worried.

      She explained the situation. “What can we do? Is Rita considered missing at this point?”

      “She was last seen yesterday morning?”

      “No. That’s when she left for work. She usually leaves in the evening. Her employees would’ve seen her around ten.”

      “Nobody’s seen her since? What about her car?”

      “Missing. Her phone keeps going to voicemail too.”

      “Has she posted anything to social media?” asked Dad.

      “I didn’t think to look.” Ari said, her face warming. How had she and Lia not thought of that, but her dad had?

      “Check, and if there isn’t anything,” he said, “then call the police. At least get the ball rolling.”

      “Thanks, I really appreciate it.”

      “Always glad to help. Let me know what you find out.”

      “Will do.”

      They said goodbye, and Ariana checked their usual social media apps.

      Nothing since the day before on any of Rita’s accounts. She’d posted a picture of a new cocktail the restaurant was going to introduce over the weekend.

      Ariana went back to the window. “Can you get into the house?”

      Tom shook his head. “Boone won’t allow it.”

      “Does he not realize the seriousness of this? His wife is missing.”

      “He thinks she’s fine.”

      “He’d be more concerned if it was his girlfriend missing,” she muttered.

      “Can’t speak to that,” Tom said.

      He probably knew all about the mistress. Probably knew about plenty in the neighborhood. But that was neither here nor there.

      Ariana leaned closer. “If the police ask for help, can you give it to them?”

      “Of course.”

      She hurried back to her car. Called the local police.

      “I need to file a missing person report.”
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      Ariana paced her driveway, unable to pull her attention from Rita’s house. Two police cruisers blocked the way, and the officers had been inside for what felt like hours.

      Her phone showed ten minutes.

      Several feet away, Charles held Lia. As a screenwriter he worked from home, so he’d been able to rush outside to offer his wife support as soon as she drove up the driveway.

      Ariana hadn’t been so fortunate. She could have called Damon, but didn’t want to distract him from his interview with a popular podcaster.

      A car engine sounded not far away.

      Damon’s Charger turned onto the street, stopped in front of their house. The engine cut, and he leaped out and ran to Ariana. Wrapped his arms around her. “I came as soon as I heard.”

      She clung to him. “How’d you know?”

      “Charles texted me,” Damon said.

      “What about the interview?”

      “Rick thinks we had enough for the segment, but if not we’ll do the rest over video chat. Being here for you is more important.”

      “Thank you.” Ariana held her husband tightly. “I’m so worried about Rita. It’s not like her to miss work or the weekly happy hour.”

      “Did the police talk to you yet?” he asked.

      “Yes, and I told her everything. She seemed concerned, at least. Even after hearing that, Boone wasn’t worried.” Ariana looked back over at the Walker’s house. The police were still inside, and more neighbors had come to gawk since Damon arrived. Maybe one of them knew something.

      “Not surprising,” Damon said. “It’s usually the husband or boyfriend.”

      “You think he did something to her?”

      “I’m not going that far, but it’s hardly a secret that he has a girlfriend on the side. That alone does cast doubt.”

      Ariana sighed, her stomach churning acid.

      Damon rubbed her back. “Just because he’s a cheater doesn’t make him a killer. That’s a tremendous leap.”

      “There’s something I haven’t told you.”

      He looked at her, concern in his eyes. “What?”

      “Rita started seeing someone too.”

      “Can’t say that’s a shocker. But that would give Boone more motive.”

      Ariana played with a strand of hair. “I didn’t mention her boyfriend to the officer because I thought it might make her look bad. We just need them to find her. And besides, she mentioned wanting to end it.”

      Damon frowned. “You know as well as I do that they need all the information.”

      “But it isn’t my place to tell.”

      “Even if it could save her life?”

      Ariana sighed again. “I told her I’d keep her secret.”

      Damon lifted an eyebrow.

      “But this changes everything.”

      “It does.”

      “I hate it when you’re right.”

      “We both just want to find Rita sooner rather than later.”

      “I’m going to call her again.” Ariana went to the porch and leaned against the wall, silently pleading with Rita
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