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      “Are you ready for this, baby?”

      Detective Isaac Taylor stuffed the last of his barbecue pork taco into his mouth and stared at the most beautiful woman in the world.

      Was he ready?

      Was she kidding?

      He swallowed his mouthful and licked the sauce from his lips.

      “I am more than ready to marry you, darlin’. But you already know that.”

      They had just come from the courthouse, where they’d met in the middle of the day to obtain their marriage license. Now, they sat at a picnic table in the food truck lot where he’d treated her to a quick lunch before they both went back to work.

      As Mondays went, this was a pretty freaking good one.

      Sidney wiped her hands with a napkin.

      “I am more than ready to marry you too. But I’m not talking about the wedding. I mean the craziness. It’s about to begin.”

      “The craziness?”

      “Yep.”

      “Hmm. What is this craziness of which you speak?”

      Sidney grinned at him, and his day got even brighter. How in the world a social misfit like him had scored a gorgeous, smart, sexy woman like her, he would never know. But he’d be forever grateful.

      “You know what I’m talking about. Weddings always make people crazy.”

      “I’ve heard the rumors.”

      He downed the last of his soda and smiled at her.

      “And we both have family coming in this week. It’s about to get really hectic. I’m glad I decided to take the week off from work. I have a million things to do before the wedding.”

      Sidney sighed, and Isaac just knew that she was running her to-do list through her head.

      “I’m really grateful that Zoe let me take the week off.”

      “Well, just make sure to keep in mind what we’ve already agreed to, okay? You and I are not going to get caught up in all the craziness, remember? That’s why we sent your family a list of five-star area hotels to choose from, and we set my grandad up at Adam’s place, where he and Bree have way more room, and a maid. That way we don’t have to worry about hosting anyone at our house this week.”

      “Yes, I know. And everyone agreed and understood. But I’ve got the family brunch at the hotel tomorrow when everyone gets in. Oh! Which reminds me that I need to call there and finalize the brunch menu. And we’ve got the bachelor and bachelorette parties coming up, and the rehearsal dinner. And we have to…”

      “Sidney.”

      Isaac’s tone was firm when he cut her off. He reached out and took both of her hands in his own, and looked into her eyes.

      “It’s all going to be great. Don’t let the process stress you out, okay? We’re in the home stretch now. The location’s set, the florist and caterer are booked, the DJ’s ready to rock. Your gown is being altered. Everything is done. Let’s just relax and enjoy it, all right?”

      She sighed, and Isaac could tell she tried to stop the smile that was slowly spreading over her luscious lips.

      “All right. But you do realize that telling a bride not to stress out five days before her wedding is like telling a bird not to fly, don’t you?”

      Ike grinned. “Well, maybe I’ll just have to come up with a few ideas to keep you relaxed and happy, huh?”

      “Intriguing thought. What have you got in mind?”

      “Oh, I don’t know.” Still holding her hands in his, he ran his thumbs back and forth over her knuckles. “Maybe a little preview of what to expect on our honeymoon.”

      He leaned in and kissed her lips. He couldn’t stop himself.

      “I like the sound of that. Especially since you won’t tell me where we’re going.”

      “Nope. You get no hints.”

      “But you know that I’ve never been anywhere but here and California. The states I drove through to get from there to here were just a blur, since I wasn’t exactly sightseeing at the time. At least tell me if we’re going to another state?”

      “No hints.”

      “Come on, Ike! I don’t even know what to pack.”

      “You don’t need to pack anything but a bathing suit, darlin’. A bathing suit and a toothbrush. That’s it. And you probably won’t even be wearing the bathing suit much.”

      “So… we’re going someplace with a beach?”

      She gasped and her face lit up with a guess.

      “Are you taking me back to California because I miss the Pacific Ocean?”

      Isaac chuckled and opened his mouth to reiterate that he wasn’t about to give her any clues, when his cellphone rang. He held up a finger — the universal symbol for wait a second — and pulled the phone from his pocket. It was police dispatch.

      “Taylor.”

      “Good afternoon, Detective Sergeant. You and Detective Vega are needed at the bowling alley downtown. There’s been a shooting. Officers on scene say there are two bodies and possible wounded. EMTs and CSU have already been dispatched.”

      “Okay.”

      The word came out on a sigh.

      “Detective Vega is not with me at the moment, so you’ll need to call him. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      He ended the call and looked at Sidney.

      “I’ve got to go. Dead bodies. Two of them, at the bowling alley.”

      “Homicide in the broad daylight?”

      “It happens.”

      They stood and gathered up their trash.

      “Well, I need to get going too. I promised to swing by the shelter for a bit to drop off some worksheets for the kids and clear some things off my desk before the wedding.”

      “What happened to taking the week off?”

      “I am off. This is just going to take a few minutes. An hour, tops. The shelter is pretty full right now, and I feel kind of like I’m leaving them in the lurch.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Six adults and seven children. There’s a lot of abuse going on out there unfortunately. A couple of the residents are getting ready for court dates. A few others who are going through coaching for job interviews. And I’m tutoring some of the children in math and reading. It’s been crazy.”

      They tossed their trash into the bin, and Isaac wrapped his arm around her waist, pulled her close, and walked her to her car.

      “So what’s going to happen next week when you’re busy making love on a beach somewhere?”

      She smiled at him and his stomach did this weird, decidedly un-manly, quivering thing.

      “Is that what I’ll be doing next week, Detective?”

      Her voice was flirtatious, and Isaac grinned and opened her driver’s door.

      “Oh, trust me. There’s going to be a whole lot of that going on, Ms. Fairchild. And I’m dearly sorry that we can only take two weeks away.”

      He leaned in and nibbled on her neck, and Sidney giggled.

      “Well, I imagine we’ll make the most of those two weeks. And to answer your question, Zoe’s offered Julie some overtime pay to take some extra hours the next two weeks while I’m gone. And we’ve had Beth, one of the residents, doing some filing and light office work for the past few weeks too.”

      “Good.” Isaac kissed her lips. “Because I don’t want you preoccupied with work concerns once I’ve got you all to myself.”

      One last kiss, this one lingering. Then he sighed, and she slid into the car.

      “Gotta go. You be careful going to Hope House.”

      “I will. See you tonight, husband-to-be.”

      “Love you, wife-to-be.”

      “I love you back. Be safe.”

      Isaac watched her drive away before he got into his own car and headed off to another crime scene.
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      Isaac pulled up at the bowling alley where a large portion of the parking lot had been sectioned off with bright yellow police tape. The place was teeming with people in uniforms — police officers were keeping the growing crowd of gawkers at bay, while paramedics were tending to a person who appeared wounded. On the ground, lay two bodies, and the crime scene techs were hovering over them. Off to the left he saw the news trucks moving in.

      “Detective Sergeant.”

      An eager-looking officer guarding the scene snapped to attention. He was either a rookie or a detective hopeful, Isaac thought. Maybe both. Either way, Isaac acknowledged him with a nod and slipped under the police tape. He spotted his partner across the parking lot already looking over the scene, and he headed that way.

      “What have we got, Pete?”

      “Witnesses say there was no altercation. Guy just follows a small group of people out of the bowling alley and opens fire. Then he takes off.”

      “Can witnesses describe the shooter? Or the car he took off in?”

      Pete shrugged a shoulder.

      “I just got here and got the scoop from a uniform. I haven’t questioned anyone yet.”

      He turned and looked Isaac in the face.

      “You and Sidney get the license?”

      Isaac grinned at the mention of it. He couldn’t help himself. He was marrying the woman of his dreams in just a few days.

      “Yeah. We’re all set.”

      He turned his attention to the bodies on the ground and moved in closer, digging a pair of blue latex gloves from his pockets and pulling them on.

      The gloves brought an unpleasant memory of the thick nitrile gloves he used to wear at crime scenes like this. All in an effort to keep from touching the dead bodies and having a flash of the victim’s last few moments of life.

      But all that had changed now.

      Everything in his life had changed the day Sidney floated in and brought her sunshine and warmth.

      He stepped carefully beside a CSU tech who was taking pictures of the body. She looked up at him.

      “We found a couple of shell casings, Detective. Look like .45s to me.”

      She pointed a few feet away to where she’d marked the shells, and Isaac walked over and gingerly knelt to examine it. He studied the casing without touching it.

      “Definitely a .45,” he mumbled, and stood. He turned back to the tech. “Was this a robbery?”

      “We haven’t gotten that far yet, sir. You’re welcome to check.”

      Isaac glanced at Pete and nodded toward the body.

      Pete understood his non-verbal perfectly and quickly stepped over to the body. Lightly, he patted the corpse’s pockets with gloved hands and pulled out a wallet. Isaac watched him flip through it.

      “Victim’s name is Derrick Powell and he…” Pete checked the wallet thoroughly, “was not robbed.”

      He handed the wallet over to Isaac and then went over to the other body.

      Isaac flipped through the wallet himself noting all cash and credit cards still there. The tech handed him two evidence bags.

      “Thanks.”

      Pete came back holding the second victim’s wallet.

      “Ian Pembroke. Also not robbed.”

      “So if it wasn’t robbery, maybe it was personal.” Isaac handed Pete one of the evidence bags. “Where are our witnesses?”

      “All inside with Officer Drake,” Pete said, placing the wallet inside the bag.

      “All right. Let’s leave CSU to it and get started.”

      Inside the bowling alley a group of six people sat silently while Officer Drake looked on. Isaac gestured to him.

      “Stay here while we separate them out one by one for questioning.”

      “Sure thing, Detective.”

      Over the next hour they spoke to the girl who worked the shoe rental counter, the man who ran the concession stand, the owner of the bowling alley, and three patrons who’d been bowling with the two dead victims earlier in the day. By the time they had questioned them all, Isaac felt no closer to understanding what had happened than he had before they’d begun. He looked at Pete and shook his head.

      “So these two over here were bowling with Pembroke.” He gestured to two of the bowlers.

      “Yes, and that one was bowling with Powell.”

      “And according to them, Powell and Pembroke did not know each other.”

      “So they say.”

      “We’ll need to pick them both apart and see if that holds up.”

      “Yep.”

      “Did you notice that all of our witnesses describe the gun in great detail?”

      “Oh, yeah. Hard to ignore a description like that. Gold plated and ornate. Fancy grips. But they can’t say what the shooter looked like. What the hell is that about?”

      Isaac shook his head. “I don’t know, but it doesn’t sound… normal.”

      “I’ll say. I mean, none of them can even say for certain that the shooter was even inside the bowling alley. Some of them say he was and that he followed them out. Others say the shooter was outside and opened fire as they exited the building.”

      Isaac gestured to the pool of witnesses again.

      “Yes, but the girl from the shoe rental counter didn’t recall seeing him at all. She said that she rented bowling shoes to five people. So if the shooter was inside at any time, he didn’t bowl.”

      Isaac turned to Officer Drake and motioned to the witnesses with a nod of his head.

      “They’re all free to go, but make sure we have contact information on all of them.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He and Pete left the building, and Isaac ran a hand over the back of his neck.

      “Two groups of people who claim not to know each other, both leaving the bowling alley at the same time.”

      “And a shooter who may or may not have been inside watching them bowl,” Pete offered.

      Isaac glanced over to where the CSU techs had completed pictures and were now actively gathering evidence.

      “And none of those people can describe the shooter, yet they all perfectly describe the gun used.” He looked at Pete. “Something about that just doesn’t sound right.”

      “Nope. But the gun sounds beautiful.” Pete grinned.

      Isaac smirked at him. “I’ll see you back at the house.”
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      “Okay, I’ve left the worksheets here in this folder marked school, and they’re separated by grade already, but to make it easier on everyone I’ve also written the children’s names on them. So all you have to do is grab and go. There’s enough worksheets there for the entire two weeks I’ll be gone, so the children will each have something to work on. I also left some fun coloring and activity sheets in their packets.”

      “Sidney, you’re too much,” Zoe exclaimed. “Teaching the resident’s children isn’t even part of your job description. And most of them are still able to go to school every day.”

      “Well, I know, but then there are ones like Beth’s daughter, Kylee. She still can’t send that girl back to school what with Hank threatening to grab her and run. Oh! That reminds me. I also brought a few  books for Kylee.”

      She dug into her tote bag and pulled out three paperback books from a popular children’s series and set them beside the school folder with a sticky note bearing Kylee’s name.

      “Make sure to let Beth know that these are here. They should help keep Kylee busy while I’m gone.”

      Zoe sighed. “You’re spoiling that girl.”

      “Who, Kylee? Or Beth?”

      “Both.”

      “I just feel bad for them. I mean, can you imagine, Zoe? Being afraid to send your child to school for fear of your highly abusive husband snatching that child and leaving the state with them? Or the country?”

      “I wish the cops could find that jackass. How is it that they can’t seem to locate him, yet he still manages to get threatening notes and messages to Beth and terrorize her?”

      “I don’t know. But it’s all so sad.”

      “It is indeed.” Zoe stretched and then popped up. “Oh, this came for you in the mail. It’s a postcard from someone named Angela Mason.”

      Sidney’s stomach did an anxious bounce, and she spun around and looked at Zoe.

      “Angela Mason? Really?”

      She hurried over and took the postcard, reading it eagerly.

      “Oh, my gosh!”

      “What is it?”

      Sidney glanced around to make sure no one was in earshot, then she looked at Zoe.

      “It’s from Ann.”

      Zoe gasped. “I had no idea. What’s it say?”

      Sidney rushed to the door and closed it. Then she walked back to Zoe’s desk and said softly, “She and her kids have settled in a small town just outside Calgary.”

      “Canada?”

      Zoe sounded mildly shocked, and Sidney nodded and kept reading.

      “She’s found a job and a small apartment. She’s even managed to obtain a work visa. They’re doing well.”

      “Oh, that’s so great!”

      The relief gushed down over her like a waterfall, and Sidney smiled and walked over to the shredder, sticking the postcard through.

      “Wait! What are you doing? Why did you destroy it?”

      “It’s part of the plan. It has to be done.”

      Sidney watched understanding dawn on her boss’s face.

      “Of course. I get it. Very clever.”

      Sidney nodded and sat down at her desk. Now, also according to the plan, she would have to get a message to Ann’s elderly mother, just as they had agreed.

      “I still can’t believe you did this, Sidney. That you actually pulled it off.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, it just all seems so risky. Gutsy. I’m not sure I would’ve had the courage to send someone off like that. Not knowing what was in store for them.”

      “You make it sound like I pushed her.” Sidney shook her head. “I didn’t push her into this, Zoe. She came to me for help.”

      “Oh, no, no. That’s not what I meant. It’s just that… well, we all know from experience that running is risky.”

      “True. But I think staying in a highly abusive situation is riskier by far. Especially when you put two small children into the mix.”

      “I still can’t believe he threatened to kill her babies.”

      “I know.” Sidney leaned back in her chair and thought about how Ann’s voice had trembled when she’d told her that her husband, Donald, had threatened to kill their children after she’d asked him not to hit her in front of them.

      “Well, thankfully, he’s behind bars now, and there’s no way he’ll ever get a hint of where they are.”

      “I wish my sister, Hope, had run.” Zoe’s voice sounded far away, and she stared off into the distance. “Anywhere in the world. I just wish she was still alive and safe.”

      Sidney watched her and placed a hand over her own heart. She knew that Zoe often thought of the sister who’d been killed by her abusive husband.

      “You know, Sidney… we should think about making your services a staple here at Hope House. One we won’t actively advertise or offer. But it’ll be there, silently on the menu.”

      “But if we don’t actively offer it, how will they know it’s an option?”

      Zoe looked her in the eyes. “Oh, they’ll know. There’s already whispers and speculation around here about where Ann disappeared to. Word of mouth will do the advertising for us.”

      “You do know that I didn’t charge Ann any money for my help, right?”

      “Of course. We don’t need the money. Just the satisfaction that comes from helping an abused woman feel empowered again.”

      Sidney smiled at her boss. Sometimes, Zoe had the ability to really surprise her.

      “I love that idea.”

      A soft, but urgent knock sounded on the door and they both looked up when Beth rushed in.

      “Oh, Beth, good!” Sidney smiled at her. “I’ve left some things…”

      “You’ve got to help me!”

      The woman was near frantic and Sidney stared at her.

      “Hank won’t stop. He keeps sending me messages saying he’s going to grab Kylee and run, and I’ll never see her again. He’s getting worse and the cops still can’t find him. They keep saying they can’t track the phone he’s texting from. Can you help me get away, Sidney? Please! Can you help me, you know… the way you did for Ann?”

      Speechless, Sidney looked at Zoe and felt her heart drop down into her stomach.
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      “Beth, slow down.”

      Sidney led the distraught young woman to a chair and motioned for her to sit.

      “Take a deep breath and try to calm down, okay?”

      “I can’t calm down,” Beth said, taking a deep breath anyway. “He’s coming for my baby! He wants to take her and run.”

      “Beth…”

      “No. You don’t understand. He molested her!”

      All the air left Sidney’s lungs.

      She stared at Beth with a hollow pit in her stomach.

      “It’s the reason we fought that night.”

      Tears rolled down Beth’s face. Tears she didn’t even attempt to stop.

      “For months Kylee hadn’t been herself. Her grades started to slip. She wasn’t the same happy girl she’d always been. I thought maybe she was being bullied in school. I even went to talk to her teacher about it.”

      She paused and wiped her face with the back of her hand.

      Zoe rushed over with a box of tissues and Beth took a handful.

      “Kylee finally told me what had been happening. What Hank was doing to her. And I hate myself because I didn’t know.”

      She wiped more tears.

      “How the hell did I not know!” she screamed, her voice echoing around the office in an angry wail.

      “How did I not know he was hurting my baby?”

      Beth broke down, sobs wracking her thin frame.

      “Oh, honey.”

      Zoe pulled over a chair and sat next to her, wrapping her arms around her.

      Sidney wiped her own tears and then pulled over her desk chair and sat in front of Beth. She took the woman’s hand.

      “Beth, I’m so sorry. I had no idea.”

      “When she told me, I knew. I never questioned it. I believed her. I knew she was telling me the truth. And I hated myself for bringing that man into her life.”

      “Hank is not Kylee’s father?”

      Beth shook her head.

      “Kylee’s dad died when she was just three. I met Hank a few months later. From the beginning he called her his special girl. I thought he was so good with her. He helped me raise her. He’s the only dad she’s ever known. How could he do this?”

      She broke down into sobs again, and Sidney lightly squeezed her hand.

      “What did you do after Kylee told you what Hank had done?”

      “I confronted him. At first he tried to deny it. Then he went crazy. Started hitting me. He always hits me, but that night it was vicious. He said that we couldn’t leave him, that he would have us both and there was nothing I could do to stop him. Kylee was hiding when he was beating me. I know it’s the only reason he didn’t take her when he ran from the cops.”

      The room was silent for a long time, save for the soft sound of weeping.

      Sidney and Zoe exchanged a look while Beth cried.

      Finally Sidney took a breath.

      “Beth. If I agree to help you, there are some things you’re going to need. And some things you’re going to need to hear.”

      Beth perked up, still wiping tears.

      “You’ll help me?”

      “I will help you. But my time right now is limited. I’m getting married and leaving for two weeks.”

      “Oh, I can’t wait that long, Sidney, I just can’t. Three more weeks of Hank terrorizing Kylee and me? And what if he does something crazy like break in here or find us when we’re out somewhere? Please! Can’t you do something before you go?”

      Sidney sighed.

      “Possibly. That’s really going to depend on you.”

      “On me?”

      “Yes. On how much money you can scrape together in just a few days. That’s number one on my list of things you’re going to need. False papers cost money. So do plane tickets, or bus fare, and gas for cars. And that’s just one of the things you need to think about.”

      “I have some money. It’s the money from Billy’s life insurance. He was my husband. Kylee’s real dad. I never let Hank know that I had it because I knew he’d just drink it away. It’s in the bank in Kylee’s name. Is $250 thousand enough?”

      Sidney stared at her and then smiled.

      “Yes, that should be more than enough.”

      “Then you’ll help me? I’ll pay whatever you charged Ann.”

      “You’ll pay exactly what I charged Ann. Zero dollars. And yes, I’ll help you. But there are some things we have to talk about first.”

      “What things? I’ll do anything.”

      “First, you have to understand that if you go through with this, you’ll be leaving everyone you know behind. Family, friends, any support system you may have in place here is all gone.”

      “That’s okay. I don’t have anyone. If I did, Kylee and I wouldn’t be here.”

      “Second, you and Kylee need to choose new names. Steer clear of any name that has a family significance for you. No grandmother’s maiden name or anything like that. Doing that only makes it easier for Hank to find you. We don’t want that.”

      “Right.”

      Beth nodded, but she was beginning to look overwhelmed.

      “Third, you’re going to need to pick two cities. One to run to, and one to say you’re from whenever people ask you. And they will ask.”

      “Two cities? Got it.”

      “You’re going to want to learn all you can about your fake hometown, so that you’re not scrambling when someone asks you the simplest of questions.”

      “That makes sense.”

      “I’m going to need to take some pictures of you and Kylee, for the false papers.”

      “False papers. You said that before. What does that mean?”

      “You’re going to need things like a driver’s license from your fake hometown with your new name on it. A birth certificate for both you and Kylee. Passports if you choose a city in a different country. Things like that.”

      “Oh, my gosh. So many details I never would’ve thought about on my own.”

      “Neither would I.”

      Zoe sounded impressed, and she looked at Sidney with a new appreciation in her eyes.

      “Sidney, you’ve put a lot of thought into this.”

      “Yes, I have. These are tactics I used when I ran from my abusive husband. They kept me safe and under the radar for nearly two years. The name thing… that’s what tripped me up. It’s how Damien found me. Don’t make that mistake.”

      Beth nodded and stared at her intensely.

      “When do we start?”

      “We just did. I’ll take those pics of you and Kylee now, and I’ll contact my guy about the papers. He’s good and he works fast. So, be ready.”

      Sidney stood, and to her surprise Beth leaped up and locked her in a bear hug.

      “Thank you so much, Sidney! Thank you for helping me keep my little girl safe.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “I’ll go splash some water on my face and get Kylee in here for those pictures.”

      “Okay.”

      When she was gone, Sidney looked at Zoe.

      “Did I just agree to facilitate her running from her abuser the week of my wedding?”

      “Yes, you did.”

      “Why did I do that? I have a million other things to do this week!”

      “Because helping women escape their abusers is your new calling. And this abuser happens to be molesting a little girl that you’ve grown very fond of. You couldn’t say no.”

      Sidney sighed. “I wonder if she told the police about Kylee’s claims.”

      “Claims? You don’t believe her?”

      “Oh, of course, I believe her. But I imagine they’d have to examine Kylee to determine Hank’s guilt. Or, at least to determine that molestation had taken place.”

      “And I doubt Beth would want to put Kylee through that.”

      “What mother would?”

      “Right? Poor thing.”

      “Well, I need to take these pics and contact my guy, and then get out of here. I have so much to do. I can’t believe I just added to my list. But you’re right. I couldn’t say no.”

      “Sidney, I’m here. I mean, I’ll help in any way I can. What’s next after you contact this guy?”

      “I send him the pictures, along with all the information.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning new names, new birthplaces, dates. Exactly what papers she’ll need. Then he contacts me when they’re ready. We meet in a public place for the exchange. Then Beth decides where she’s headed to, and I help her get to the bus station, or the airport, or whatever.”

      “I could do the exchange for you.”

      “No.” Sidney shook her head. “I just established a rapport with this guy. I wouldn’t want to spring a new face on him so soon.”

      “That makes sense. I can put Beth and Kylee on the bus or plane or whatever, when the time comes.”

      Sidney smiled at her. “I will keep that in mind.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      Back at the station, Isaac and Pete got to work on the two shooting victims, looking into their backgrounds and known associates, trying to find any connection between the two men.

      After a solid two hours of work, Isaac looked up and sighed.

      “Tell me you’ve got something, Pete.”

      Pete sat back in his chair and shook his head.

      “Nothing. There is nothing that connects Derrick Powell to Ian Pembroke. No red flags in his finances. Nothing that would make him a target for anybody.”

      Isaac tossed the pencil he was fiddling with onto his desk.

      “I’m coming up empty on Pembroke too. Nothing unusual with his finances or on his social media. And no connections to Derrick Powell. Seems our witnesses’ assertions that the two vics didn’t know each other is correct.”

      “Which would make this a random shooting. But why?”

      Isaac shook his head.

      “That’s what we have to figure out. And with no leads on the shooter, we’ve got nothing.”

      “That is not what I wanted to hear, Sergeant.”

      Isaac and Pete looked up to see Gavin Hayes heading for their desks.

      “Two dead bodies, shot down in broad daylight, and zero suspects?”

      Gavin did not sound pleased.

      “I know how it sounds, Lieu, but…”

      “No car descriptions? Camera footage? Anything?”

      “Not so far. We do have the IT department checking security footage from the bowling alley parking lot and a couple of the surrounding businesses, but not one of our witnesses can give us a description of the shooter.”

      Gavin let out a sigh heavy with disgust, and Isaac could feel his boss’ frustration.

      “Well, a call just came in. There’s been another shooting downtown at Birdie’s Tavern. I’m giving it to you because it sounds too similar to what you’ve already got.”

      “And here I thought it was going to be a lazy Monday with only one open case on my desk before my honeymoon.”

      “And speaking of that other case…?”

      There was a question on the end of that dangling sentence, and Isaac knew what Hayes was getting at. The open case in question was a man from a wealthy family — Gregory Townsend — found dead four days ago in the study of the house that he shared with his young widow, Susan. She hadn’t been home at the time, and there was no evidence of forced entry, no evidence of a struggle. The man had simply sat down in front of the large flatscreen and died.

      Isaac sighed as he stood.

      “I know what you’re asking, Lieu, and we don’t have any updates for you yet on that one either. We’ve questioned all the players there.”

      “A few of them multiple times,” Pete interjected with the droll sarcasm Isaac was coming to appreciate.

      “Every one of them made mention of this family curse that the victim spoke about often. Some say he would lament the curse, while others say he spoke of it like it was inevitable. A fact of his life that he knew he couldn’t escape. And Hiroshi says the autopsy shows the man was healthy. I’m starting to wonder if this death is even homicide.”

      “And yet the wife insists that it is,” Gavin sighed.

      Isaac responded with a shoulder shrug.

      “Assuming it is,” Gavin continued, “what’s your theory?”

      Isaac cocked his head and glanced around.

      “Everyone in his life knew about this so-called curse placed on his great-grandfather by a supposed witch. A curse that makes all the men in his family drop dead at a young age. He apparently talked about it all the time. Assuming that it was in fact homicide, I’d say someone is using this alleged curse as the perfect cover-up for a murder. We just don’t know how to prove that yet. I’ve asked Hiroshi to go back over his autopsy findings, maybe even send a sample out for more extensive testing, but I’m not holding my breath.”

      Gavin nodded. “All right. You’d better get downtown.”
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      Gavin watched Ike and Pete leave the pit and head off to their second shooting location. When he turned to go back to his office he couldn’t help but notice the handful of glances shooting his way.

      Detectives in every corner of the pit looking and whispering.

      He rolled his eyes at no one in particular and marched to his office with one question burning a hole
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