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Chapter One: A Love Flickers Out
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LAUREL WAKES TO THE sound of beeping. It is sharp and insistent. The kind of sound that drills into your skull and makes everything else disappear. The sound reminds her of the alarm clock she had in high school, but she is aware enough to know it is not 1999.

As Laurel squints her eyes open, the fluorescent lights above her explode into her vision like a thousand tiny suns. She strains her pupils against them. Her head pounds with each heartbeat. The beeping continues to the vibration of the relentless pounding.

Her hand moves before her brain catches up, reaching for the machine beside her bed. The blood pressure cuff deflates with a hiss as she yanks the cord from the wall. Finally, she hears nothing... silence. She touches her forehead and feels gauze. It is wet and sticky. Her fingers come away red with blood and panic sets into her chest. 

The hospital room swims into focus slowly. She can see white walls and pale blue curtains. The smell of antiseptic is overwhelming and something else underneath the foul smells and incessive sounds. The familiar metallic tang of blood in her mouth... her blood.

She tries to remember how she got there, but her thoughts scatter like birds startled by gunfire. Fragments flash through her mind. Fragments of twinkling lights, headlights of their car, and Brent’s twisted face... shouting something. But the pieces won’t connect. It is impossible to think with the hospital noises pressing against her skull.

The distant voices in the hallway, the squeak of rubber, soled shoes on linoleum, machines beeping in other rooms, each sound feels like a knife in her brain. It reminds her of her old drug hangovers. Laurel forces herself to focus. To remember...

The last clear memory hits her like ice water.

Opening the door to their apartment twenty-four hours earlier, she had kissed Brent on the cheek. His skin had been warm against her lips, slightly rough from his five o’clock shadow. He smelled like cologne and spring air. 

“I still can’t believe you said that!” She laughed, remembering the restaurant. 

A customer was being rude, and Brent had stood up to him without hesitation. “The look on that guy’s face was priceless!”

Brent smiled with his crooked lips. “Serves him right. You can’t just treat people that way.”

Brent kissed her, his lips tasting faintly of the wine they had with dinner. His eyes had that look, the one that made her stomach flip. “No one should talk to their server that way. It was disgusting. Someone had to set him straight.”

She loved that about him. 

Still loves it, even now, in this hospital bed with her head wrapped and ribs bandaged. 

The way Brent always stood up for people who couldn’t stand up for themselves. It was the hottest thing about him. That... and his crooked nose, and smile, which somehow fit him perfectly, making other women jealous of her.

His lips found her neck as she fumbled for the deadbolt, her hands shaking with want. He pressed against her, solid and warm, his desire evident in every touch. She loved how much he wanted her. She loved how the feeling was completely mutual.

They barely made it through the doorway with their hands gliding over one another’s bodies. Clothes had fallen in the hallway so quickly that she wasn’t sure how she had taken them off. Her coat, then his shirt disappeared. Her dress pooling on the hardwood like spilled ink. They tumbled through the bedroom doorway but never made it to the bed. 

The bedroom carpet had been rough against her back. His hands were gentle, despite their urgency. They fit together perfectly, the way they always did. The hunger in his eyes met hers and the desire dripped from her pores with each suckle. 

Afterward, they crawled into bed, entangling each other like pretzels. His fingers interlaced with hers, and she kissed his forehead, tasting salt from his skin. She loved the way he tasted and smelled. His pheromones drove her wild. She just wanted him, like that, forever. 

She never thought it was possible to love someone this much. The feeling had been almost frightening at first. She remembers how she could only think about him... all day! Thoughts of him constantly distracting her from her menial work. But as she fell deeper, she realized it was safe to hold such a great love with such a great man.

The next morning, sunshine cut through the blinds in golden stripes across the white sheets. She kissed his forehead again and soaked in his touch before slipping out of bed, letting him sleep.

“Come back to bed and snuggle me, babe.” 

He called from the bedroom, his voice thick with sleep. The smile flooded her lips involuntarily, and she didn’t even go get her morning water. 

They spent the morning wrapped around each other, skin against skin, the world outside their bedroom completely irrelevant. They got lost kissing until the hunger ate at them. They tangled the sheets with moans and screams of delight throughout most of the day.  

Later, when she tried to work, Brent came up behind her at the computer. His lips on her neck sending chills down her spine. His chest had been warm against her back. His heart had pounded against her shoulder blade. She turned and kissed him hard, tasting coffee and mint toothpaste. 

They made love on the couch, then again, then again. The neighbors were probably used to the sounds. They fell asleep together, fingers entwined, and his breath was warm against her hair.

Laurel blinks and she’s back in the hospital room. The memory dissolves like sugar in water. Her chest aches, but not from injury. However, injuries begin throbbing in other parts of her body... as certainty grows inside her like a poison. Something happened to the one she loves, something terrible.

She pushes forward through the fog, to the next memory. 

The day Brent had overslept because his phone died. The rushed goodbye kiss that made her laugh. His lips had been dry that morning and he didn’t have time for coffee or toothpaste. If she’d known it would be the last time she would kiss him... she would’ve savored it longer.

The apartment was always so quiet after he left. She made his coffee, the rich smell filling the kitchen, nutty and warm. She felt bad having his coffee without him, so she poured some into a travel mug to take to him later. 

She watched magpies through the third-story window, their harsh calls cutting through the morning air. She had work to catch up on and they were distracting her. Too much work that she neglected because Brent couldn’t keep his hands off her... not that she minded. She would skip work for him any day.

An alarm went off on her phone. Amanti 06:00p.m. 

The reservation had taken months. She hoped...no, she kind of expected, that Brent would propose. The thought made her hands shake, as she held his metallic coffee mug, warm against her palms.

The thought of her proposal memory, and wearing something old and dull, made her cringe. She needed a little black dress. The realization had sent her into a panic. The coffee turned bitter on her tongue as she rushed through her work, her fingers flying across the keyboard.

She chugged too much coffee, racing to get her work done. The jittery feeling in her chest made her want to jump up and run a mile. She turned in her work before forcing down food... a tuna sandwich with apple juice.

Her car had been stubborn that day. The passenger side entry was difficult to squeeze over from. She hadn’t driven the car in weeks because she had gone everywhere with Brent. She hated her old car. It was impossible to get into in the cold, because of the missing handle on the driver’s side. Plus, the engine always took three tries to turn over, and she had to pump the gas to catch it.

The mall had been crowded. The parking lot was full, so she had to park in the back with the nice cars. Her car had skidded to a stop, brakes squealing. She locked the embarrassing beater behind her and hurried inside. Not wanting to look back at the hunk-of-junk next to the designer cars.

The department store was overwhelming. Too many scents; perfume, new fabric and cleaning products all mixing together. The salesclerk had been helpful, dripping in jewelry, reeking of perfume applied too many times. She found the perfect dress immediately, a little black dress. Her sister always said every woman needs a go-to LBD.

Two hundred dollars. 

The price tag had made her stomach clench because rent was due. They needed every penny. But that was the night, she knew, would change everything... just not in the way she had hoped. Laurel had been absolutely certain that Brent would propose because he had been dropping hints for the past couple weeks. The dress had been worth it to her, for the future they were about to begin together.

As she walked to the register, she already had a plan up her sleeve. She would return the dress the next day after wearing it. She just had to be careful wearing the dress all night. Then, she could return it without guilt. 

On the drive home, rain began to fall. She climbed the apartment stairs carefully, shielding her new dress. She got it inside and felt like it was a newborn baby she had to keep safe. She kept it in the plastic as she set an alarm on her phone. She had an hour to get ready. 

Her hair was fro’d out, but she tamed it with practice. She spent most of her time doing her makeup perfectly, so it didn’t look like she had any on. The dress had fit like a second skin and she felt sexy. 

She had been ready exactly as Brent’s car pulled into his designated parking space.

He put her name on the car when he bought it because he was always thinking of her. He was always making her feel included. She could see him outside of the bedroom window. He was smiling and had brought flowers and wine. 

Her breath caught in her throat watching him skip up the stairs to her. Maybe this really was the night... Mrs. Brent Withers, she remembers obsessing in her mind. The name rolled through her head like a rehearsal. When he opened the door, she’d been posing in the dress. She was trying to look sexy and natural at the same time... an impossible combination she somehow managed.

“Damn.” 

His voice had been a whisper, almost reverent. 

He swept her up, bent her back, kissed her softly, then urgently. His fingers found the hem of her dress, sliding up her thighs until she shivered.

But she stopped him. “I can’t ruin this dress. I have to return it tomorrow.”

He laughed so hard he almost dropped her. Brent helped her out of the two-hundred-dollar dress, hanging it carefully on the doorframe. His tongue found her skin, until thinking became impossible.

Afterward, they got ready for dinner together. She thought she saw him slip something into his coat pocket. It looked like a small box, the perfect size for a ring. Her heart hammered all the way to the restaurant.

The twinkling lights of Amanti had been beautiful in the darkness, almost magical. She felt the anticipation rising in her throat like champagne bubbles. She could also feel the sandwich coming back up and decided that tuna was the wrong choice for lunch. 

They turned into the parking lot. The dark parking lot around back, so they could neck before going inside. She looked down at her heels, regretting them. She was about to comment to the inevitable pain... when her smile was matched by Brent’s face, horror written across every feature.

A man and a woman were in the darkness. A pink scarf was wrapped around her throat and no one else was around... just them. The scene felt unreal as she took it all in, too late. 

Brent slammed on the brakes. The Tucson jerked to a stop, and he threw it into park, jumping out of the car door without hesitation... without thought for his own safety. Always the hero, to a fault.

Laurel’s eyes snap open. She hadn’t realized she even closed them. The hospital room is still bright and smells of antiseptic and blood. Her hands are shaking as she grips the thin hospital blanket, the cheap fabric is rough against her palms. She forces herself to remember the rest. To face it...

Brent tried to pull the dark-cloaked man off the woman. The dark stranger flung him back with one arm. But Brent got up with fury in his eyes and threw himself at the attacker again.

Laurel watched from the car, frozen with shock. She fumbled for her seatbelt with numb fingers. She remembers her breath fogging up the windshield, blocking her view.

Brent pounded his fists into the man’s back until he released the limp woman. The man fell to the ground. Then, the woman collapsed in front of Brent as he tried to catch her. Unmoving, Brent bent down over the woman with the pink scarf around her neck.

He was bent over the woman, concerned with her life. He wasn’t watching out for his own safety, like Laurel was.

“Call the cops, and the medic, babe! I don’t think she’s waking up!”

Laurel’s hands were shaking so badly that she couldn’t find the phone in her purse. She dumped her purse, and pulled her phone from the car floor. She quickly dialed 911, her fingers slipping on the screen from panicked sweat.

“911, hold please.”

Suddenly, the man came up from the ground and Laurel screamed. “Brent! Watch out!” 

The two men rolled around on the pavement, as she sat helpless in the car. The stranger struggled, and finally got on top of Brent as she gripped the silent phone in her hands. They struggled, fighting for dominance.

Finally, a voice. “Yes, what’s your emergency?”

The words tumbled out of her mouth, but she was paying attention to Brent. “There’s a woman who was attacked and isn’t responding. My boyfriend is trying to keep this guy here, but I don’t know how long he can detain him.”

“Where are you, ma’am?”

She almost forgotten where she was. Her focus had been entirely on Brent. “What.. oh, we’re in the parking lot next to Amanti. The dark one around back. Please hurry!”

The calm woman seemed to continue the conversation, but Laurel wasn’t listening. A large knife came from the darkness. She saw it catch the light from the streetlamp. The blade seemed to glow in the cascading light.

“No! Babe, watch out!”

She threw the phone and jumped from the car. Her heels clicked on the pavement and her knees buckled. She remembered running as fast as she could, but her legs wouldn’t listen. They felt like they were moving through water. Everything was in slow motion, and she couldn’t reach her lover.

The knife plunged into Brent’s chest. Once, twice... three times. He fell to the ground like a feather falling from a rooftop. She screamed, but no sound came out. The air had been thick, making it impossible to move through, like she was drowning on dry land. 

She somehow got behind the attacker. 

She grabbed his arms before the fourth thrust. Her strength had surprised them both. A mix of rage and terror combining into something superhuman took over her. She tore the knife from his hands. The knife fell in slow motion, clattering on the pavement. The sound echoed forever in the darkness.

The dark cloaked man turned in shock. His eyes were dark, swallowed by shadowy make-up. His lips were thin, pressed tight with anger against pale skin. But she got a good look into those boring eyes.

He kneed her in the stomach. The air left her lungs in a rush. She gasped, unable to breathe, but she hadn’t fallen. The stranger lunged for the knife... but Brent kicked it away, using the last of his strength. 

The knife skidded into the grass near a tree. Brent had been coughing up blood. Dark blood and too much of it came gurgling out of his throat. But he was still alive and still had fight inside him. He pulled himself up and dragged himself back over to Laurel. 

The strangler seemed to ignore them for a moment. He pulled his cape back over his shoulders and adjusted his tie. He pulled another scarf from his pocket, even in the dark Laurel could see it was blue and sheer. He threw the pink scarf, as he admired the new scarf he had chosen from his cloak pocket. He tied it around the unconscious woman’s neck with satisfaction. 

As the strangler pulled out a metal tool, Laurel bent down to Brent. His blood was hot and sticky, soaking into her dress immediately. The sobs came from somewhere deep inside her chest. She hoped that the EMTs arrived and saved the love of her life.

Brent’s hand moved to her face, pushing back her bangs with compassion. His fingers were trembling, and she desperately kissed his fingers, tasting his salty skin for the last time.

“I love you, no matter what happens. You’re the most important thing that ever happened to me. Please run. Get away from this monster and get safe, please. This is all my fault. I won’t die knowing I killed the only thing I ever loved. You have to go Babygirl...go now.”

He gagged on his blood. The sound tore through her like the murder weapon.

She stood in a hazy fog. She took the deepest breath she could manage, letting her fear and rage out at the same time.

“If my love dies, you do too!” The words came out like a battle cry.

The stranger laughed. The sound was cruel, and dismissive. He lunged at her throat with another scarf pulled from his coat. A blue scarf danced around her neck like a ballet recital. She leaned into him to let him think he had her. Then, she kicked him between the legs as hard as she could.

She remembered his high-pitched sound. She remembered exactly how he dropped the scarf and it fluttered to the ground, in slow motion. As he grabbed himself, Larel jumped on his shoulders. She got him in the crouching position and felt a surge of power. 

Wrong move... he sprung up like a jack-in-the-box, and she went flying backwards. The impact knocked out her breath. Her back, tailbone, and neck... every nerve was screaming. 

Her head had hit the ground last. The world started to blur, as black spots began eating at her vision. The attacker got on top of her and somehow had the scarf around her throat. The sheer fabric felt wrong... too delicate for something causing so much pain.

She remembered clawing at it. She tried hitting away his hands with all her might. But he was too strong for her. As the colorful scenery around her started to swirl into nothingness, she heard a beautiful sound. 

Sirens. 

Beautiful, wonderful, sirens!

The stranger dropped the scarf in a panic. She saw the figure bend over and pick something up from the grass. The knife... no, some kind of tool? It was the last thing she remembered seeing before the darkness set in.

“Stop right there! Don’t move or I’ll shoot!”

Gunshots rang through the air. Blinding lights turned into black nothingness as she fell unconscious.

Laurel opens her eyes and the hospital room solidifies around her. It is real, present, and in the now.

She touches her throat and feels the bruises. They’re tender and angry. The ghost of the scarf still seems to tighten with every breath she takes. Her chest feels hollow and tender to the touch.

She knows before anyone tells her. She already knows with absolute certainty.

Brent is gone.

The love of her life isn’t a beaming light of heroism anymore. The man who stood up for everyone and who died trying to save a stranger...gone.

The tears come finally. They are hot and relentless. They soak the gauze on her forehead as her head twists into the pillow. The hot tears burn her eyes and she lets them flow. They fall into her mouth and taste like salt and copper. She continues sobbing until others hear her, and she doesn’t care.

A nurse appears in the doorway. Her face shifts when she sees Laurel awake and crying.

“Oh, Ms. King. You’re finally awake. Let me get the doctor for you, dear.”

But Laurel doesn’t want the doctor, she wants Brent. She wants to go back twenty-four hours and tell him not to stop. She wants to tell him to drive past Amanti, so they can stay at home and make love all night. She wants to scream at him that no one is ever worth his life.

But she can’t go back in time. She can only move forward into this new world. This terrible new world where Brent doesn’t exist, and she has to figure out how to keep breathing anyway.

The doctor comes and checks her vitals. He asks her a few questions and she answers mechanically. Then, he tells her what she already knows.

“Your boyfriend didn’t make it. I’m sorry.”

The words land like bullets, even though she already knows Brent is gone.

Just like that, Laurel King’s old life ends in a hospital room, which smells like blood and antiseptic. All that she has now is fluorescent lights burning overhead, and the ghost of Brent’s last kiss, forever stained on her lips.
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Chapter Two: Agent Cassidy
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AGENT CASSIDY AWOKE to his alarm clock. “Don’t bet your future on one roll of the dice, better remember lightning never strikes twice. Please don’t drive at eighty-eight. Don’t want to be late again...” He looks over and sees that the clock is reading six am.

He groans and sits up, listening to the classic rock station as he rubs the sleep from his eyes. The kitten purrs beside him as his vivid dream lingers... her curly strawberry blonde hair, the way she tastes when they make love, the feeling that he knows her from somewhere. He’s been having the same dream for weeks now, with the same woman each time. 

“Alexa. Off!”

Snickers jumps off the bed as Cassidy leans over to put on his socks. He smells them for good measure. They pass the dead body smell test, so he stretches the mismatch socks around his puffy feet. They are sore from walking the crime scene the day before... another body, another scarf, and another family destroyed.

His thoughts drift back to the mystery woman as he heads to his bathroom. The marble gleams in the early light, mirrors reflecting his tired face back at him. His late wife designed every room, picked out each fixture. Sometimes, he still expects to see her standing there, telling him his tie doesn’t match his shirt.

As he brushes his teeth he thinks of his dream woman again. Petite, with a beautiful strawberry blonde curl that
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