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			To Stephanie Rostan

		

	
		
			
				What the hell is going on?

				—Imogen Heap

			

		

	
		
			Prologue

			–––

			Odds Against Tomorrow

			Las Vegas, Nevada

			I’ve heard that most people go through life without encountering a serial killer. In fact, the vast majority make it through without ever experiencing serious peril. They just saunter along, whistling jauntily to themselves (at least, that’s how I imagine them), and then, after a relatively peaceful spin atop this green-and-blue marble, they expire in their sleep, a gentle smile on their lips.

			Gee, I wonder what that’s like.

			Because here I am, halfway through my twenty-fourth year, about to confront my second murderous psychopath. Wait, no—this is the third. When you forget one? That’s a bad sign.

			At this point, maybe I should just acknowledge that a nice, normal life was never in the cards for me. Chasing down a freak? Yawn…must be Tuesday. Some combination of fate and DNA resulted in me being launched into the void like a pinball, destined to bang into all the dark shit out there.

			“You ready, toots?” Dot asks in a low voice.

			I nod, tightening my grip on the gun. She holds up a finger and counts:

			One…

			Two…

			On three, she throws open the door and I charge out.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			–––

			Crossfire

			Four days earlier in Penrose, Colorado

			Wright leaned over his shoulder, peering out at the road ahead. “Shit, man. Can you even see?”

			Peterson didn’t answer, intent on driving. The prison bus was a beast in the best of times, and this was definitely not that. The wiper blades were basically just moving ash back and forth, smearing it across the windshield in dark streaks. Visibility was down to a few yards, the entire sky blotted out by smoke. It wasn’t much past noon but looked like twilight, the only sign of daylight an apocryphal red sun.

			It’s like driving into hell, Peterson thought, repressing a shudder.

			Wright wasn’t helping. Every few minutes he’d let out a low whistle and say something stupid, like, “You sure this road is still clear?”

			No, dumbass, Peterson wanted to snap. I’m not sure of anything anymore. The road had been clear when they’d left the supermax an hour earlier, but how in the hell was he supposed to know now? Cell service was down, and they were supposed to stay off the radio unless there was an emergency.

			It hadn’t been like this when he drove to work that morning. The only sign of a wildfire then had been a slight tickle in the back of his throat as he belted out “Jolene,” evoking memories of camping with his dad when he was a kid. Aside from what looked like morning fog, you’d barely have known a fire was raging nearby.

			Well, it sure as shit looked like it now. On this section of Route 24, you usually could see for miles, low, scrub grass–covered hills stretching into the distance. But now, all that dry brush was aflame. The wildfire was eighty acres wide and growing by the minute. The smoke to his right was tinted red, and he would’ve sworn heat was coming off it. Should I call in? Their bus had already been diverted once because I-25 was overtaken. If this road had become impassable, too, wouldn’t someone have let them know?

			Peterson swore under his breath. It was the warden’s fault for waiting so long to start the evacuation. Granted, shifting more than three hundred of the nation’s most dangerous criminals to different prisons probably wasn’t easy. He’d heard rumors that Colorado State Penitentiary had flat out refused to take any, claiming they didn’t have beds to spare. Which was why he was driving these assholes to Sterling Correctional instead, nearly two hundred and fifty goddamn miles away. And at the rate they were going, they wouldn’t get there until nightfall.

			Peterson really didn’t want to be dealing with these creeps after dark. He was a year into this gig and already hated it. Lifers like Wright got off on the power trips, but that wasn’t his scene. If it weren’t for the benefits, he would have left after a month; now, he was just waiting on a transfer to minimum security. At least there you were dealing with human beings. A glance in the rearview mirror showed two dozen figures in dusky orange scrubs, each shackled in a bus seat. As the last guy hired, Peterson had been assigned the worst of the worst: cartel bosses, serial killers, even a couple of goddamn terrorists. They were, to a man, eerily silent and expressionless. He wondered if that meant they were as freaked out as he was.

			Either that, or they were plotting something. One of them was a notorious escape artist, and when he’d gotten the assignment, Peterson’s first thought had been, Shit. I bet we end up getting mowed down by a bunch of narcos with AR-15s.

			But even they wouldn’t be crazy enough to drive through this, he thought grimly.

			“Shit!” Wright cried out.

			Reflexively, Peterson hit the brakes. The rear of the bus skidded as the tires fought for purchase. Wright was thrown against the wire gate separating them from the prisoners, his yelp matched by shouting from the back. There were a scary few seconds as Peterson rode the tipping point; he could feel the back of the bus wanting to cant sideways, dragging them with it. But the beast righted herself at the last moment, and he heaved a sigh of relief.

			It was short lived.

			“Ho-ly Christ,” Wright breathed, leaning forward.

			The fire had jumped the highway, leaving Peterson staring at a solid wall of flames. It looked how he’d always pictured the Red Sea when Moses parted it, red stretching up on either side and smoke swirling in between. Tendrils started to leach into the bus despite the closed windows, and a few of the assholes in the back started coughing. One swore in Spanish, yelling for them to turn around. Within seconds the cry was taken up by the others, a cacophony of men screaming for him to head forward, or back, Just go, you bastard!, Drive, asshole!, along with a lot of choice comments about his mother.

			“Peterson,” Wright said from his shoulder. “Hate to say it but they’re right, man. I think we gotta go back.”

			Peterson realized he’d frozen. He shook it off and checked the side mirror. It didn’t look much better behind them, but at least that section of road was familiar. He cautiously shifted into reverse and slowly started to back up the beast. Route 24 was just two lanes, barely deserving of the title “State Highway.” He cursed under his breath; this was going to require a twenty-point turn.

			He was halfway through it, the bus perpendicular to the road and straddling both lanes, when Wright shouted again. Higher pitched this time, really more of a scream.

			Intent on making sure the unwieldy bus didn’t slide into the trench lining the berm, Peterson chanced a look where Wright was pointing.

			A semi was coming straight at them, screaming out of the smoke at a hundred miles an hour. Through the windshield, Peterson could see two men in cowboy hats, their eyes wide and mouths open. The truck braked hard, stuttering into a skid. The back swung out as it started to jackknife, but it was too late. There wasn’t even time to pray before the semi slammed into them.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			–––

			Two Smart People

			Forty miles outside Las Vegas, Nevada

			I shuffled through the bills in my hand again, then said, “Um, I actually gave you a hundred.”

			The mini-mart cashier narrowed his eyes. “You sure ’bout that?”

			I nodded earnestly, trying my darndest to look truthful.

			He hesitated, then lifted the drawer and chuckled. “Well, hell. Sorry, miss. You wouldn’t believe how many folks try to pull a fast one.”

			“Really?” I ruefully shook my head, reflexively mirroring him. “Terrible. Who would do such a thing?” Me, I thought. Up until a couple months ago, most definitely me. But I’d finally put my life as a grifter firmly behind me, once and for all. Hell, these past few months I’d practically become a poster child for law-abiding citizens.

			“Here you go. Change for a hundred.” As the cashier passed me a stack of bills, I caught movement in the security mirror mounted behind him. Glancing at it, I saw a teenager slip a bag of chips in his jacket and tsked internally. Sloppy. Kid was definitely going to get caught.

			The cashier’s eyes started to shift toward him. Impulsively, I tucked a five in the tip jar to distract him. “That’s for you.”

			He threw me a puzzled look. “Well, thanks. Just so you know, that’s mainly for when I get someone coffee.”

			I shrugged. “Good karma. Pay it forward, right?”

			As I left, the kid darted through the door right ahead of me. In a low voice, I said, “You should be more careful. Juvie’s not worth a bag of chips.”

			The kid startled, then muttered, “Fuck off, Grandma.”

			As he loped away, I called out, “I’m twenty-four, shithead!” So much for being a Good Samaritan. It would serve him right if he got caught next time. Carefully balancing my stack of snacks and drinks, I cautiously navigated back to my parked Audi.

			When I got to the car, a pair of hands reached out of the passenger window. “Wow! You went crazy in there.”

			“Just grabbed the basics. Take these,” I said, passing over the Icees.

			Relieved of the worst of my burden, I circled the car and climbed in, tossing the snacks on the center console. Kat was frowning into one of the Icee cups. “Is it supposed to be brown?”

			“Oh yeah,” I said, nodding firmly. “We got lucky. They had pineapple and Coke.”

			“So this is Coke-flavored?”

			“Of course not,” I scoffed. “It’s both. Classic mix, trust me.”

			Dubiously she took a sip, then wrinkled her nose. “It tastes appalling.”

			“It’ll grow on you,” I promised.

			“I sincerely doubt that,” Kat said. “So why zombies?”

			“Why not?” I shrugged. One of the best things about my relationship with Kat was that since day one, we’d been engaged in an ongoing conversation with no clear start or end point. I would pick up the thread of something we’d talked about a week earlier, and without my having to provide any context, Kat was right back in it with me. I’d never experienced that with anyone before. For example, we’d spent most of the drive from San Francisco debating which type of fictional apocalypse would be preferable if given a choice. “I mean, slow zombies, obviously.”

			Kat shuddered. “I hate the fast zombies.”

			“Yeah, the ones in World War Z were terrifying.”

			“I Am Legend were worse,” she said. “I still have terrible nightmares about those.”

			“Same. But slow zombies are manageable. You just shore up your compound and wear long-sleeved leathers whenever you leave it.”

			She was already shaking her head. “The zombies always break in.”

			“Impossible,” I said. “Because my compound has a half mile of defenses on all sides. The outermost ring has a moat, then pointy sticks, then a fence, then another moat, and more sticks…”

			“Impressive,” she said.

			“Thanks. I’ve put some thought into it.” I shot her a grin. “What about you?”

			“Aliens,” she said decisively.

			“Seriously?” I threw her a look.

			“Yes. I believe they will most likely be friendly and solve all our problems.”

			“Or they’ll terraform our planet while enslaving and eating us.”

			Jutting up her chin she said, “I accept the risk.”

			I burst out laughing; the gravity her German accent lent her words always cracked me up. “You’re a nut, you know that?”

			“Yes. And you love that about me.”

			“Yeah, I do,” I said, reaching over and squeezing her hand.

			Taking another sip of her drink, she winced and said, “Oh no.”

			“What?”

			“It is growing on me,” she said, faux terror in her voice.

			“See?” I said triumphantly.

			“It’s oddly reminiscent of lebkuchen, even though it has none of the flavors,” she said, cocking her head to the side.

			“Mmm, lebkuchen. Totally my favorite,” I joked weakly. That sort of statement always highlighted the gaping chasm between our upbringings. Katarina von Rotberg (which was actually the abbreviated version of her name; on her birth certificate, she had at least a dozen more tucked in between) was an actual baroness, raised in luxury and “finished” by Swiss boarding schools and what she referred to as her “stint at Oxford.”

			Let’s just say that my life path had been markedly different. Six months ago, I couldn’t afford a tank of gas, never mind an Audi to put it in. Being gifted three million dollars in cryptocurrency had changed all that. But even though I had money now, I wasn’t fluent in the language that wealthy people like Kat spoke. Sometimes I bridled at that; other times it made me jealous.

			“It’s a kind of cookie,” Kat explained. “Filled with fruit and nuts. Very popular around Weihnachten. Um, Christmas,” she amended quickly.

			“It’s okay, Kat.”

			“I am not showing off,” she said defensively.

			“I know you’re not.” I sighed heavily and said, “I mean, neither of us can help how fancy we are, right?”

			“So fancy,” she agreed, cracking a grin.

			“And hot, too.”

			“So hot.” She shook her head. “It is a travesty, really.”

			“Hmm, I think travesty might be too fancy a word, even for us.” I waggled a finger at her. “Get it under control, otherwise people won’t be able to stand us. It’d be like staring into the sun.”

			She threw a chip at me. Nonchalantly, I scooped it off my lap and popped it in my mouth.

			“Ew.”

			“Just trying to take the hotness down a few notches.”

			“Very effective,” she agreed. “And yet you still remain very, very hot.”

			“Thank you.”

			“Perhaps we could stop off somewhere?” she asked, cocking an eyebrow while trailing her fingers up my thigh. “And arrive tomorrow instead?”

			“That’s tempting,” I agreed. We’d spent quite a bit of time in bed over the past three months. Better still were the moments in between: nights on the couch watching movies and laughing together or fine dining at some of San Francisco’s foodie destinations—places I never could’ve afforded a year ago (or even gotten into; it’s amazing how being a millionaire literally opened doors). We had even spent one magical weekend touring Napa’s vineyards.

			For the first time in my life, I was in what felt like a normal, happy relationship. I was crazy about Kat. She seemed to feel the same way about me. All I wanted was to spend every minute with her for the indefinite future. Maybe even the rest of my life.

			And if I was being honest, that scared the crap out of me. “Sorry,” I said, clearing my throat. “I promised Dot we’d be there by dinner.”

			“Who are these friends again?” she asked around the Icee straw.

			“Oh, just some people I met in Vegas when I stayed there last spring,” I said vaguely.

			“Well, I cannot wait to meet them. And to see Las Vegas. I have heard wonderful things!”

			“Just so you know, it’s not going to be anything like Ocean’s 11,” I warned. I’d discovered the hard way that Kat tended toward an overly rosy portrait of American tourist destinations, largely thanks to their heavily filtered appearances in movies.

			“I bet it will be even better!” She grinned at me.

			I smiled back wanly, wondering again if I should have booked a room at one of the fancier hotels on the Strip. But Dot had threatened to draw and quarter me if I did. And after all, we were going for her wedding; the least I could do was check us into one of her motels. Still, I was more than a little trepidatious about how Kat would react to staying somewhere that Tripadvisor described as “kitschy-cute, but watch out for bedbugs.”

			And that wasn’t my only concern. Maybe it was finally time to come clean with Kat about everything that had happened last spring. In my defense, it wasn’t easy to explain that while completing my college education, I’d been abducted by a Pokémon-obsessed serial killer in Tennessee who shaved my entire body and painted me blue, only to be saved at the eleventh hour by a weird lady named Grace. I’d found out later that Grace had spent decades tracking serial killers in hopes of catching a specific one: her psychopathic twin brother. And in a truly delightful twist of fate, that psychopathic twin had latched on to me as his next victim. He lured me to Vegas, killed one of my new friends, and kidnapped another, all of which led to a showdown in a motel room, where Grace shot him dead. And here’s the real kicker: My newfound fortune came from that psychopath. In a move that seemed wildly out of character, Grace gifted it to me because she was already set financially.

			See? Complicated. Not exactly conversation fodder for a first date, or even a third. At least, that’s what I’d kept telling myself.

			But that excuse was wearing thin three months into our relationship. Kat would be meeting Dot in Vegas, along with Marcella and everyone else who had been involved (well, mostly everyone else; I very much doubted that Grace would be making an appearance). There were bound to be some awkward moments if people started reminiscing about our escape from a serial killer and Kat had no clue what they were talking about.

			But selfishly, I wanted to keep my secrets for just a little longer. Partly, I worried that sharing too much might taint what we’d built together. Or maybe I was just afraid to let her see that I was damaged goods. Because so far, I’d largely managed to keep my shit together around her. As far as Kat was concerned, I was an independently wealthy future clinical psychologist who hoped to start grad school next year. I’d become very adept at dodging any and all questions about my past, including my “stint” in Vegas.

			But later today, those two worlds were going to come together. I just had to hope they didn’t collide.

			“Everything okay?” Kat asked, snapping me back to the present. A sign ahead read LAS VEGAS, 30 MILES.

			“Yeah, great. I was just thinking that maybe you’re right. Aliens over zombies.”

			“I don’t know, you might have convinced me with your fancy defense plan.” Her eyes widened, and simultaneously we yelled, “Alien zombies!”

			We both collapsed in giggles. Wiping her eyes, Kat said, “I feel so lucky to have found you.”

			“Same,” I said sincerely. “Now let’s go do some stuff we’ll regret.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			–––

			Escape

			Penrose, Colorado

			Peterson woke up in hell. The air was filled with smoke, screams, and the smell of roasting flesh. He tried to get up, but as soon as he shifted, his body shrieked at him. Everything hurt, and when he swallowed he tasted blood.

			Okay, he thought from a distance. This is bad. Take it slow.

			The smoke-filled landscape outside his windshield was disorienting. As he coughed, he stared at it, trying to make sense of what he was seeing. The bus was on its side, he realized, and the windshield had shattered. Which also explained the shard of glass sticking out of his chest.

			Seeing it, he started to hyperventilate. Blood pulsed out with each breath, joining the thick slick already coating his uniform. Peterson squeezed his eyes shut tight. He was still alive, and he’d taken first aid back when he’d considered becoming an EMT. Stay calm, he told himself sternly. And no matter what, don’t touch that shard.

			He carefully shifted his hands and wiggled his fingers—they were free, at least, and seemed unharmed. His legs were pinned, though. Raising his head, he could see that they were trapped by something solid and heavy. He tried to shift it off his feet, but it was wedged in the footwell. And it was disconcertingly squishy.

			He looked around for something to use to free himself. The screams from the back were getting louder, but he couldn’t be bothered with that right now. Anything happening outside his body no longer mattered. In this state of detachment, he noted Wright lying a few feet away, gazing blankly at him. Part of Wright, at least. The window must have sliced him in half, and Peterson had a bad feeling that the other half might be what was pinning down his legs.

			Don’t think about it.

			It was getting hotter. The smoke was so thick he could see only a few feet in any direction, which honestly was a bit of a relief. Peterson blinked sweat out of his eyes. He fumbled around with his hands, trying to shift the weight on his legs…and then something moved in his peripheral vision.

			Peterson turned his head. A guy in orange scrubs was balancing on the gate that used to separate them from the prisoners; it must’ve been dislodged in the crash.

			Shit.

			“Please,” Peterson said plaintively. “Please help me?”

			The guy looked at him. He was older, tall and slim. The guy’s eyes flickered, reflecting the flames outside and something else…

			Peterson heaved a sigh of relief. Maybe they weren’t all assholes. In a real crisis, humanity shone through, right?

			Or maybe not, he thought as the guy leaned in and deftly plucked the shard from his chest.

			“My apologies,” the guy said in a low, oddly formal tone. “But I have a pressing matter to attend to.”

			“No,” Peterson protested, but it came out as more of a sigh. He experienced an overwhelming sense of lightness as the life flowed from his body. When the guy drew the shard across his throat, he barely even felt it.

			

			———

			“Um, Dot? I can’t breathe.”

			“Sorry, toots. I’m just so chuffed to see you!” Dot held me at arm’s length, beaming.

			“You look incredible,” I said appreciatively. Dot was dressed in a brilliantly patterned housedress with a leopard-print scarf wrapped around curlers. Her cat-eye glasses matched her outfit, and her makeup was perfectly applied.

			When we’d parted last May, Dot had spent weeks in hiding (thanks to me) and then Grace’s brother had murdered her best friend, Jessie (also largely thanks to me, since I’d turned out to be a magnet for serial killers). Fear and grief are exhausting; they had taken a lot out of all of us, especially Dot. But clearly she’d bounced back. She was glowing and looked every inch the blissful bride-to-be.

			“Look at me, running around in my unmentionables!” she said, tapping my arm. “But I just had to welcome you in person.”

			“The place looks great, too.” I cast a glance around. We were staying at the Mayhem, the nicer of the two motels that Dot owned. Still not as fancy as what Kat was probably accustomed to but decorated with lots of mid-century elements meant to attract a hipster crowd.

			“Thanks, toots. And this must be Kat!” Dot said, pulling her into an embrace. “My, aren’t you a knockout!”

			“That is awfully kind of you!” Kat kissed her on both cheeks, smiling. “Lovely to make your acquaintance.”

			Dot’s eyebrows shot up. “Yours too, toots. I hope you’re treating our Amber well, she’s a catch.”

			Kat nodded firmly. “Yes, she most certainly is.”

			I allowed myself to feel a rush of pride. This gorgeous blond goddess who could have pretty much anyone she wanted had chosen me. Sometimes, it still didn’t feel real. “Y’all are making me blush.”

			“Well, you deserve every last bit of happiness, Amber. Now, let’s get you squared away.” Dot tucked my hand under her arm as she led us toward the office. “I’ve got you booked in number twenty, it’s the best in the joint.”

			“Thanks, Dot,” I said with genuine relief. I knew it was silly to worry, but as we’d turned into the parking lot I’d gone cold, wondering if she’d accidentally put me in number five. Not that there was anything wrong with that room, unless—like me—you knew that Grace’s brother had strangled one of his final victims there, leaving her body in the bathtub.

			I shuddered involuntarily. Dot gave my arm a reassuring squeeze and said in a low voice, “You sure this is okay, kiddo? I can always get you a suite at the Nugget instead, just say the word.”

			“I’m good, but thanks.” I was trying to treat this week as a sort of exposure therapy; staying at the Mayhem meant I’d be forced to confront some pretty terrible memories, and maybe that would help me process them. At least, that’s what I was hoping. Besides, I wanted to be close by in case Dot needed anything.

			After all, I was one of her bridesmaids.

			I’d been genuinely shocked when she asked. Dot was the unofficial Queen of Vegas, universally beloved, with a vast network of people who either owed her a favor or liked her enough to help out for free. When I’d said as much, she explained, “I know we didn’t have a lot of time together, hon, but it meant a lot to me.”

			“So do I have any official bridesmaid duties?” I asked.

			“Just the dress fitting! Other than that, we’re all set.”

			“Really?” I said, slightly disappointed. “Aren’t I supposed to get you something blue?”

			“Only if you want.” Dot patted my hand. “I got a friend who’s kitting us all out. You’ll love her.” Off my expression, she added, “I just want you to enjoy yourself. Didn’t want to put you to work after you came all this way.”

			“Thanks,” I said, mollified.

			As we followed her toward the staircase, Kat said, “I smell smoke. Are there fireplaces in the rooms?”

			Dot burst out laughing. “Don’t I wish! That’s from the wildfire in Colorado. The winds shifted, and it’s smelled like a cookout all day.”

			“I heard about that,” I said. “It’s pretty big, right?”

			“A hundred acres and counting. Damn global warming.” Dot shook her head. “It’s messing with everything, isn’t it?”

			“Yeah. It’s chillier than I expected, too,” I said. “Thought a desert was supposed to be warm.”

			“Ain’t that the truth! Cold front blew in last night,” Dot said. “Hope you brought warm clothes.”

			“Oh, yeah. Turns out in San Francisco, you gotta bundle up.” That old Mark Twain saw, “the coldest winter I ever spent was a summer in San Francisco,” had proven to be accurate. If I hadn’t met Kat, I might’ve already bailed for warmer climes.

			Similarly, this was a very different Vegas from the one I’d left in late spring. The sky was slate gray, the air crisp. It didn’t look like there’d be much opportunity for the swimsuits we’d packed.

			We climbed the stairs to the second floor, passing a veranda complete with a firepit surrounded by Adirondack chairs. “So is Jim still out of town?” I asked.

			“For a couple more days,” Dot said. “I’m missing the hell out of him.”

			“Is that the groom?” Kat asked.

			“Yup. Instead of a bachelor party, he and some of his Marine buddies are riding motorcycles cross-country to raise money for injured vets.”

			“That is very cool,” Kat said.

			“That’s my Jim,” Dot said proudly. “He’s flying back the day before the wedding, so I’m on my own and ready for some quality gal time! Now c’mon inside.”

			We followed Dot into the office tucked behind the firepit. I watched Kat take in the space as Dot ducked behind the desk to grab a key. The office was charming, filled with polished wood and Coachella posters. Still, I worried that Kat was secretly finding it wanting.

			“Got it!” Dot popped up, brandishing a key. “Now, I want to hear all about how you two met.” The desk phone rang, and she frowned at it. “Ah hell, that’s probably number three complaining about the ice machine again. Why don’t you go get ready? Limo’ll be here in twenty.”

			“I’m so excited!” Kat chirped. “I have never been to an American bachelorette party before!”

			“Me either,” I muttered.

			“Well, you two are in for a treat!” Dot exclaimed. “Now excuse me while I grab this.” Picking up the receiver, she chirped, “Mayhem Motel, so close but so far out, can I help you?”

			She waved us out. Kat stopped on the balcony and shaded her eyes, scanning the motel’s exterior with what I hoped was delight. Turning to me, she gleefully exclaimed, “It is just like in the movies!”

			“Kind of,” I said, hoping a tiny bathroom without spa amenities would hold the same appeal. We trotted down the stairs together, and I popped the trunk on my Audi. After wrestling the bags out, I turned to find her looking perplexed.

			Kat frowned. “Where’s the bellhop?”

			“You’re looking at her,” I said grimly, wheeling the suitcases. “I warned you it wouldn’t be as fancy as Napa.”

			Gamely, she took the handle of her suitcase. “Right. No problem! Where’s the elevator?”

			Sighing, I motioned toward the stairs. “On the plus side, we get some cardio, right?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			–––

			Lady in the Death House

			Jefferson County, Colorado

			Deputy Sheriff Cynthia Veracruz guided her SUV up the long drive to the last house on Platte River Road, trying to repress her irritation.

			She was going to be late for dinner again, and all because some weekenders had freaked out when a random guy strolled onto their precious vacation property. Probably just a hunter who accidentally wandered out of the national forest. But it was an election year, and some of those weekenders voted, so her boss had her out here knocking on doors, warning people there might be a “shady character” in the area.

			At least the wildfire had veered away. It had been touch and go this morning, and there’d been a scary half hour when it looked like they might have to evacuate the entire area. But the wind had ticked up, thankfully, pushing the fire east and clearing away the worst of the smoke and ash.

			Cynthia parked in front of a small red house with blue trim that had seen better days. She’d been meaning to check on Mrs. Abbott anyway, especially with the fire coming so close. Two birds, one stone and all that.

			Walking up to the front door, Cynthia noted that the gutters needed a good cleaning. Best to handle that before the snows came, and they were already overdue. Maybe she’d send Bill out this weekend, have him muck them out as a favor.

			Developers had been sniffing around this property for years, but Mrs. Abbott was one of the last holdouts. She refused to sell and move into the retirement community her kids wanted to stick her in. Said she’d been born on this land and would die on it. There weren’t a lot of folks like her left.

			I’ll get Bill to check the steps, too, Cynthia thought as she carefully made her way onto the porch. Some of the boards looked almost rotted through. If Mrs. Abbott fell and hurt herself, all the way out here on her own…Cynthia shook her head. Maybe those Abbott kids weren’t wrong. Winters were tough up here in the mountains.

			“Mrs. Abbott?” she called out, rapping her knuckles against the door. “It’s Cynthia Veracruz.” She waited a few beats, then knocked again. “Hello?”

			Frowning, she cupped her hands and peered through the window. It was dim inside; all she could make out was the narrow hallway. There didn’t seem to be any lights on, even though twilight was falling. Cynthia felt a prickle of concern. Turning, she scanned the yard more carefully. No car, she realized belatedly. Millicent Abbott tooled around in an ancient Subaru Outback, and she made a point of never driving after dark due to her cataracts.

			Perhaps she’d had car trouble? Or gone to the store and was arriving home later than expected? She could even have evacuated, although Cynthia had a hard time imagining Mrs. Abbott leaving unless the fire was on her doorstep.

			Should she call it in?

			Cynthia bit her lip. It seemed silly to raise the alarm just because an old lady was out driving past dark. She’d take a lap around the property just to ease her own mind. Then she’d wait in the car for Mrs. Abbott to return. Bill would be less irritated about her lateness if it was for a good reason.

			Picking her way carefully through the high grass—it was late in the season for ticks, but you never knew—Cynthia rounded the corner of the house. Old statues peeked out of the overgrown lawn: Cynthia reflexively crossed herself as she passed the Virgin Mary. Should she have Bill give the yard a mow when it would be covered in snow soon? Might as well. She added it to her mental to-do list.

			The back door was wide open. Seeing that, Cynthia stopped dead. Someone had waded through the grass to the back porch, flattening a path that led all the way to the tree line. “Mrs. Abbott?” she called out, unclipping her belt holster. “Anyone in there?”

			No answer. Shady character, Cynthia thought as she pulled out her sidearm and braced it in front of her, slowly approaching the open door. “Sheriff’s department!”

			Cynthia gave the door a wide berth, circling around until she could see inside. It opened into a mudroom, where stacks of old boots were piled below hanging parkas and wool scarves.

			Cynthia drew a deep breath: Maybe Mrs. Abbott had left the door open by mistake?

			Or someone else had.

			Deciding, she clicked her radio and said, “This is Veracruz, I’m at the Abbott place on south Platte. Looks like someone might’ve broken in.”

			A pause, and then the dispatcher responded, “Got it, Cynthia. You need backup?”

			“I’m gonna take a look inside,” Cynthia said. “But yeah, probably not a bad idea to send another car.”

			“Cole’s close. He’ll be there in five.”

			“Thanks, Reina. I’ll keep an open channel.”

			“Roger that.”

			Cynthia eased inside, swiping her boots clean on the mat. An atavistic tremor stirred at the base of her spine: Something felt off. The house was too quiet, the air weighted—

			She nearly stepped in a dark pool that extended into the hallway from the kitchen. Cynthia drew a deep breath, bracing herself, and then edged around it to peer inside.

			It took a few seconds for her brain to make sense of what she was seeing. A few more to get a grip on herself—she was a professional, and this wasn’t her first dead body, not even the first time she’d seen the corpse of someone she knew.

			But it was the first time she’d seen anyone completely eviscerated. Crossing herself again, Cynthia muttered a prayer for poor Mrs. Abbott.

			“Sorry Cynthia, I didn’t copy that. Everything okay? You find Mrs. Abbott?”

			She’d forgotten she was on an open channel. “I found her. And we’re going to need more than Cole. She’s been murdered, Reina, and it’s bad. Real bad. You better tell the boss. And put out an APB for her car, okay?”

			A beat, then Reina gravely confirmed, “Roger that.”

			Cynthia went back outside to wait in her patrol car. She sat there for a minute, her mind oddly blank. Whatever had done that to Mrs. Abbott wasn’t human. Couldn’t be.

			Sirens in the distance. Cynthia drew a deep breath and checked herself in the rearview mirror. She barely recognized the person staring back with terror in her eyes. The truth was, whatever had done this, she never wanted to come face-to-face with it. Deep down, she hoped it had driven Mrs. Abbott’s Subaru far away from her and everyone she cared about.

			Shit. Bill. Cynthia dialed her cell phone, absently noting that her hands were shaking. “Hey, honey?” she said, trying to keep her voice steady. “I’m gonna be late. And, um, could you make sure the doors and windows are locked? I’ll explain later. Just do it.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			–––

			Ladies in Retirement

			Las Vegas, Nevada

			Fortunately, after we’d lugged our bags upstairs, Kat had exclaimed with delight over the room. It wasn’t as bad as I’d feared. In fact, a year ago I would’ve been floored by the retro light fixtures and high-thread-count bedding; funny how quickly my standards had changed. I was becoming a bit of a snob about stuff like that, which wasn’t something I was proud of.

			As promised, when Kat and I came back downstairs a half hour later, a stretch limo awaited. Dot was already ensconced inside, looking gorgeous in a vintage gown that Grace Kelly could’ve worn to the Oscars, topped by a fur stole in a nod to the chill outside. She held a champagne coupe and looked positively giddy. “Welcome, ladies! Can I pour you a glass?”

			“Sure,” I said. “I promise not to throw up on your shoes this time.”

			“Oh, that was some night, wasn’t it?” Dot tilted her head back to laugh while Kat looked puzzled.

			Turning to Kat, I explained, “Last time Dot took me for a big night out, I was overserved.”

			“And that’s not the half of it,” Dot said.

			“Yeah, I might’ve made a bit of an ass of myself,” I interjected hastily. “Ruined a koi pond, too.”

			Dot cocked an eyebrow at me, probably wondering why I wasn’t saying more. Smart cookie that she was, though, she smoothly added, “Don’t you worry, hon. No scorpion bowls on the menu this time.”

			“That’s a shame. I wouldn’t mind another trip to the Tiki Hut since I barely remember the last one.”

			“Another time. Tonight is strictly top shelf.” Dot winked at us. “Hope you’re ready to experience high-roller Vegas, Kat.”

			“Oh, I cannot wait!” Kat said.

			“And can I say, the two of you look stunning. Kat, hon, that dress is just the nines.”

			Kat beamed. Dot was right: She looked phenomenal. Her long blond hair was swept up into a complicated knot, and her makeup was perfect. She wore a strapless dress that brought out her green eyes and high heels that raised her up to at least five-foot-ten, which to me was basically Amazonian.

			“I swear, you’re the spitting image of Rita Hayworth in The Lady from Shanghai,” she added approvingly.

			“Yes? I have not seen this film.”

			“Oh, it’s fabulous. You’d love it,” Dot gushed. “Orson Welles directed it. He and Rita had been married, but they were estranged by the time it started shooting…”

			As Dot prattled on about the film, I gazed out the window. We were driving through the section of Vegas known as “Naked City,” which, according to Dot, was not generally the safest. The Mayhem did well in spite of that, though. As we cruised past pawn shops and bail bonds offices, I felt an unexpected pang of nostalgia. Six months ago, I couldn’t get away from Vegas fast enough. But even though I liked San Francisco, something about this garish neon landscape oddly felt more like home. That was probably largely thanks to Dot.

			As we turned into the parking lot of an apartment complex and two more woman climbed in, Dot clapped her hands with glee. Exchanging air kisses with them, she exclaimed, “Portia and Raquel, you look just gorgeous! Amber and Kat, these are two of my favorite Fatal Femmes!”

			I nodded and said hi as the two of them slid in next to me. They exchanged a look, and then Portia said, “Wait, the Amber? As in, Pikachu Amber?”

			“Um…” I shifted uncomfortably and threw Dot a look. The “Fatal Femmes” was a group of citizen sleuths who collaborated on unsolved crimes. Dot was one of the cofounders, and clearly, she’d shared more than I would’ve liked. She made a face and mouthed, “Sorry.”

			“Yeah, I guess,” I muttered.

			“What is Pikachu Amber?” Kat asked, eyes wide.

			“Long story,” I said evasively. “I’ll tell you later. So, um, are you folks working on any cool cases right now?”

			Weirdly, it was the Femmes’ turn to look discomfited. Avoiding my eyes, Portia said, “Oh, we’re not working on anything right now. Are we, Dot?”

			“Too busy, I’m afraid,” Dot said airily. I frowned; she was wringing her hands, which she only did when she was stressed. “But I guess that’s for the best, right?”

			“I guess,” I said as we pulled into
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