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      To Josh -

      Thank you for seeing me. Please don’t ever stop.
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      “There are various kinds of wolves…those who are charming, quiet, polite, unassuming, complacent, and sweet, who pursue young women at home and in the streets. And unfortunately, it is these gentle wolves who are the most dangerous ones of all.”

      

      —Charles Perrault, Little Red Riding Hood
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      Ryan

      

      The black ball comes out of nowhere, a blur in my peripheral vision. In one fluid, subconscious motion, my hand rises, and it smacks my palm. Beyond my monitor, Trevor grins.

      “Solid reaction time.” Trevor, my business partner, former SEAL team member, and closest friend, plops down in my office chair.

      “Can you cover an interview for me this morning?”

      “What time?”

      “Nine thirty. Rusty Callaway. Stella has his file. If I can meet with him once my meeting wraps, I will.”

      Stella is Arrow’s HR director, and Trevor’s soon-to-be wife. They aren’t yet engaged, but I’ve never seen Trevor so serious about a woman. Mentally, he’s committed for life. They say when a man loves a woman, he’ll do anything for her. Well, Trevor killed to protect her. In my book, that’s as committed as it gets.

      On my monitor, a small window in the upper right corner shows a view of the entrance to Arrow’s reception area. A couple enters and approaches the desk.

      “Who’s that?” Trevor asks.

      “My nine o’clock. Jack Sullivan. An old Naval Academy classmate. Flew up from San Diego.”

      “Who’s the woman?”

      The dark-haired woman standing beside him is tall, nearly as tall as Jack, and he’s a little over six feet. Her long hair falls midway down her back. There’s a briefcase hanging off her shoulder, and the strap sinks into her shoulder pad, something that is noticeable from the bird's-eye of view of our security camera.

      “I assume his wife. He invited me to his wedding ages ago, but I couldn’t get leave. Never met her.” She’s wearing a shapeless black pants suit. “Could also be his colleague.”

      “What’s the meeting about?”

      “He needs our services.” I tap my fingers as Tabitha Patel, our receptionist and highly skilled gatekeeper, verifies their licenses. “Needed to meet as soon as possible.”

      In my office closet, I store extra suits, ties, and workout clothes. I thumb through my options and select a navy suit coat. Jack’s wearing a tie, but I don’t bother with one.

      Trevor studies the screen. “What’s he do?”

      “He’s CEO for Sullivan Arms, the gun manufacturer.”

      “I own one of their handguns. What’s he need?”

      “Didn’t say. Said Arrow Security came highly recommended. Checked out our site and recognized me. Said he needs complete discretion.”

      “Rich guy. Guns. Interesting. If he didn’t have his wife with him, I’d bet on a ransom hanging over his head Ashley Madison style.” Ashley Madison is a site that married individuals seeking a discreet relationship use. We had a high-profile client a couple of years ago reach out to us to identify someone hacking the system and threatening select wealthy users.

      “That’s not Sullivan’s style. He’s good people.” Trevor questions my judgment with one lift of his eyebrow and a cocky smirk.

      Rumors swirled around Jack Sullivan back in the day. Because of his wealth, cadets observed his every move. He qualified as a celebrity in our ranks. But I never saw any sign he let it go to his head. If anything, he worked harder than the rest of us.

      Everyone believed once he finished his time with the Navy, he’d leave the military to run his family’s company. One quick internet search after his call showed me he’d done just that. According to the latest Forbes list, his net worth looms near the billion threshold.

      The woman glances up and looks directly into the camera. Dark eyebrows arch over observant eyes.

      “His wife’s hot.” While I agree with Trevor’s assessment, I am much more intrigued by the reason for an urgent visit.

      “You want to stay for the meeting? Until nine thirty?”

      “Nah. I’ll head down and get Callaway’s file from Stella. Shout if you need me.” Trevor pauses and taps the doorframe. “Maybe he just needs a security detail?”

      “We shall see.” There’s no point in guessing. He’s in the elevator.

      Arrow Security conducts most of our work off-site, and, as such, most of our office cubicles remain empty. We offer both physical and IT security services, surveillance, protection detail, and we work with government entities on international projects. Unbeknownst to the public, the National Security Agency, or NSA, the Central Intelligence Agency, or CIA, and the Federal Bureau of Investigation, or FBI, are all clients.

      Typically, Arrow handles projects when the government wants to be able to deny culpability should something go wrong. And we handle private citizens’ requests when standard law enforcement doesn’t offer a solution.

      On my way to the elevator bank, I nod at a few individuals in the cubicles along the way. They wear headsets for the job or to listen to music. The employees in the open cubicles typically work on surveillance, watching videos or monitoring reams of electronic communications. Sometimes we have coders in-house, but it’s rare. We have two partners who manage tech security, and they both reside farther north in Napa.

      The elevator dings, and the doors open.

      Jack Sullivan flaunts his wealth, from the well-fitted three-piece custom suit to his shiny dress shoes to the gleaming gold Rolex on his wrist. The dark-haired stunner at his side is a natural beauty, but her inexpensive interview suit doesn’t match his aesthetic.

      Since opening Arrow, I’ve interviewed hundreds of candidates, most of whom don’t wear suits daily and own one suit for interviews and funerals. The sleeves on her ill-fitting jacket hang loosely. Her pants ride too high above her ankle. Scuff marks mar the tips of her sensible, low, black heels. The thin gold choker around her neck contrasts with a larger chunky sea-glass necklace. Brown eyeshadow and dark eyeliner accentuate large, dark eyes that dart past me, taking in the room, possibly scanning for entrances and exits. In person, her hair is closer to dark chocolate than black, with long bangs that frame smooth skin and an angular jaw. Her pale pink lips are bare, her nails short and trimmed.

      The last time I saw Jack, he’d told me he’d found the one. That was over fifteen years ago. The woman at his side might be in her late twenties, but she could also be in her early twenties. There’s no way she’s his wife. Would Jack hire a young lawyer?

      As I approach, Jack faces me head on, shoulders back, with no trace of a smile. The woman at his side angles her body toward Jack and clasps her hands nervously in front of her. I extend my hand to my old friend.

      “Jack Sullivan. It’s been a long time.”

      “Ryan Wolfgang.” He grips my hand in a firm handshake. “Do you still go by Wolf?”

      I force a cordial, professional smile. Wolf is the name I went by at the Naval Academy, and it stuck throughout my military career. With a foo-foo last name like Wolfgang, I gladly embraced the shortened moniker my friends gave me. But, in the business world, I prefer Ryan. Within Arrow, my closest friends still call me Wolf.

      “Sometimes.” I let his hand go. “You can call me Ryan. Or Wolf if you prefer.” I turn to the woman at his side and offer her my hand. “And you are?”

      “This is Dr. Rolfe,” Jack answers for her. Her handshake is unexpectedly firm, and she maintains eye contact.

      “You can call me Alex.” Her hand remains in mine a beat too long as my gaze begins to drift over a borderline too-skinny figure swallowed by ill-fitting clothes. She swallows nervously. I release her hand and redirect.

      “Shall we meet in the conference room?”

      Jack and Dr. Rolfe pause at the end of the hallway, taking in the cavern of desks and monitors. Offices line the perimeter of the open cubicle area. Open doors offer views of office desks and windows with bright blue Santa Barbara sky. The far glass wall opens into a conference room with a long table and a window with a view over buildings. Off to the horizon, between buildings, glimpses of the Pacific Ocean hint at the proximity of the beach.

      “Just this way,” I direct. “Can I get you any coffee or something to drink?” They both decline, and I close the door. “Tell me, how can I help you?”

      Dr. Rolfe pulls out a notebook and a pen. She rolls her chair and situates it a foot away from Jack’s chair, angled so she can observe us both. Chew marks mar the end of her plastic pen. Her long, thin fingers are bare. Definitely not the wife.

      Sullivan smooths his tie and leans forward, resting both forearms on the table. Under the fluorescent lighting and in this proximity, deep wrinkles around the corner of his eyes show, as does a hint of red around the whites.

      “Can anyone hear us?” he asks me.

      “No. This room is soundproof.” Dr. Rolfe scans the corners of the room. There are visible camera lenses in the corners beneath black glass globes. “No cameras are running. Nothing is being recorded.”

      Jack gazes down at his clasped hands. He raises his gaze, and I am met with a mask of professionalism.

      “My daughter, Sophia, is missing. She’s only fifteen. Will you help me find her?”

      “Have you been to the police?”

      “Last night. The officer on duty said most missing persons are found within twenty-four hours. They suspect it’s a misunderstanding or a runaway case.” Jack’s pasty skin, tired eyes, and the fact he flew to me say he’s not placing any weight on a simple misunderstanding.

      “How long has she been missing?”

      “Since yesterday evening.”

      “Do you think she ran away?”

      “Maybe.” His shoulders hunch inward. The youthful pride I remember is absent. Sadness and desperation are taking root. “When I asked around, Arrow Security came up multiple times.”

      “That’s good to hear. But missing persons isn’t our specialty.” Alex’s pen pauses against the paper.

      “But kidnapping and ransom are.” Jack stares me down. Direct, open, forthright. Qualities I remember from our Naval Academy days. Back then, he seemed older than his age. And that holds true today.

      “You think she’s been kidnapped?”

      “I honestly don’t know.” He shakes his head. “She could have run away. But I still need to find her. And I need discretion. I only want to work with people I trust.”

      “Has anyone contacted you?” Jack Sullivan is a wealthy man. It’s reasonable he would suspect a kidnapping.

      “No. Nothing.” He drops his head. “But she’s been gone less than twenty-four hours.” His chest lifts and his gaze zeroes in on the far right corner of the room. “Look. The police may be correct. She may be off with friends. I am strict. Maybe she tired of it. This could be rebellion. And if that’s the case, I don’t want this played out in the media. I want to find her and bring her home. But if it’s kidnapping, and they want a ransom, I want you locked and loaded, ready to go.”

      Dr. Rolfe’s pen flies over the notebook as he speaks. Why is this woman here? And what the hell is she writing down?

      “When did you last see Sophia?”

      “Yesterday morning before school. I had a business dinner and got home around ten. A friend dropped her off after school at around four thirty. That’s the last time anyone has seen her.” I glance at my wrist. Sixteen hours since she’d last been seen. “Last night, when she wasn’t home, I tracked her location.”

      “Using what?”

      “An app I have on her phone.”

      “And where was she?”

      “The phone was in her bedroom.”

      “Did you find any sign of struggle?”

      “No.”

      “And why do the cops believe it’s a runaway case?”

      “Her age.” He stretches out his hands. “She’s fifteen. We live in a safe, gated community. The officer on duty last night said they see these cases all the time.”

      Dr. Rolfe’s pen stills. She looks in my direction but not directly at me. “There’s no sign of struggle. Leaving the phone at home is the action of someone not wanting to be found. If someone had taken her against her will, you’d expect the phone to either be with her or tossed and destroyed.”

      “Dr. Rolfe, what is your role here?”

      Jack’s fingers tap the table, and his gaze remains locked off to the side. It’s as if he’s not entirely present.

      “Oh, ah, I’m a family friend. Or, well, I was a friend of Sophia’s mother. Cassandra.” She looks to Jack. He slowly turns his head and glances between the two of us.

      “I asked Dr. Rolfe to join us because she is a preeminent profiler. She is an expert in the criminal justice field. And, as she said, she’s a family friend. I trust her.” He rubs his hand through his hair and then pinches the bridge of his nose. “If the media gets wind of this, it has the potential to blow up. I have a nephew who lives in Houston. They’ve painted him to be a playboy. If she ran away, I don’t want it to be hitting gossip columns. It could impact her college chances. Or, like my nephew, she could play into the spotlight.” His jaw flexes. “I don’t want any of that. I just want to find her. And I want people I trust working with me.”

      “I’m an associate professor at UCSB.” Dr. Rolfe points out the window in what she most likely presumes is the direction of the campus. “I also consult on criminal cases.”

      At the elevator, I had registered her eyes as dark brown, yet I misjudged. Her dark green eyes remind me of a forest, a soothing, earthy shade easily mistaken for ordinary brown. The pale skin around those green eyes is noticeably smooth, her lips full, her cheekbones pronounced.

      “And exactly how many cases have you consulted on?”

      “Two cases for the Santa Barbara Police Department. I moved here last summer. Most of my experience stems from cases in Great Britain.” Stems from?

      “Her father is Dr. Henry Rolfe.” Sullivan says it as if the name should mean something to me. It doesn’t, but I mentally store it for a background check.

      A missing persons case. “And her mother hasn’t seen her?”

      Alex’s gaze falls to her lap. Sullivan’s chest rises several inches. He swallows.

      “Cassandra died almost three years ago. Sophia came to live with me after her mom’s death. Sophia and I…we’ve gone through a lot together. That’s why I don’t believe she would run away. But…” He stretches out his hands again, palms flat on the table. His chest rises on his inhale. “I don’t know. I’ve been told I can be hard to live with.”

      “Why?”

      He answers with a loaded look that seems to ask seriously?

      “I mean, what kinds of things happened that might have caused Sophia to leave?”

      “Normal stuff.” He rests back against the chair. “At least, I think it’s normal. She didn’t like her curfew. Said it was earlier than anyone she knew. She had plans to go to a concert with friends, and I said she couldn’t go without a parent. I was apparently the only parent who required an adult chaperone.” He gazes out the window. “I didn’t allow her to date.” His fist raps the desk. “I’m strict. But I’ve observed my nephew. I don’t want Sophia to be some Paris Hilton.”

      I glance at Alex. Her expression is sympathetic. Soft.

      “What about the FBI? Don’t they handle missing persons cases?”

      “Twelve and under, they would automatically become involved. They are less likely to take on a case like this,” Alex answers.

      “Have you tried?” I direct my question to Sullivan.

      “No. If the police aren’t taking it seriously, why would the FBI?” His professional mask slips, exposing hints of the emotional father within.

      “I have contacts within the FBI. None in missing persons, but I can inquire.”

      Sullivan clasps the knot on his tie and wiggles it loose. “Do whatever you need. Just be discreet.”

      “You’ve contacted all of her friends? Anyone you can think of that she might be with?”

      “All of them. It’s pretty efficient to do that these days, thanks to texting.” He places his head in his hands and roughly massages his forehead. “I don’t know what to do. Please. I’ll pay you whatever you want. Tell me your fee, and I’ll double it.”

      I can understand why he is offering money, but from my perspective, it’s not about the money. The much bigger question is if Arrow is the best solution. Unfortunately, I do have some personal experience with teen troubles. But I don’t believe Jack could possibly know. The records are sealed, but I, of all people, understand that doesn’t mean the records can’t be discovered.

      “Does she drink? Could she be involved in drugs?”

      Jack closes his eyelids. His nostrils flare. “I don’t know.” When he opens his eyes and looks at me, I see a sad shell of a man full of self-doubt. “If you had asked me yesterday, I would have said absolutely not. But now, I don’t know. I don’t know anything. Not for certain.”

      Arrow’s specialty isn’t missing persons, but we can track people. We’ve found plenty of people who didn’t want to be found.

      “Does she have credit cards? Cash?”

      “Probably both. She doesn’t have a spending limit on her credit cards. I’m not strict with her on spending. I’ve never needed to be.” Jack looks between Dr. Rolfe and me. “Come back with me. I’ll fly you down in my helicopter. Maybe there’s something in my house I missed.”

      We should search the house for anything he overlooked. Her bedroom. I’d like to check out his security cameras, walk the grounds. If he’s right and this is a kidnapping, they’ll be calling soon, but if we can get a jump on learning who these people are, we’ll be in a better place as we negotiate ransom. And if she shows up randomly today, then all I’ve lost is one business day and one more trip to San Diego. If she did indeed run away, she probably did some degree of planning or research.

      “I have a helicopter. I can fly down,” he responds with a slow blink and a tight nod. Reflexively, I check my wrist and mentally scan my schedule. “I can leave in a few hours.”

      “Alexandria?”

      “You didn’t say…” Her pen lowers. “I met you here because you asked. I can’t just head off to San Diego. I have responsibilities. I have a class to teach.” Jack spins his chair to address her.

      “Alex. Sophia is missing. Sophia. Cassandra’s daughter.” Jack’s voice rises several decibels, breaking all professional bounds. “She calls you Aunt Alex.”

      The woman closes her eyes and bows her head, remorseful. The pressure is unwarranted. We don’t need her. She’s inexperienced.

      “I can go down. She doesn’t need to come.” But Jack doesn’t seem to hear me.

      “Cassandra thought the world of you and your father. She’d want you to help find her daughter. And I trust you. You know her.”

      I stand, backing away from the table to give them a moment. It’s possible he’s dating her. Ample emotion undulates between them. If they need space, I’ll give it to them.

      “I can’t just leave. I have a dog,” Alex pleads.

      “Get someone to take care of it.” Jack’s tone is determined and insistent.

      “I have to prep my TA.” Color rises in those pale cheeks, and I suspect she’s panicking.

      “Maybe I can drive down. Or when are you leaving?” The young professor looks to me like I’m a lifeline. “Can I ride with you?”
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      18 Hours Missing

      

      Alex

      

      The framed photograph sitting on my dresser slows my packing efforts. A slight layer of dust lines the curved wooden top. Sophia must have been ten. Our heads are bent together, and we’re lying on the bright white comforter at the Savoy. Cassandra snapped the photo just before room service delivered hot chocolate and cookies as a bedtime snack. I’d expected to watch a Disney princess movie, but Sophia’s tastes had changed. She’d been into the magical world of superheroes, and she pleaded to watch Deadpool. Cassandra laughed at her and said no way. Mother and daughter settled on Thor. The big, muscular, beefy hero worked for me. I remember questioning the violence level for a ten-year-old, but it’s not like I would have ever said anything.

      I give up on packing, lift the photo, and use the corner of my comforter to clear the dust. Sophia’s loose blonde curls shine bright in the photo, perfectly off-setting her gorgeous dark blue eyes, exact replicas of her mother’s. One year later, she got braces. A year after that, Cassandra died. When she got those braces off, no traces of the giggly girl in my photo remained. She’d grown up, in too many ways.

      Oh, Sophia, where are you?

      Trace, my elderly cockapoo, lies on his back, tail wagging, in a position that begs for his belly to be rubbed. Sunlight streams in through my bedroom windows, and he’s basking on the carpet, clueless the suitcase means his mum is about to depart.

      “What am I going to do with you?”

      He watches with old man eyes as I wrangle clothes into my smallest suitcase. Every day, more white hairs sprout along his nose. At fourteen years of age, he’s healthy, but he can suffer from separation anxiety. My little buddy likes his pack near. I crouch on the floor beside him. His eyelids close in appreciation as I rub his soft underside, and his little tail wags back and forth.

      My next-door neighbor mentioned Santa Barbara has a great doggie daycare. More than one person has recommended Dioji, and I’ve seen their ads. But I worry about my old fella. The idea of dropping him off at a strange place doesn’t sit well. And he hasn’t yet attended the required orientation to see how well he plays with others, so it’s not even an option. Shat.

      My next-door neighbor’s daughter always asks to pet Trace. The young girl reminds me of the Sophia in my photograph. Sweet, initially shy, but quick to warm to a person. A few minutes of conversation, and the shyness melts.

      “You like her, don’t you, buddy?” He licks the back of my hand. “Our neighbor and Sophia. You like anyone who gives you love.” My old man is an egalitarian lover. “Maybe our neighbor would like to make a little extra money?” Doesn’t hurt to ask.

      All the houses on Haley Street are packed together like sardines, and as such, it takes me a nanosecond to cross into my neighbor’s yard. As my knuckle raps the door, it occurs to me she might think me quite mad. We’ve never popped over to one another’s home. We’ve only crossed paths on the sidewalk.

      The door cracks open, and I paste on my friendliest smile, hoping she’ll open the door further. The wide, friendly smile works. The door swings wide. She’s wearing a headset, her hair is up in a ponytail, and she’s got her phone in one hand, but her expression and posture are welcoming.

      “Hi. I’m so sorry to bother you. I live next door. I have the stout cockapoo. Trace?”

      “Oh, right. I recognize you. I’m Jenny.”

      “Nice to meet you. I’m Alex. Look, I know this might be forward, but I’ve been called out of town. Is there any chance Jocelyn might be interested in making some extra money? I need someone to walk Trace and feed him, and she always likes to love on him. I’m short on options, otherwise I’d never bang on your door.”

      “Of course. No problem. She’ll be happy to do it. She’ll probably beg to let him sleep here, if you’re okay with that.”

      “Oh my god. Of course. If she wants to. Anything. I owe you guys so big.”

      After giving Jenny my spare key and promising to text instructions for care, I turn my attention to the other matter in my life. My job as an associate professor at UCSB in the psychology and brain sciences department. The one thing worse than being a part of a department termed brain science had been my father’s derision.

      “You are taking a position at a location without a criminal justice division? Have you gone mad?”

      No, Daddy dearest. Not mad. Desperate. The two are different.

      I dial my TA. As a first-year associate professor, I teach my classes. This request for my TA to fill in won’t reflect well on me, especially if any of the students complain in the end-of-year satisfaction surveys. But this is Sophia. Cassandra’s daughter. And really, even if it wasn’t a personal matter, if I want to build out my CV as a police consultant, I need to be flexible.

      “Timothy?” I check the screen to confirm the call is connected. “Timothy, are you there? Timothy?”

      “Alex? Hello?”

      “Timothy?”

      “Yeah. Hey. Damn earbuds didn’t connect.”

      “Hey. I have a huge favor to ask. Can you cover my three o’clock psych class today and my nine a.m. criminal minds class tomorrow?”

      “Are you serious?”

      “I know it’s a huge ask. I’ll send you all my notes. And I have video you can show for tomorrow’s class.”

      “Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah. I’ve been pulled in on a case, and I have to go to San Diego.”

      “A case? Like for the police?”

      “Missing person. We could find her this evening and I’ll be back for the nine o’clock class.”

      “That’s awesome. I mean, not about the person. You’re working a case. Cool.”

      “I’m flying down in a helicopter.” That bit’s exciting.

      “No fucking way. Like for the police or the FBI?”

      Mr. Wolfgang’s ice-blue eyes and grim countenance come to mind. My heartbeat slows as if he is fixing me with his steely gaze, sucking the oxygen from the room with his commanding presence. Those broad shoulders and height demand respect from those he towers over, but it’s more than his physical presence. He’s the type of man who doesn’t do small talk. He had been serious, attentive, and aware. He’d also seen right through me and discerned I had little to no experience to offer. But Jack had been correct. I do know Sophia. I love her, and I loved her mother. Therefore, he can trust me. No matter what we discover Sophia has gotten herself involved in, he can trust me. I’ll be there for them both. My discretion is assured.

      Still, I’ll need to be at the top of my game or Mr. Wolfgang will dismiss me as useless. The man epitomizes no bullshit. He’s the founder of the best security firm in the state and one that takes on a variety of work. I would never want to consider Sophia’s hardship a blessing for me, but there’s no denying this situation opens a door.

      “Arrow Security? You’ve probably never heard of them.” With my phone propped between my shoulder and ear, I maneuver my clothes so my hairdryer will fit in the suitcase.

      “They did the security for that big vineyard event last month.”

      “I don’t remember that.” I get my news from the BBC and online sources. If I pick up a local newspaper, it is for weekend events.

      “When the NSA caught members of Spectre in Santa Barbara? You don’t remember that? One of those cybercrime organizations being right here?”

      “Of course I remember that. I just didn’t connect the wine festival. Rumors were he was here for that event, right?”

      “Yep. That’s great that you get to work with them. Go. I’ve got it covered. Send me your notes. I’ll text with any questions.”

      “Timothy?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Thank you.” I hope my gratitude flows through the line, because he doesn’t have to do this for me. He could make a big stink of it if he wanted, and our department head would probably sit me down for a reprimand.

      “Hey, don’t mention it. Oh, before I forget, your dad called.”

      “He called you?” I suppose he picks up on my disbelief, because he chuckles.

      “No. He called the office. Caller ID didn’t show, and I thought it was pizza delivery. Said to call him.”

      “It’s his weekly check-in,” I mumble. I should call him, but I won’t.

      “Hey, so, am I going to see your case on the news?”

      “Let’s hope not.”

      “Why? Won’t pictures of the missing person everywhere help you find him?”

      “It’s a high-profile person. Discretion has been requested.”

      “Ah, now I want to know. Inquiring minds want to know, Alex.”

      “And that’s precisely why discretion has been requested. I’ll send everything for class over in a bit. And thank you! You’re the bees knees, love!”

      I hang up and rush to finish packing. I shouldn’t be staying more than one night, but I thumb through my clothes, double-checking I’ve brought everything, then move on to setting out Trace’s food and snacks.

      Timothy’s question about publicity nags at me. He’s right. In a missing persons case, time is of the essence. Circulating photos can bring lost ones home quickly. Even if she willfully ran away, seeing her photo everywhere might make her think twice about staying gone. It might dawn on her that her father loves her, even if he’s an overbearing mongrel. Prohibiting dating feels positively prehistoric.

      “He loves you. And he’s never been a parent before. Not really. He’s figuring it out. Be patient.” That’s what I’d told Sophia more than once. How bad did things get? Why didn’t she call?

      As I turn out of my drive, my phone rings. A close-up of Sloane’s smiling face covers the screen. She’s a fellow assistant professor at UCSB and my closest friend Stateside. I set the phone down in the passenger seat, camera pointed up, and answer.

      “Hey, can’t talk long. I need to use my phone for directions. What’s up?”

      “Timothy just told me you got a consulting gig. That’s awesome! And it’s with Arrow Security?”

      “Is Timothy telling everyone?”

      “Probably. This is so cool. And you probably want it getting out, don’t you? You become a high-profile police consultant and it’s a surefire way to get you a professorship. Whereas I’ve got to research and get published.”

      “I still need to get published.” But her glee has me smiling and gets my excitement kernels popping. Sloane’s right. Consulting on real-world cases will be a huge boon.

      “Did you get to meet any of the military guys?”

      “I met the owner, Ryan Wolfgang.” His name rolls off my tongue. It’s a lovely name.

      “He’s one of the former SEALs working there.” Sloane squeals, and I roll my eyes. “Is he as hot in person as on the news?”

      “I didn’t see him on the news.” I refrain from admitting that he’s right fit. Truly gobsmackingly gorgeous.

      “You’re never in the psych faculty break room. Sherman insists on keeping the TV on the local station. But fuck, he’s hot. He’s got, like, a Superman vibe. Not the original, but one of the more recent ones.” Given I have seen none of the Superman films, I can’t contribute to that line of conversation. I could offer that he’s built like Thor, but there’s no need to feed Sloane’s madness.

      “He’s taller than I am.”

      At six foot one, it’s noteworthy when I meet someone who dwarfs me. Growing up, I’d been the tallest of all my friends. My ancestry includes both Swedes and Russians…and somewhere back there, some mighty tall people. In a feat of genetics, I stand taller than my father by one inch. Nicknames growing up included gazelle, heron, and giraffe. Here in the States, everyone assumes I play basketball.

      “Is he hot?”

      His intimidating, icy gaze floats before me in my mind’s eye joined by his ultra-serious countenance. All business. The broad, massive shoulders, slick dark hair, and powerful jawline.

      “He’s attractive, but he’s older.”

      “How old?”

      “I did not ask.”

      “Is he single?”

      “I definitely did not ask that.” I’ll be working with the man. I do not need to think of him in a sexy way. Asking his dating status would be a professional blunder. “Sloane, do you need anything? Because right now I’m lost. And I’m in danger of being late.”

      “Oh, I wanted to see if you need me to dog sit.”

      “Seriously?” The notion tugs at my heart. “That’s so thoughtful.”

      “Well, Timothy said it was last minute.”

      “It is. I banged on my neighbor’s door and begged her. But⁠—”

      “Next time, call me.”

      “You are such a love. Let me go… I don’t want to be late.”

      “Late for a date.”

      “It’s not a date. This is work.” I love the girl, but she’s about to take the biscuit. “I’ll call you later.”

      One wrong turn leads to multiple wrong turns. Maps continually tells me to turn after I’ve passed a turn, then she re-routes. My palmy hands grip the wheel as I tear down the narrow street. This place is off the beaten path. There’s no shoulder. Just dirt and a distressing absence of road signs.

      Maps announces, “At the next intersection, make a U-turn.”

      I follow the directions.

      Maps announces, “At the next intersection, make a U-turn.”

      “What the frick is wrong with you?”

      I turn off into a private dirt drive. Pull up a different map source. I study the road names, find my turnoff, and slam on the accelerator. The back wheel lurches downward, and the whole car bounces up. But it’s okay. I regroup, evening out on the asphalt. I smash the accelerator. The horizon angles from left down to right. No, that’s my blessed vehicle angling.

      A flat tire.

      My British grandmother would say something mild, like, “Fiddlesticks.” But, no, a flat tire when I’m running late warrants a full-out guttural, “Fuck!”
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      18 Hours Missing

      

      Ryan

      

      “Did you get the update on Syria?”

      Trevor enters my office as my laptop powers down.

      “I read it. What’s your take?” We have a security detail in Syria watching a CIA officer’s wife and daughter. It’s an unusual situation, as the man hired us privately. If his identity has been compromised, the CIA will remove him and his family. He clearly fears this is the case, but he won’t be the first man to prioritize career. Life in the field differs from a life at Langley.

      Trevor rests his hands on the back of my office guest chair, leaning forward, his expression thoughtful.

      “You think we need to increase security?” I prompt.

      “Karsyn said someone is tailing the wife. And he saw their gardener talking to the kid’s tutor.”

      Staff talking to each other might seem benign, but in countries plagued with the kidnapping industry, it’s something we watch out for. A general rule of thumb is to not let people who work with you interact. They can piece together your schedule. It’s the advice we give our clients in such countries, and it’s something we monitor to ensure safety. Of course, the vast majority of our clients work for corporations and are targets because their company has an insurance policy to pay the ransom.

      The CIA officer presents a more perilous situation. We don’t know what he’s working on, and we would never ask. But if his identity is compromised, then the list of potential reasons for tracking his family expands. Of course, security isn’t cheap. Increasing his security level means additional salaries.

      Trevor remains silent, watching me.

      “Karsyn is on the ground. What does he say? Does he want additional resources?”

      “Says he’s good for now.” Trevor’s lips twist. I know that look. He disagrees.

      “What?” I prompt.

      “Karsyn doesn’t think our client can afford to increase security.”

      I shove my laptop into my bag. Frustrated. Our client isn’t our only concern. If we were better funded, we could throw money at a case like this and not worry about profitability.

      “What do you want to do?” I ask again.

      “He checks back in two days. Let’s see how things are going. If he’s truly compromised, the CIA may pull him and his family out before we could get additional staff out there.”

      Two days will give me time to review the financials for that project. Arrow is doing well. Our original funding came from our Napa-based partner. We’ve been profitable since opening our doors, which is virtually unheard of. But it’s conceivable that we are at one of those growth junctures where additional investment would be advisable.

      “How’d your meeting go this morning?”

      I let Trevor know I had business in San Diego this afternoon, but I didn’t share details.

      “Sullivan’s daughter wasn’t home when he got home last night.”

      “He can’t locate her?”

      “Police think she ran away and will show up. But he’s a wealthy guy.” That’s all I need to say to Trevor.

      “He hired Arrow?” The unstated question in his skepticism is why.

      “If she’s a runaway, he wants discretion. And he wants to find her as quickly as possible.”

      I pull my backpack over my shoulder and head to the door. Trevor follows, talking to my back.

      “If she’s a runaway, is this the case for us?”

      Trevor’s insightful question weighs like a stone.

      Trevor and I both came from less-than-ideal home lives. I headed straight to the Naval Academy. He signed up for the Navy on the day he turned seventeen. We both understand wanting to get out of a bad situation. We are under no delusion that home is the best place for all teenagers.

      His question underlines the questions that have been running through my mind since Jack Sullivan left our offices. Was Jack dating someone Sophia didn’t like? Did he bring women home regularly? Was he a crap dad? Abusive? What, exactly, would she be running away from? Or was she running to something, something like perceived freedom, maybe drugs, alcohol, or a lover?

      Trevor doesn’t want us expending resources if Arrow isn’t the best solution. Typically, we protect people. Our fledgling security company has never taken on a case like this. But we know how to locate people. We have a successful track record locating adults with much more skill than a teen.

      “If it was your daughter, or son, I’d help you.”

      Trevor doesn’t have any biological kids of his own, but his heart adopted Stella’s son. He gives a slow nod. “Roger that. I’ve got your six. Let me know what you need.”

      Trevor doesn’t need to tell me he’s got my six. He’ll always have my back, and I’ll always have his.

      My steps echo through the concrete stairwell, and my thoughts return to Syria. It would be nice to be able to send additional resources without thinking twice. With a solid investment base, we could do that. Someone like Jack Sullivan is the kind of man who would gladly invest in a company like ours. We hire veterans, and we do good work. It’s something I might talk to him about—after we locate his daughter. That’s assuming he’s still the good guy I remember and not some twisted fuck who gave his daughter a reason to run.

      Traffic is light, and twenty minutes later, I pace the sidewalk in front of my helicopter. It’s a clear day with winds out of the southwest. The flight path to San Diego is one I fly frequently. The helicopter is prepped and ready to go. So am I.

      This trip could be a waste of time. But I keep thinking about our meeting. Sullivan entered the room as a consummate professional, a leader of a multinational corporation. In under twenty minutes, his guarded veneer cracked. He’s scared. Potentially desperate. Given the local PD offered little support, I can’t blame Sullivan for seeking alternative options. It’s an instinct honed by the Navy. If one option fails, you find another. You find a way.

      I flick my wrist, checking the time. I scan the parking lot and the road leading up to the helipad. I exhale. Dr. Rolfe said she would be here. Jack doesn’t need her. The woman is a criminal profiler.

      A family friend. Right. A likely story for a young woman who could grace a runway. He pleaded with her, but I still am not sure I understand why. If it hadn’t been important to him, I would have never agreed to cart her to San Diego.

      She knows Sophia. Does she know Sophia better than her own father? Jack’s wife died. Sophia’s mother. Is Dr. Rolfe a mother figure? She’s young. Is she more of an older sister? I remember Jack telling me about the woman he was going to marry.

      It had been right before the Naval Academy graduation. Some of our classmates were headed out, and I waved them off, planning to get some extra time on the weights. Sullivan’s class was graduating, but I still had a couple of years ahead of me. He fell into step beside me.

      “You not going out tonight?” I asked. We didn't leave the premises often, so most of the cadets high-tailed it out when allowed.

      “Nah. My girl can’t make it up. I’m headed back to call her.”

      “Phone date?”

      “Yep. I’ll take whatever I can get. You got someone?”

      It wasn’t a particularly surprising question, given I stayed behind. There were websites dedicated to how hard it was to have a relationship at the Naval Academy. To not go out when given the chance meant I wasn’t even trying.

      “No. No point.” And I’d meant it. My plans aimed high. I wanted missions. Relationships weren’t on my radar.

      “You say that. But when you meet the one, you’ll feel differently. Trust me. Cassie changed my world.” He smiled. I had the sense he’d say more, but the path split. “Hang tight, Wolfman. You ever need me, call.”

      I never called. Also never found someone to change my world. But I sure as hell planned to be there for Sullivan when he called me.

      His daughter could have run for any number of reasons. The reason didn’t matter. He wants to find her. He wants her safe at home.

      I check the time. Jack’s family friend apparently holds no appreciation for timeliness. I’d expect more from a professor. Ten minutes late. That’s ten minutes I could have used in the office or we could use to find Sophia.

      Trevor called her hot. Hot is a subjective term. Her tardiness shifts my skepticism in her qualifications to a suspicion she will be a vexing operational component.

      Objectively speaking, the tall woman is attractive. If I met her randomly at a bar, she might catch my eye. My type, if I have one, is typically curvier. Not quite as tall and rail thin as Dr. Rolfe. But some men go for the waif, supermodel type. She could be Sullivan’s type.

      In our meeting, she had been serious and focused. Admittedly, her notetaking bordered on obsessiveness, and the activity struck me as typical of a novice. I did some light online research after the meeting. She holds a degree from Oxford and a university in Ireland.

      I didn’t do additional research, as I don’t need to know more about her. I don’t need to give her any thought. As long as she doesn’t hinder us, like she is doing at this exact moment, then she can hold Sullivan’s hand while we locate his daughter.

      The hum of a combustion engine catches my attention. A shiny, light blue Volkswagen Bug tears into the gated entrance. The car whips haphazardly around one hangar, tires spinning loose gravel in its wake.

      The driver drives like a bat out of hell, dangerous and out of control. I cross my arms, suspecting I know the driver. The blue Bug spins onto the narrow runway, and my blood pressure spikes.

      No one should be so obtuse as to drive on a runway.

      I raise one arm in the air to flag the asshole down.

      The driver wears sunglasses, but her dark mane and height in the car confirm my suspicions.

      The vehicle halts mere feet in front of me, and the engine stops. The door opens, and before one foot hits the ground, I grit out, “No.”

      She freezes.

      “You can’t park here.”

      Unbelievable.

      The woman is late, drives like a banshee, obstructs a runway, then attempts to park next to the helipad. I point to the row of cars thirty feet away.

      Alex huffs loud enough for me to hear it, as if huffing is an acceptable form of communication, and slams the door closed. A ridiculous white daisy bounces in her cup holder as her ancient vehicle backs up, then rolls forward. Her back right wheel is about half the size of her other wheels. I force my gaze away from the unsafe tire, the one that should be used to drive to acquire a replacement.

      It’s conceivable she had a flat tire, but given she just drove down the runway, it’s more likely she’s using her spare as a permanent tire. Unreal. Sullivan’s family friend is unreal.

      One man and a flight instructor are two hangars down inspecting a Cessna. The man waves before heading back into the small office building with metal siding. Overall, a slow afternoon for the facility.

      Twenty feet away, on the other side of the hangar, sits my helicopter. All I need is my cargo.

      Cargo I apparently shouldn’t have agreed to fly.

      Dr. Rolfe’s long legs cover ground at a rapid pace. Her wheeled suitcase bounces along behind her. A tan leather tote bag hangs from her shoulder. She traded her black interview suit for slim dark jeans and a blazer, but her jewelry and cream V-neck top remain the same. She wears ankle boots with a couple of inches on the heel, which raises her nose to my chin. I reach out for her bag, and she shuns me with a shake of her head.

      “I’ve got it.”

      No need to argue with a woman who knows her mind. “Let’s go.”

      In the helicopter, I hand her a headset. She fumbles with the harness.

      “I’ll do it,” I command.

      Her chin juts out and lips flex. I can’t see those green eyes behind her shades, but I recognize defiance. Not on my plane.

      I jerk the end of the strap, tightening the harness. I don’t miss her quick inhale. Her V-neck blouse slips, dipping to curve around the swell of her breast. Color flushes her pale skin. I check the strap over her waist. I grit my teeth and execute laser focus on the harness, not her gaping blouse, so we can get out of here.

      The safety rating on my helicopter ranks as top of the line. I don’t expect to fall out of the sky on this trip. But if she plans to fly with me, her harness will be buckled correctly.

      Her chest stills, as if she can’t breathe in my presence. Tough. With one last check on the buckles, I move back into my seat. I slip my headphones on and speak into the mouthpiece as I buckle my harness.

      “You comfortable?” In my irritation, it is conceivable I buckled the harness too tightly.

      She doesn’t speak, only nods.

      “Speak.”

      I still can’t see those eyes, but the way she presses her lips together, it’s pretty clear she’s pissed. I exhale some frustration so I don’t bark like a drill sergeant.

      “Speak so we know your mouthpiece is working.”

      “Are you the one flying this?”

      If I had any doubt, her tone confirms she’s pissed. Tough shit.

      “I am. If you’re going to change your mind, now’s the time to do it.” Be my guest, princess.

      “How many years have you been a pilot?”

      “I’ve flown choppers on missions. And I’ve flown for years as a civilian. Bought my first helicopter two years ago. I fly at least once a week on average.”

      She looks straight ahead with her hands resting on her lap. The pad of one thumb slides back and forth over the edge of one short nail. Her lips aren’t quite as scrunched up, but there are no other tells. I can’t get a read on her.

      “If that’s not good enough, you can drive.” It’s not that long of a drive. She’ll be there before nightfall.

      The woman nods. Unless she speaks up, I won’t know what she’s thinking. I am not a mind reader. I am on the verge of suggesting she get out and drive herself after she buys a new damn tire when a soft “still in,” comes through the headset. I swallow. Refocus.

      All right. Let’s do this.

      Slowly, I open the throttle. The helicopter jerks and lifts. The concrete pad below us falls out of view as we rise higher, above the buildings, above the treetops, and up and over the ocean. She leans closer to the glass, peering out over her view of the coastline.

      “I’m sorry I was late. I had a flat tire.”

      My muscles relax, and a degree of exasperation dissipates. “Did you change the tire yourself?”

      “I had a little help from a YouTuber named Stan the Auto Guy.”

      Changing a tire isn’t for the helpless or weak. She had enough gumption to figure out how to do it on her own.

      We fly for a few minutes in silence. The headphones block all noise, and the resulting void of noise invites meditation.

      “Do you agree with Jack’s decision to keep this out of the media?” Her question rings with uncertainty. But it’s a good question.

      “If it were my daughter, or someone I loved, I’m not sure it’s the path I would choose. But I’ve never had to deal with being in the limelight. And, while I like Jack Sullivan, he’s a trust-fund kid.”

      “What does that mean?” A sharp accent comes out in her question, and it spins like a stiff reprimand.

      “Where’s your accent from?”

      “Scotland. My mother was American. I have dual citizenship.” Interesting. I detected an accent, but it’s more noticeable on select words.

      “What I meant by trust fund is that Jack hasn’t had to deal with things not going his way. He probably assumes she’ll return home unscathed, and to him, the worst-case scenario is if she has to deal with the media casting her as a runaway or a troubled teen. How well do you know Jack?”

      I watch her carefully as she answers. She’s looking out the window. Her hands rest on her lap, still, her fingers in constant flux. “Not well.”

      “But you know Sophia, right?” Sullivan described this woman as a family friend.

      “I do. But the last time I saw her was at Cassandra’s funeral. She was twelve.”

      She’s still staring off to the side, which allows me to observe her undetected. Her dark hair is cut in layers and falls in waves around her. This woman has legs for days. Those long legs extend up to the front of the helicopter.

      Silence resumes. Her fingers tap her thigh, and one ankle bounces. If she hasn’t seen Sophia in three years, they can’t be close. Why would Jack reach out to her?

      “Do you have a feel for how realistic it is that she ran away?”

      If she didn’t run away, if this is a kidnapping, then the trajectory of our investigation will change fast.

      “No. There’s a world of difference between twelve and fifteen. And she lost her mum. That one event will change a person. But…” Her words trail. Her fingers trace the outline of the harness. “The girl I knew wouldn’t have run away. She had a good head on her shoulders. Sweet. We keep in touch via WhatsApp. When I got home after our meeting, I read through all of our prior messages. She seemed happy.”

      That’s what I feared. That we would not be dealing with a missing persons case for long. That soon we would call it an abduction case. Given Sullivan’s net worth, the scenario is reasonable. A ransom carries with it some good news. For one, they’ll keep her alive. And two, while Arrow doesn’t have expertise in runaways, that’s not the case with kidnappings. We handle K&R, or kidnappings and ransom, all over the globe.

      “How long before we get there?” she asks.

      “Little over an hour. We’ll head down along the coastline, then cut in. Sullivan has his own helipad, so that’s where we’ll land.”

      “He has a helipad at his house?”

      “From what I understand, estate is the correct nomenclature.” My attention splits between the controls, the view of the Pacific coastline, and my passenger’s long legs. The jeans are tight on her ass and thighs but loosen below the knee, and, due to the way she’s sitting, they end several inches above her ankle boot, revealing smooth, pale skin. She’s either a sunblock adherent or she doesn’t spend a great deal of time outdoors.

      She leans to the glass, checking out the panoramic view. To our left lies a seemingly endless stretch of sandy beach lined with rows of houses packed together, the black line of the 101, and the hills and valleys that rise into the San Rafael Mountains. To our right, as far as the eye can see, the wide-open sea sparkles with the occasional white of crashing waves.

      “You were friends with his wife. But you’ve never been to their house?”

      “No. She visited me. I say she was my friend, but…she was over ten years older than me. She stayed with us when she did a study-abroad as a college student. My dad is a professor. Over the years, we had a lot of exchange students. But Cassandra and I bonded. Kept in touch. She brought Sophia to London once, and I met up with them.”

      “When was the last time you saw Cassandra?”

      “Probably four years ago. It was after their divorce.”

      “They divorced?”

      “Yeah.”

      A lot of military guys divorced. But Sullivan clenched his hand when I asked about Sophia’s mother. My interpretation of his reaction was that the topic was emotional or difficult for him.

      “Was it a bad divorce?”

      Static crosses the line, but I can hear her exhale. I glance sideways. Is she emotional?

      “Is there a good kind?”

      “I suppose not. I just mean, did they fight? Or was it public?”

      “I think as far as divorces go, it ranked as proper. Cassandra said she’d always expected they’d divorce before the ten-year mark.”

      “Why?” Ten is a random number.

      “In California, after ten years, you split the estate if there’s a divorce.”

      “That’s right. He said something about that.” His father had been livid about the marriage.

      “Yep.” She smiles. Dr. Rolfe is a moderately attractive woman, but when she smiles, the needle moves considerably higher. “They eloped. I got the sense his family did not approve. I mean, they liked Cassandra. But his father believed in prenuptial agreements.”

      Based on my research, Sullivan’s estimated net worth is approximately $950,000,000. I’d expect his father did believe in prenups.

      “So, they divorced before the ten-year mark. Did she get a good settlement?”

      “If the hotel suite she booked at Savoy is any indication, she wasn’t wanting for anything. But she never said. And I would never ask.” She sounds affronted. “How would you even ask someone that? How much money did you get?”

      “Without a doubt, there are articles out there with mentions of the divorce settlement.”

      “I’m sure, but that doesn’t mean I need to ask.” She kicks her long legs in front of her, stretching them out. If she were wearing a mini-skirt, I would have an incredible view of long, endless legs.

      The thought comes out of nowhere. She’s potentially Sullivan’s love interest. I redirect my attention to the control panel. We lapse back into silence. I begin a mental lap of the information we need.

      “How did Cassandra die?”

      “A car hit her at an intersection. Thirty-four years old.” She clucks her tongue. “It was by chance Sophia wasn’t with her. And, yes, they were divorced, but her death hit Jack hard. He cried at the funeral. At the reception afterward, he excused himself. You could see the tears welling up. They may have divorced, but he cared.” Her assessment matches what I picked up earlier.

      “How did Sophia handle it?”

      “How would any twelve-year-old girl handle the loss of her mother?”

      I exhale. “I am only asking to better understand the situation.”

      She shifts in her seat. “Sorry. Sophia was quiet and reserved. But well-mannered. She shook hands with any adult who offered. They had this fancy reception at the Ritz Carlton after the funeral. Waiters passed around tea food, you know, small sandwiches and fruit punch. I remember thinking that she must have wanted to be anywhere but in that room. All these adults she didn’t know kept coming up and offering condolences. Portraits of Cassandra were on easels everywhere you looked.”

      “Who planned the service?”

      “I’m not sure. They cremated Cassandra, so in lieu of a graveside service, they did a luncheon reception. I remember feeling badly for both Jack and Sophia. They were both in so much pain, and yet they were shaking hands with all these businessmen and acquaintances.”

      “Did Jack and Sophia seem close?”

      “Not at the funeral. But I think they were each in their own world of hurt. From what Cassandra said, even when they were married, Jack traveled frequently. Business trips.” She runs her index fingernail along her upper lip. “At the reception, I had time to speak with Jack. In private. A little room away from all the people paying respects. And he told me he hadn’t been involved in Sophia’s life. But he would be. He promised he would be there for her. He choked up. I believed him.”

      “So, you don’t think he stepped up? He stayed away, and that’s why he’s now suspecting she ran away?”

      “I don’t have enough information. Is it possible that she and her father didn’t grow well together? Did he not live up to his word, and he remained distant? Continued to travel and be more absent than present? Of course. Is it also possible something nefarious happened? Yes. I don’t have any data. With luck, when we go through the house, we will find evidence that leads us to her.”

      Dr. Rolfe might be young and inexperienced, but her instincts are good. Her thought process is logical. The reason I agreed to fly down is that I needed to investigate. We can hypothesize all day, but we need evidence.

      “And what kind of evidence will you be looking for?” I ask as a test. She asked about my flight experience earlier. Digging into her knowledge is fair.

      “Ideally, we’ll find evidence of a struggle. A crime scene.”

      “You want a crime scene?” Her eagerness reminds me of a young recruit eager for battle with no realistic concept of the devastation war delivers.

      “The crime scene is a silent witness. Without one, we’re short important information.” To me, that statement sounds like the voice of a professor. And it doesn’t apply much to someone willingly running away.

      “Got it.” In my experience, we don’t worry too much about the crime scene. On missions, we leave cleanup to others. “What else?”

      “All of her electronics. I’d like to piece together her online life for the last year. See if there are any clear behavioral changes.”

      “I’ve got a team locked and loaded, ready to go through it all for us.”

      “So you’re trying to say I’m not needed?”

      I remain focused on the control panel, but I give her the courtesy of an answer. “Arrow doesn’t need you. Jack does.”

      “Got it.”

      Minutes tick by. I pissed her off, but it’s just as well. When we land, she can serve her purpose and be there for Jack.

      “My observational skills are strong. When we meet with her friends, I might pick up on something.”

      Whatever you say, princess.

      “Do you think Jack will give you access to his electronic communications?”

      “It depends on how confidential some of his business matters are.” I expect Jack will volunteer any relevant information. But the British princess isn’t wrong to ask about access to everything. There might be something there Sullivan doesn’t consider relevant that could help us. Especially if this ends up being a kidnapping.
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      22 Hours Missing

      
      Ryan

      
      The San Diego skyline graces the horizon, maybe twenty miles away. Two hangars with tile roofs border one side of our destination. A Sullivan Arms branded sign angled skyward atop a brick platform clarifies ownership for those flying over. There is a small runway stretching along the field and three helipads. Per the instructions Sullivan’s assistant emailed, I land in the helipad numbered three.

      This is not Sullivan’s house, as I had assumed. The land sits on the top of a raised cliff overlooking the ocean. His view is spectacular. This property may be a couple of miles from the actual ocean, but with a view like this, it is prime property.

      A man in sunglasses watches us land with his arms crossed as he leans against a black Range Rover. His colorful Hawaiian-print shirt stands out from high above. It isn’t until the helicopter door opens that the man pushes off his perch and tosses the lollipop stick he’d been chewing onto the ground.

      “Welcome. I’m Wayne. Jack asked me to give you guys a lift back to his house.”

      “I thought we were landing at his house.”

      “San Diego city regulations.” He clucks his tongue. “No go. We’re about twenty minutes away. With traffic, it’ll be more like forty minutes. Jack would’ve been here to get you himself, but he’s still at the station. Mighty nice of you two to fly down.”

      “The police station?” Wayne
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