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      Leah Campbell

      Leah cursed herself for all the times she’d committed—and then failed—to clean out her vehicle’s trunk, now that she had been forced to battle the car jack (a.k.a. CJ), a nuisance that had issues respecting one’s personal space, particularly where her ribs were concerned.

      That being said, whoever had conked her on the head and dumped her in here with all this crap was going to suffer.

      Badly.

      She decided that the second they’d messed with her hair.

      Wrong move, dudes.

      Gritting her teeth as she attempted to shift her body weight, she vowed there would be no tears. The pain from CJ was just the latest in a string of injuries she’d sustained. And she would handle it.

      Instead, she used what energy she had left to assess the situation. Time had gotten away from her upon meeting with the wrong side of a fist after she’d backhanded her attacker when he’d grabbed a fistful of pointy locks.

      Best guess? Several hours had passed. She smelled less ripe than she would have had those hours transitioned into days.

      At least she had that going for her.

      As her head bounced against the wheel well, no thanks to the driver, she pieced together the events leading up to her current predicament. Most of which she wasn’t all that proud of.

      Days earlier, she had lied to the only person she could count on. She’d seen the hurt in her best friend’s eyes when she’d packed her belongings, claiming she was heading to Los Angeles to work on a long-term project.

      That was before she’d turned her back on their friendship and walked out the door.

      She knew it was cowardly but couldn’t bear to continue looking in the rear-view mirror as she pulled away, even though she had seen AJ lingering on the sidewalk, her hand held high in the air in a feeble attempt to wave, just before she had collapsed onto the pavement and folded into herself, her shaking frame visible.

      Only when Leah had safely exited the neighborhood did she allow the tears to fall. She’d never lied to her best friend before. Not in twenty-plus years.

      But making AJ believe a lie had been safer than telling her the truth.

      Hadn’t it?

      Leah chuckled just thinking about what AJ would have done had she revealed her plan, wincing again in pain at the movement—her nose was probably cracked, if not broken. Yet it felt good to laugh.

      Still, she’d hated how they’d left things, and now that it was likely she’d never get the chance to make it right, she wished she’d never broken her best friend’s heart.

      Her intentions had been genuine—Shelby had gone missing, after all—and AJ would have respected and understood that.

      Thinking of Shelby brought forth another type of anxiety…and pain.

      Was the girl still alive?

      After weeks of searching, she’d finally caught a glimpse of her former co-worker, followed by that desperate call. Shelby had reached out to warn her, only to have the connection broken.

      Moments later, she’d been accosted. She hadn’t seen it coming, nor had she seen her attackers, other than to note that they were swift and strong—and seriously lacking a sense of humor.

      Just then, her body slammed into the front of the trunk as the vehicle came to an abrupt halt.

      Grimacing as she rolled on her back and shook off stars that did not look like any member of Duran Duran, her heart stopped short as she heard heavy boots collide with the ground. Panic infused every nerve as she contemplated her options. Even her feet were useless as weapons as they were not only bound but also tangled in the crap that surrounded her.

      Chalk it up to lessons learned the hard way.

      Her hands were no better of a match, even if her shoulder hadn’t been dislocated and one of her arms possibly fractured. As it turned out, zip ties were effective, though they really sucked if one was on the opposite side of ‘em.

      The trunk opened and a familiar face stared down, smirking at the pathetic scene, despite her previous bravado.

      Leah hacked out a harsh laugh that betrayed the resignation she felt deep in her gut.

      “Let’s agree not to insult one another by beating around the proverbial bush, shall we? Why don’t you just tell me—how does this end?”

      The smirk of her adversary transitioned into a sneer, followed by a wicked laugh that made her stomach churn.

      “You tell us, Campbell.”
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      Arianna Jackson (AJ)

      “She never got on the flight and her possessions—luggage, laptop, notebooks, purse, identification, etc.—were left behind.”

      Abe’s words cycled through my head in slow motion as I tried to make sense of the fact that my best friend’s car had been located at the airport.

      True, she had been leaving town, or so I thought, but she had intended to drive to L.A. Not fly there.

      Then again, she had also told me she was going to Los Angeles to work on a long-term project for Abe, which he’d just confirmed was false.

      I couldn’t remember the last time Leah had lied to me and even when she had, it was over something stupid, like eating two cookies when she’d really eaten a dozen. Or pretending she liked my silver spandex when we were going through a 1980s reboot phase.

      But packing her belongings for an extended research job with Abe and his brother, Elijah, at Stanton Investigations in Los Angeles?

      So not Leah Campbell.

      I could have shrugged it off had her vehicle not been abandoned.

      With blood dripping from the trunk.

      And no Leah in sight.

      That was disturbing enough, but why was Ramirez involved?

      Speaking of the devil.

      Easing into the roundabout that fronted the home I’d inherited when my parents unexpectedly passed, a familiar truck had taken up some prime real estate. Also known as my parking spot. Nicoh and I had company awaiting us, but my guard dog was apparently on sabbatical as he leisurely chewed his paw, his massive frame spanning the backseat.

      I sighed. I’d known I was going to have this chat eventually and guessed that it was better to have my former beau deliver the news about my best friend than a member of law enforcement who hadn’t frequented my doorstep.

      Believe me, as of late, it would have been hard to drum one up. If the rumors had made their way around, other officers would have drawn straws and given a fist-pump to the universe when they lucked out on not having to perform that task.

      Dark circles lined the underside of his eyes. His usual swagger was stiff and slow, as though the movement intensified the pain with each step. His hair was longer than I’d seen it, grazing the top of his ears and tickling the back of his neck. But road-worn or not, the hummingbirds flitting about in my stomach suggested he still knew how to show up on the scene.

      Taking a deep breath, I not so gracefully stumbled out of my vehicle and strode toward the detective, who surveyed me with the intensity of a hawk; his hands tucked into the pockets of his jeans, tugging them down ever so slightly. I frowned. He’d lost weight, too.

      He noticed me staring and started to speak, but I beat him to the punchline. Or rather, I shifted from his current state to Leah’s.

      “Just lay it on me, Ramirez. How bad is it?”

      “Bad,” he replied, his eyes never straying from mine.

      I scowled, almost having forgotten his affinity for single-word responses.

      “Are you sure you want to do this out here?” He nodded over my shoulder. I twisted my head, noting that one of the neighbors was peering at us from behind their splayed blinds. If they didn’t want us seeing them, they’d have to do a better job. Or maybe that was the point—they wanted us to know they were watching. Probably even had their itchy little fingers on speed-dial, ready to call the cops.

      Little did they know, he had already arrived.

      “Fine. Nicoh! Get your lazy butt out here.”

      My well-trained canine ignored the passenger door I had opened for him and hopped on the driver’s seat before jumping out of the driver’s side door and ambling over to Ramirez’s outstretched hand.

      “Traitor,” I mumbled as I slammed the doors before stomping toward the house.

      The luggage would have to wait.

      Everything would have to wait.

      Until Ramirez answered my questions.

      To my satisfaction.

      I unlocked the door and hustled in to turn the alarm off. After a cursory glance around, I ushered Ramirez and Nicoh in before turning the air conditioning on to cycle out the air that had been bottled up since I left for L.A.

      “So, I’m afraid to ask. If homicide is involved…where’s the body?”

      “No body,” he replied, his gaze searching mine.

      “Ramirez,” I ground out between clenched teeth. “I hate to remind you, but you sought me out. This is my house. And if I have to continue drawing every word from you like a cartoon bubble, I guarantee there will be. A body.” I added that last bit in case he wasn’t clear.

      He was.

      Shaking his head as he leaned back onto the arm of the couch, he absently scratched Nicoh’s ears.

      “Fine. But what I’m about to tell you—”

      I raised a hand. “I know. I know. Is classified. Top secret. For-your-eyes-only.” I added finger quotes for effect.

      He waited me out, though his frown deepened. “You know this is a two-way street.”

      “What? I don’t know squat.”

      “I wasn’t talking about Leah,” he murmured.

      “Excuse me?”

      “AJ. If you’d shut up for two seconds, I’d tell you what I know.”

      “Be. My. Guest,” I huffed.

      “Got that out of your system?”

      “Waiting.” I tapped my foot.

      “Have you always been this frustrating?”

      “You know what they say about absence,” I quipped.

      “Whatever,” he grumbled. “As I was saying, what I’m about to tell you stays between us.”

      “And your department.”

      He shook his head. “This info came straight from the bedhead’s mouth.”

      I blinked. Ramirez was the only person I knew who could get away with referencing my best friend’s choice of hairstyle in that manner without losing his teeth and a few other necessary body parts.

      He nodded. “Yup. Leah.”

      I collapsed onto the chair opposite him.

      “I thought that would shut you up. But I had no idea it would be so effective.”

      “Ramirez,” I growled.

      “I almost wish I didn’t have this information. And I don’t think I can withhold it for much longer.” He glanced at me before continuing. “I know what Leah was up to before she went missing.”

      “Please elaborate.” I enunciated each syllable.

      One-word answers would no longer suffice.

      “Just don’t kill the messenger,” he replied, holding his hands up. “You won’t be happy with what I’m about to tell you.”

      “If it helps us figure out what happened to her, then I’ll just have to suffer through it.”

      Ramirez nodded, grinding his jaw for a moment. “I knew about her plan—even tried talking her out of it—but you know how Leah is.”

      I nodded. “When was this?”

      He looked away and my stomach dropped. “Shortly before she moved out of your house.”

      “So she told you about that. I assume that she also told you she was heading to L.A. to work for the Stantons?”

      “I know that’s what she told you.”

      I squinted at him. “What do you mean?”

      Ramirez blew out a long breath. “That’s the story she told you. Her rationale for moving out was fabricated, too. And while she felt awful about it—part of the reason she confessed to me—I couldn’t change her mind.”

      “Story? Packing up, heading to L.A.—was a lie?” My voice ratcheted up to a level that made Nicoh howl from his perch in the corner.

      “She wanted to protect you—keep you safe.”

      “Keep me safe?” I realized I was starting to sound like a parrot and tried to keep my frustration at bay. It was time to unmask this charade. “Tell me about this plan of hers. And please, start from the beginning.”

      Ramirez nodded, though the crease between his brows intensified as he laid things out. “Leah called me out of the blue a few weeks ago and asked if she could run something by me. I thought she wanted to talk about Jonah, or perhaps even try to rekindle their relationship. But when we met, she said she may have made the biggest mistake of her life—one she knew she would forever regret. She then told me how she’d lied to you.”

      I looked away, feeling the color rising in my cheeks.

      “As I mentioned, she thought it was the only way to keep you safe. If we kept you out of the loop, you wouldn’t be in harm’s way.”

      My eyes returned to his. “But safe from what, Ramirez?”

      “A journalist friend of hers went missing while doing some investigative work on a piece she’d been writing. Leah, being Leah, decided that since no one was taking the girl’s disappearance seriously, or as seriously as she thought they should, she’d track the girl’s movements herself. In order to do so, she had to get off the grid.”

      “And?”

      “I never heard from her again. And now she’s missing, too.”
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      I’d forced Ramirez into divulging what he knew but had failed to prepare myself for the ramifications.

      And now I wasn’t sure I wanted to know what had become of my best friend or what this “plan” of hers fully entailed.

      If it was similar to any of the others I had been privy to over the years, it wasn’t looking good.

      Still, I had to find my friend and bring her home. It was time to channel my inner-Powerpuff Girl and suck it up, Buttercup.

      “What do you mean by ‘off the grid’? And, who’s this ‘friend’?”

      “The friend’s name was Shelby Harris.” I squinted. The name did sound vaguely familiar. Thankfully, Ramirez noted my confusion. “She was an intern when Leah worked at the paper. Leah liked the girl’s spirit, took her under her wing and showed her the ropes. She said Shelby had talent but was a bit of a challenge when it came to following the rules. Tended to get herself into all sorts of trouble—kind of like someone else I know.” He gave me a pointed stare, which I ignored.

      “Moving on.”

      “She didn’t make it long on her own after Leah left and tried her hand at freelance gigs, though she hoped—according to Leah—her big break would come in the form of one of her investigative pieces.”

      I felt a pang of regret mixed with shame. Leah had barely mentioned Shelby and yet she’d been instrumental in her mentoring. Instead, I’d been wrapped up in my own drama, oblivious to my best friend’s challenges and struggles—and attempts to use them to help someone else.

      I shook my head, proud of my best friend but frustrated by my oversight in acknowledging it sooner.

      Ramirez’s voice snapped me out of my reverie and back to the present and the matter at hand. “Leah said that Shelby’s latest story du jour was a scam she happened upon in the vacation home rental industry.”

      “Vacation rentals? As in homes or condos that people rent on a short-term basis to out-of-town baseball fans during spring training?”

      He nodded. “Shelby told Leah that she’d uncovered some strange things going on in some of the older neighborhoods near Old Town Scottsdale. Many of the homes had recently been sold, then flipped and repurchased by a property management company. Leah also said that she had alluded to some hinky connection—Leah’s words, not mine—between the people doing the flipping and those taking on the managing, but that wasn’t what caught Shelby’s attention.”

      I shifted back, realizing that I had been sitting on the edge of my chair, hands clutched on my lap to the point of numbness.

      “While at a club in Old Town with friends, Shelby noticed a group of girls enter the club, immediately spreading out and mingling with other club-goers.”

      “I hate to tell you, old man, but it sounds like a pretty typical Saturday night in Old Town.”

      “I’m not too old to forget,” he replied, without a hint of snarkasm. “What struck Shelby as odd was that while all the girls arrived together and were dressed and made-up similarly, they weren’t really together…as in, they didn’t even seem to know one another.”

      “That’s definitely odd.” Sometimes groups congregated out of obligation and were indifferent toward one another, but unfamiliar?

      “‘Odd’ does not begin to cover it.” For the first time since we’d started this conversation, Ramirez broke out of character as his lips curled into an unflattering scowl and his eyes became slits as he recalled what Leah had told him.

      “Shelby watched as they worked the crowd and made themselves comfortable with several of the patrons who rewarded them with cocktails and attention. When the conversation dwindled, or the drinks stopped readily flowing, they would move on to the next target.”

      “‘Target’? Don’t tell me all those club-hopping days of yours left you jaded. Surely, even you realize that’s typically how the game is played. Present company excluded, of course.”

      Ramirez rolled his eyes. “Can I finish?” I returned the eye roll.

      He grunted. “As I was saying, the girls made the rounds, chatting up other club-goers but never interacting with one another. Occasionally, she would see a girl slip a guy a card before moving on. Finally, around one thirty a.m., the girls began peeling themselves away from the crowd and exiting one by one. When Shelby followed, she noticed that the guys who had been given the cards were also making their way out. One of them unknowingly dropped his card so she grabbed it.

      “All it said was ‘After-party? Meet me in the parking lot at one thirty-five to board the party bus in the northeast corner of the lot—you can’t miss it. Present this card. Entry not permitted without it. No exceptions.’ She caught up with them in the parking lot just in time to see them boarding the party bus.”

      “Was it actually a bus?”

      He hacked out a laugh. “No. One of those limo-style Humvees.”

      “Typical cliché in Old Town. So what happened to the guy who dropped his card?”

      “They denied him entry, so he had some choice words for the driver. Shelby wanted to chat with him but had to decide between him and following the party bus to its destination.”

      “She chose the latter,” I responded, causing Ramirez to grumble something I didn’t quite catch. “Yeah, yeah. I know because I would have done the same. Shoot me.”

      “Right. Shelby followed the van. She didn’t have to travel far. The party destination was a few short blocks away, tucked into one of the older but recently revitalized South Scottsdale neighborhoods. Or, as some would put it, being taken over by the vacation rental industry.”

      “So, let me get this straight. The party was being held at one of these vacation rentals?”

      “Several of the homes were recently converted into rental properties after the original owners sold them—it’s been a popular area for buying and selling. Since most were built in the 1950s and 1960s, they were taken down to bare bones after the purchase and rebuilt with a more modern look and feel.”

      “Curb appeal.” I nodded. “It’s been going on in my neighborhood, too. Unfortunately, it often results in a monstrosity with zero charm that quickly loses that appeal after the new owner defaults on their equally monstrous loan. The bank usually takes over, and the home is repurchased at a fraction of the cost by individuals interested in flipping it to make a quick buck. I don’t condemn the entrepreneurial spirit, being an entrepreneur myself, but when you destroy a neighborhood’s uniqueness in favor of fast money, I have serious qualms.”

      “Pretty much the same thing going on in these neighborhoods, too. You’ll hit some streets where there’s a one-in-ten ratio of homeowners actually living in their homes to those that are occupied solely by short-term renters.”

      “And in this situation, short-term constitutes a day or two, as opposed to weeks?”

      “Usage-wise, yes. Whoever is running this game books it for the minimum, though they could request a day-term, which can be granted on a case-by-case basis.”

      “That option seems risky,” I replied. “It’s better for them to fly under the radar, not put themselves on it.”

      “Exactly what Shelby said to Leah. Anyway, once she got to the drop-off location, she watched as the driver deposited his passengers and then took off.”

      “Did she happen to catch a—”

      “License plate—yes. It led nowhere.”

      “It was stolen?”

      Ramirez shook his head. “More like it never existed. It was a well-crafted fake, belonging to a company that no longer existed.”

      “Forget what I said about risky,” I murmured. “What did Shelby do next?”

      “Probably the same thing you and your cohort would have done—she waited them out.” I smirked at his remark and gestured for him to continue. “At four forty-eight in the morning, a different white van returned—plates were also fakes—and collected the guys.”

      “Odd time, don’t you think?” Before Ramirez could respond, I added, “Wait…collected the guys? What about the girls?”

      “If you’d stop interrupting, I would have gotten to it,” he replied. “But to answer your first question, sunrise was at four fifty-two, so perhaps, not so odd. You don’t want the residents who actually live in the neighborhood observing your comings and goings when you’re doing something shady, do you?”

      “As if they didn’t already notice,” I muttered. In some communities, like mine, people noticed what everyone was doing, no matter the hour.

      “Perhaps not, but to answer your second question, Shelby let the bus go so that she could continue watching the house,” Ramirez replied, absently scratching Nicoh’s head.

      “Let me guess. Another white van showed up.”

      “Yes, but not until around noon.” When I shot him a look of confusion, he added, “Shelby watched as the women, who had changed into regular clothes—shorts and t-shirts—hauled garbage bags to the dumpster. When the van driver showed up, they all filed out, each boarding with a partially filled garbage bag in hand.”

      “What was in them?”

      Ramirez shrugged. “Shelby figured it was their party clothes, makeup…stuff like that.”

      “So there were spare clothes already waiting for them at the house?”

      “Sounds that way. No way they were getting paid a garbage bag’s worth just to party and pick up some random dudes.”

      “You’d be surprised,” I replied with a snort, causing Ramirez to roll his eyes.

      “I have no place to go with that, so I’m just going to move on. Shelby followed the van. Most of the girls were dropped back at the club.”

      “Interesting.”

      “Indeed. But despite her best efforts, she lost track of it on the freeway.”

      “I take this is not the end of the story?” I asked.

      “Not by a long shot. Later, she returned to the house. Nothing happened for six days, so she returned to the club the following weekend and again, nothing. She went to another club and another and a week later hit pay dirt at yet another club.”

      “Same girls?”

      “Not one of them. Not even the van or driver. Same setup, though. Different house.”

      I blew out a long breath. “Wow.”

      Ramirez nodded. “She did this for several weeks—even added in a few extra days to her club-going—and finally, patterns emerged, a few of the same girls, drivers, houses. Even ended up back at the original house and watched the same process play out. And because it was the house where it all started, at least from her perspective, she went as far as staking out the house, watching days on end where nothing happened. Until it did.

      “On a random, middle of the week day, a luxury SUV showed up, and the driver opened the door for his passenger—a woman in her late twenties to early thirties, dressed to the nines. Rather than escort her to the door, the driver promptly got back in and drove away, leaving his passenger as she entered the house.

      “Minutes later, a van appeared, filled with eight to ten girls of various ethnicities, ages, etc. All were dressed in casual clothing—jeans, shorts, tank tops and t-shirts. The other woman emerged from the house, and they had a quick pow-wow on the front lawn before she ushered them in. Shelby had her window rolled down, hoping to catch something, a bit of a conversation, etc. But the woman spoke in hushed tones, and it seemed clear that the others knew better than to question her authority. Anyway, several minutes later, she swore she could hear a vacuum running.”

      “They were cleaning the house?”

      Ramirez nodded slowly. “It would seem so. After a while, one of the girls rolled a mop bucket out and drained its contents into the street, followed by a couple of others hauling rugs out so that they could beat them with a broom.”

      “Odd,” I murmured.

      “Not as odd as the moving truck that showed up to swap out furniture.”

      “What? Like stagers?” I had known real estate agents who did that and had shot more than a few pics of homes with furniture that was rented by the hour so that the home had more star power in magazines, on their company’s website or in online promotions.

      “I guess?” Ramirez shrugged. “Couches, carpets and the beds were all new, for sure.” He chuckled when I scrunched my nose. “But yeah, everything else seemed new-ish, probably from some furniture or staging warehouse.”

      “This is starting to play out like a soap opera. I’m almost afraid to ask what happened next. But please, go on.”

      “After the furniture movers left, another truck showed up.”

      “Don’t tell me it was the stripper pole installers.”

      Ramirez raised a brow. “You think they need an entire moving truck for that?”

      “Well, I doubt you can order them on Amazon and then expect the driver to set it up for you.”

      “Hmm…I wouldn’t be so sure about that.” I shot him a dark look, realizing he was having some fun at my expense.

      “Seriously, what was it?”

      “Clothes. Racks and racks of clothes.”

      “I was closer to the mark with the soap opera analogy than I thought,” I murmured. “Let me guess—party clothes.”

      Ramirez nodded. “Shortly after that, an SUV arrived—different SUV from the one that dropped off the first gal—and Shelby thought this group of individuals comprised something she called a glam squad.” He shrugged and raised his hands. The sincerity behind his befuddlement caused me to chuckle.

      “Makeup and hair, Ramirez.”

      I was rewarded with a healthy frown.

      “Right. Whatever that entails.” When I started to respond, he raised a hand. “Please. No. I do not need you to elaborate. Let’s just say the girls came out several hours later dressed rather…provocatively.  I’m still not sure what takes women so long.”

      “Well, if you would have allowed me to expound.” I shrugged, opening my hands in a “what can you do?” gesture. He opened his mouth. Shut it again. Frowned. Though limited in his facial expressions, the man amused me to no end. “Come on, Detective. The ‘glam’ in ‘glam squad’ didn’t tune you in?”

      Confusion turned to a tightened jaw that worked itself hard enough to cramp. “I don’t appreciate your amusement or your tone. And for the record, the lack of clothing didn’t help clear up matters. Nor did the pound cake worth of makeup or the massive amounts of hair that sprouted out of their heads that wasn’t there before. According to what Shelby told Leah, of course.”

      “Of course.” I strained to withhold a snicker. “Those were probably extensions. As in hair extensions,” I clarified in an attempt to throw the man a bone. A “pound cake worth of makeup”? The man needed to seriously amp up his game.

      “Laugh it up, AJ,” he ground out. “Need I remind you why we are having this conversation?”

      The helium sufficiently released from the balloon, we returned to our somber discussion.

      “Point taken. I assume Shelby followed them to one of the clubs in Old Town?”

      “She did. Same setup. Only this time around, she zeroed in on one of the girls in an effort to get more details.”

      “Okay…” I replied, guessing this is where things got sketchy.

      “The girl was not only willing to chat with Shelby, she also gave her a card—one designated for potential girls only—”

      “Potential girls?” I interjected. “As in for recruitment purposes?” When Ramirez nodded, I pressed my eyes shut. This was getting worse by the minute.

      When I opened them, I found him studying me. His own features had softened as he revealed a look I’d seen before—concern. I nodded to let him know I was okay. I wasn’t, but the sick feeling in my gut was far worse when I started thinking about what could have happened to Shelby and Leah.

      “Any idea why Shelby zoned in on that girl?”

      He nodded. “Shelby recognized her. Her name was Tamryn. Tamryn Mayer.”

      I held up a hand. “Wait. Why does that name sound familiar?”

      “She’s the daughter of that billionaire electric car rental guy. You know, the one who’s been buying up all the real estate around the valley—who reneged on the sports complex?”

      Recognition dawned. “Craig Mayer? Also known as Cro-Magnon?”

      “Nailed it.” Ramirez released a harsh chuckle.

      I shook my head. “That makes no sense. Why would a girl like Tamryn, coming from an affluent family like the Mayers, need to resort to…that?” Perhaps I shouldn’t have been so quick to pass judgment but was feeling scritchy because, like Alice, Leah had chased the white rabbit down the rabbit hole. And Tamryn, by way of Shelby, was at the bottom of it.

      Ramirez shrugged. “Why does anyone do anything?”

      “Don’t go getting all philosophical on me now.”

      “Fine. I honestly can’t say for sure. Maybe because Tamryn’s a rich twenty-something with a chip on her shoulder, which was brought on by her father when he publicly disowned her after flunking out of Arizona State University.

      Something clicked in my memory bank. “Um, I’m pretty sure the whole fall from grace stemmed from something far more…scandalous than flunking out of A.S.U.”

      He tilted his head. “Go on.”

      “According to Leah’s intel back when it happened, Tamryn posted several provocative videos on social media of her…consorting with various athletes—both college and pro—as well as a few coaches, some of who were married. It was a video diary of her exploits, but in a very public arena. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if her dad backed out of the sports complex because of it.”

      Ramirez frowned. “Backing out of a business deal is one thing. Disowning your child is taking it to another level. Seems a bit harsh, no matter what she’d done.”

      “Yeah, you might think that, but after he received several angry calls from his business partners, as well as members of the school’s administration,  he took away her allowance—and I use that term loosely—she retaliated by posting pictures of him in a few compromising positions with his own co-ed.”

      “Cold.”

      “You know what they say about revenge.”

      “Almost makes you feel sorry for the guy.”

      “Don’t. There’s a reason Tamryn’s the way she is,” I replied.

      “Karma, then.”

      “Why Ramirez, I didn’t think you bought into that kind of thing.” I mock-punched him in the arm, causing him to fake a wince.

      “I think you just made me a believer. Anyway…why don’t we get back to Shelby.”

      “Right. You were telling me that Shelby started chatting with Tamryn and that Tamryn offered her a card.” When he nodded, I added, “Let me guess. Shelby feigned interested and used the offering to get on the inside track, which means she went undercover as one of these girls to get details for her investigative story. And when she went missing, Leah followed her lead and did the same. And now she’s missing, too.”

      Rather than answering, he worked his jaw, refusing to make eye contact.

      “What is it you’re not telling me?”

      Ramirez met my eyes and my stomach dropped, even before his voice cracked as he said the words.

      “About Leah. I was the last person she contacted before she disappeared.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      I opened my mouth and then shut it, not wanting the shock, frustration, and perhaps judgment to creep into my response. The downturn of Ramirez’s mouth and the hunch of his shoulders suggested he may have been feeling guilty enough without me tossing my two cents in—which he confirmed when he hung his head, cradling it with his palms as his elbows dug into his knees as they bounced with untapped energy.

      I took a couple of moments before speaking—one to compose myself and my thoughts; the other to offer Ramirez the same.

      “We’ve talked about Shelby, but not how Leah inserted herself into the situation. Why not start with Leah’s plan and work our way toward the discovery of her car.” He lifted his head and nodded, shifting back on the couch. “So, this plan of hers…did she come to you to verify the logistics of her plan…to make sure it would work?” I felt a pang of jealousy, even as I asked the question.

      I was typically the one Leah ran her schemes by. When had we gotten so far off-course that we couldn’t share something like that?

      Ramirez shook his head. “She shared her plan with me, but it had nothing to do with confirming whether it would work. I think she knew that I’d tell her it wouldn’t, that it was a matter for law enforcement, but you know how that would have gone.”

      I shrugged. There was no denying it. Leah would have ignored him and gone ahead with her plan. It’s what I would have done.

      “And this reason?”

      “It was two-fold. First, Leah wanted someone to know if something went sideways, that she hadn’t just disappeared.”

      “And the second?” I prompted, as my heart did the Cha-Cha in my chest.

      “She wanted me to let you know she was sorry for hurting you,” he replied, still refusing to make eye contact.

      “There’s still something else, isn’t there?”

      He pulled in a deep breath, then faced me, his brows pressing together as he spoke. “She asked—no, told—me that if something happened and she was no longer around, that I was to watch out for you.”

      I bowed my head. “Oh.”

      I could feel his gaze as he sat silently and emotions swarmed, threatening to overtake the last bit of strength I had. I shoved them aside, knowing I’d have to address them eventually.

      For now, I would not…could not entertain the possibility that my best friend was no longer walking this earth.

      Finally, I nodded. “Thank you. I appreciate you telling me.” He nodded in return. I blew out a breath and pressed forward. “And her plan—was it feasible?”

      Ramirez raised a brow. “Plan? Come on, AJ. Leah’s been your best friend for what—twenty years? Have you ever known her to ‘plan’ anything?”

      His overt use of finger quotes—a gesture that I’d used more than twice and typically annoyed the heck out of him—was not appreciated. The colorful selection of language I shot back was not lost on him, either.

      He sighed. “To answer your question, her fuzzy-headed scheme was not feasible, and I told her as much.” I scoffed and prompted him to continue. “Regardless, she felt she had enough information, based on what Shelby had told her, to follow her down the rabbit hole. The same rabbit hole.”

      When my mouth formed an “o,” but no words found their way out, he nodded. “Yeah. I tried to convince her she was better off taking what she had to the proper authorities and even suggested a few contacts to help her. But she wouldn’t have it. Even threatened me, quite creatively, if I took it upon myself to get any of them involved.”

      “Threatened?” I frowned, convinced he was exaggerating. Leah rarely made threats and even then, they were in jest.

      Ramirez gave me a single shake of the head, but said nothing more. I studied him for a moment. He’d been forthcoming about his conversation with Leah, but there was something about the way he’d claimed she’d contacted him that just didn’t ring true.

      Meaning he was still holding something back.

      Question was…should I call him on it and risk having him shutting down? Or give him a pass and miss out on whatever “it” was he had yet to divulge.

      For now, I chose the latter. I would not waste any more precious time waiting for him to dole out scraps of information.

      If anyone was going to track down Leah, I was the most qualified.

      I just needed to figure out a way to convince Ramirez that I’d leave the matter to his pals in law enforcement so I could tackle it on my own.
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      Fortunately, that conversation became moot when Ramirez received a call that required his immediate attention. He agreed to keep me posted but left after reiterating a directive I’d heard more times than I could count—to trust law enforcement to do their job. He added a stern warning. Something along the lines of my failure to comply would not only impede their efforts, but could also get Leah and Shelby hurt. Or worse.

      Roughly translated: “Stay out of it, AJ.”

      Yeah. Like that directive had ever been heeded in the past.

      I listened to the rumble of his truck as it pulled away and fired up my laptop, jotting down what I knew to date and what I’d learned from our conversation. Something told me it was best to capture these thoughts now. I had a feeling that once the shock of Leah’s disappearance settled in, another set of emotions would arise.

      Ones that could affect my already cloudy judgment.

      As Ramirez had intimated, I didn’t want to do something out of anger, fear or guilt that would make things worse.

      Without access to Leah’s phone, computer, or any of the items that had been left in her vehicle, I had no way of backtracking anything she’d done up to the point she’d disappeared. However, if she hadn’t been found, Ramirez’s law enforcement contact must not have made any headway, either.

      I considered contacting her former coworkers but doubted that there would be anything helpful to glean from them. Besides, asking a group of reporters about my best friend’s actions would certainly perk up more than a handful of feelers, if not incite a few of them to start an investigation of their own. I wasn’t prepared for them to have this information…yet.

      Not to mention Shelby could have shared it with them, but had chosen Leah to confide in. Leah, in turn, had confided in Ramirez. Meaning both had felt it was safer to only share the information with one person.

      And look where that had gotten them.

      I wasn’t about to follow them down the same path, though I wondered if I would have a choice.

      One thing I was sure of—I had to find Tamryn.

      A quick Internet search brought up her social media profile. I was surprised to find that her posts were more toned down than what they’d once been. There were definitely no gratuitous images of her or anyone else in compromising positions. Just pics with friends, heading to a movie, eating out or random quotes—typically hers—rounded out by an occasional cat or dog video that she’d reshared.

      Compared to the previous iteration, Tamryn version 2.0 appeared pretty tame and a bit more polished.

      Heavy emphasis on appeared.

      Perhaps it was the price she’d paid to separate her personal but still very social life from the one in which she indulged in a variety of party-going festivities. Something told me she had a second, more private profile for that.

      And to gain access to that secondary lifestyle, I’d have to crack the first.

      Meaning, I had to focus on what I had in front of me—a profile that literally screamed:

      Friend me and I’ll be your forever friend right back!

      No wonder she had over a million loyal followers, I snorted.

      After liking a few of her posts, I sent her a friend request. With any luck, she’d respond. Then I could direct message her rather than posing my query for the masses to view.

      Within seconds, she friended me back with a quick:

      Welcome to my world!

      Now that we were forever friends, I carefully crafted my direct message. Too little and it would get lost in the circus; too much and I would probably get myself blocked or reported.

      Finally, I settled on the following, grimacing as I sent it into the social media black hole:

      Hey! Noticed we have some friends in common… Have you talked to Shelby lately? Am hoping to catch up. DM me…

      Several hours went by without a response. I nibbled at my nails, scrolling her feed for activity. Had I been too aggressive and scared her away?

      If she was knee-deep into whatever Shelby and Leah had gotten themselves into, or knew what had happened to either of them, perhaps she was in just as much danger. Then again, if she was involved, had I put them at greater risk?

      I rose and paced the kitchen, only to kick Nicoh’s water bowl, dousing my shoes and pant legs while creating a lake on the tile. He lifted his head and huffed before tightening himself into a ball that defied the laws of Malamute physics and returning to his doggie dreams.

      At least one of us was getting some rest, I mused.

      After checking the non-existent messages on my social media account one final time, I closed the laptop and shoved it to the side, placing my chin on my hands as I contemplated my next move.

      I could always reach out to my mysterious, often missing in action, biological father, Martin Singer. Or Bio-Pop, as Leah had aptly named him. It hadn’t been a term of endearment, though he’d defrosted a few icicles as we’d gotten to know him.

      Then he disappeared on us. Again.

      The last time I’d seen him, it was just before he’d packed up his meager belongings and moved out of the house he’d been leasing a street over from one of my friends who was in Dallas doing lawyerly things on a long-term contract. I hadn’t heard from Martin since and wasn’t even sure he was still in Arizona.

      I still had the cell phone number he’d given me, though, and knew I could reach out whenever I needed to. Perhaps he could use his network—I still wasn’t entirely sure what that entailed—to help me get some information on the rental property scene and see if there were any rumblings from their end of anything hinky going on.

      Question was—could I do it without mentioning Leah’s disappearance? I wasn’t convinced I wanted Bio-Pop that far into my business. Truth be told, I still didn’t trust him. And I was nowhere near figuring out his intentions, though my feeling was that they would always linger in the grayer realm.

      True, he was my father, but he wasn’t the man who had raised me as his own. No, Martin had always been…something else, even longer than I had known him or of his role in my life. I could spend a lifetime getting to know him and still not uncover all of his secrets or the things that made him tick. It was a threshold I wasn’t sure I was willing to cross, even if presented.

      It didn’t help that he rang all of Ramirez’s warning bells. I’d been warded off him and every time there had been an argument followed by a period of separation, Martin had been at the core of it.

      If I plunged ahead and contacted Martin, Ramirez would eventually find out and I’d risk losing a lifeline in my efforts to locate Leah. He would simply cut off contact. For good this time.

      Then again, if I contacted Ramirez instead and pressed him into being more forthcoming about what Leah had shared, I still could end up empty-handed.

      I wasn’t a fan of either option.

      In the end, I stabbed my finger at a name in the Contacts list on my cell phone and hit “Call,” grudgingly selecting the path of least resistance.

      It wouldn’t be the first time I’d chosen the wrong path.
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