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      Private Investigator Riley Reid is determined to uncover the truth about an outbreak of strange fires in her hometown of Stone Harbor, Virginia. When the local church burns down, Riley is called in to help with the investigation. It soon becomes apparent that the blaze was no accident. But how they were set and by whom? All the while more buildings are put to flame.

During her investigation, Riley finds a new lead on the whereabouts of her birth parents and attracts the attentions of dangerous men—men whose attentions can be deadly.  Nobody can be trusted, and no one is above suspicion.
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Prologue: Crescent Moon
 
Off the highway in Barbour County, West Virginia, was a run down, dingy motel called the Crescent Moon. It was the sort of place where you’d bring home bedbugs if you were lucky and crabs if you weren’t. Only half of the rooms were in good enough shape to actually be rented out.
Most people didn’t even notice the Crescent Moon Motel’s existence. From the road it almost looked abandoned. There was a sign out front that advertised the place. Half the neon lights were out. A cartoon drawing of a crescent moon with a face was more creepy than inviting.
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Date Night
 
It was the night of July 2, and I was on a date. Amy Paxton, an officer of the Stone Harbor Police had set it up. The handsome man, several years my younger across the table from me, was a stranger. His name was Jimmy Alvarez. And he liked to talk.

“So … tell me about being a PI. Is it as exciting as it sounds?” asked Jimmy. He had an easy smile, like a comedian or conman. The candlelight produced shadows that highlighted the contours of his face.

“Exciting?” I laughed and then finished my wine in several large gulps. Jimmy was eagerly awaiting the rest of my answer. He looked like a child waiting for the ending of a story. “There’s nothing really exciting about it. In fact it’s mostly waiting and researching. 

“C’mon, there must be more to it than that?”

“Not really.” I called over the waitress with my hand.

“What can I get you, Miss?” Miss? I didn’t like being referred to in that way. It made me feel old. When it came from a lovely young woman in her early twenties, it made me feel ancient. She didn’t know that though. There was no need to be impolite.

“More wine, please.”

The young waitress nodded and left our table. We were in the middle of DeRomano’s, an Italian Restaurant in Newport News. It was a nice place. In the summer, diners were given tables outside on the top floor deck. From there, you had a picturesque view of the bay and the surrounding town.

Every table had a small candle on it. Glass candle chimneys enhanced the light they gave off. I could smell the salt water. Fumes from the kitchen made my mouth water. It was a situation I would have loved to be in with anyone but Jimmy.

There was nothing wrong with Jimmy. He was nice enough. But the date was doomed from the start. Amy practically forced me into it. As much as I wanted to decline, I knew doing so would lead to more drama than it was worth. Besides, I think it was a test. She wanted to know if I was attracted to men, for reasons obvious to anyone who had ever met her.

“Didn’t you help bust that crooked rehab center? What was it called … New Horizons?” Jimmy just didn’t give up.

“Fresh Horizons,” I corrected my date.

“Sorry, Fresh Horizons. That must’ve been exciting.” Jimmy dug into the complimentary basket of fresh bread.

“They tried to kill me and my best friend.”

The grin left Jimmy’s face. Perhaps my answer was a bit harsh. “I … I didn’t know. I’m sorry to hear that. Who tried to kill you?”

My mouth often got me into trouble. I had a bad habit of speaking before thinking. “I don’t know. But I will figure it out.”

Jimmy smiled again. “I’m sure you will, smart girl such as yourself. And you’re not only smart, but beautiful…”

I stood up. “I’ll be back. I need to use the ladies’ room.”

I left the table and Jimmy, and went downstairs. It was crowded. Saturday nights were exceptionally busy for DeRomano’s. The place was popular, especially for couples. Despite the amount of people there, it was romantic. And more importantly, it wasn’t too expensive.

As I waded through my fellow diners, I wondered. Did they love each other? Were there any other victims of arranged meals like myself? Was the tension sexual or nervous?

Men and women gathered around the bar. Each one of them struggled to get the overworked bartender’s attention. I almost pitied them. Then I remembered that I wasn’t exactly having an awesome time, either.

There was a wait for the women’s bathroom. That was okay with me. I didn’t really have to go that bad. It was an excuse to get away from Jimmy. In my purse, I heard my phone ring. When I took it out and looked at who was calling, I saw Detective Sam Greyson’s name. I held a hand over one ear and then answered.

“Hello?”

“Hey, Riley. Are you at your place?”

No, unfortunately I wasn’t at home. Instead I was out on a blind date with a nice but annoying guy and I wanted Sam to come save me. “No, I’m out. Why? What’s up?”

“It’s Lisa.”

“Hold on.” I quickly made my way to and out the front door. When I got outside where it was quieter, I asked, “What about Lisa?”

“I think you should get down here. She’s a mess. Just … can you get down here?” If I could somehow manage to travel through the invisible phone transmission and choke an answer out of Sam, I would’ve. Why not just tell me what happened?

“Yeah, where are you?”

“At the station.”

“Okay, I’ll leave now.” I hung up and hurried back into DeRomano’s.

“Is everything okay?” asked Jimmy as I arrived back at our table, out of breath.

“I gotta go; I’m sorry.”

“Oh … okay.” Jimmy was confused and a little disappointed. “Can I at least walk you out?”

“No, that’s necessary. Bye! Thanks for dinner.” I hurried away towards the stairs to the ground floor. Then I rushed out the door and to my car.
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Pressure
 
The speeds I drove at to get to Stone Harbor from Newport News were extremely unsafe, but I made great time. For all I knew, my best friend, Lisa Williams, was in a bad way. She needed me, speed limit be damned. Every curve in the road was a surprise. It was a miracle that I hadn’t crash.

I almost drove straight into the side of the brick wall of Stone Harbor Police Station. At the last minute, I remembered to hit the brakes. Part of me had the urge to just jump out, duck and roll. Then as my car went wherever, I’d be five seconds faster in finding out what had happened to Lisa.

Immediately upon bursting through the police station’s front doors, I saw Lisa sitting by Loretta Dawson’s desk. The older lady had her hand on my best friend’s back. She was gently rubbing it, trying to comfort her.

“I came as fast as I could.” I kneeled down in front of Lisa and held her hands. “What happened? Are you okay?”

“No, I’m not ‘okay’.” I’d never seen Lisa like that before. It scared me. She was the strongest woman I knew. She was unflappable. To see her so distraught and scared was unbearable. The fear she exuded scared me the most. “It’s Wilson.”

“What about Wilson?” We were referring to Lisa’s golden retriever. He was the nicest dog I had ever met.

“They killed him!” Lisa started to cry.

Truth was that when I heard the reason that Lisa was so upset was due to a dead dog, I was relieved. Does that make me a bad person? I loved dogs but I loved my best friend more. At least nothing had happened to her.

“Someone killed Wilson?” I leaned in and hugged my best friend. “Oh, baby, I’m sorry.” We separated and I asked, “How? When?”

Lisa wiped her eyes and nose. She took a moment to regain her composure the best she could. “I was at physical therapy, working on my back. My parents came to pick me up. I wanted to just go back to my apartment but they insisted. You know how my folks can be.”

I forced a smile and the hint of a nod.

Lisa continued. “Anyway, they took me to our house. And when we got there the lights were out…”

I don’t remember every word Lisa said that night. Her story was long and my memory was good but not supernatural. But I can summarize what she told me had happened.

The Williams family arrived back at their house to find power out. Lisa’s dad, Mr. Williams, went out to the garage to check the fuse box while his wife and daughter were inside.

There was a smell inside that reminded Lisa of rotting meat and rancid milk. Signs of a break-in were everywhere. One of the windows in their living room was shattered. It looked as if someone had gone through every drawer and closet.

Mr. Williams figured out what was wrong. Someone had physically removed several of the fuses. Before he knew it, the sixty-eight year old man was struck from behind. I later learned he was at the same hospital where Lisa was receiving her physical therapy, for stitches.

Inside the house, Lisa and her mom looked for any flashlights. At some point, they separated. Lisa was downstairs and her mom went out to find her husband who wasn’t answering his phone.

Lisa said she felt like she wasn’t alone in the house. She’d heard things like footsteps or wood creaking. It wasn’t until she saw a shadow dart from her living room to her dining room that she got scared.

The Williams residence had a balcony on the second floor that loomed over the vestibule. Before Lisa could get out the front door to join her parents, she heard a wet thud. Having not found any flashlights, Lisa used the flash on her phone’s camera.

“…and, see for yourself,” Lisa handed me her phone. I took it. There was a picture of her dog, Wilson, dead. It appeared that he had been beaten to death. I had really liked that pup.

“Who the hell would do something like that?” Loretta was disgusted. The question was rhetorical.

“Is your dad all right?” I asked.

“He’s over at Saint Mercy’s. It’s nothing serious, thank God. They’re going to give him some stitches. That’s about it.”

“And your mom?”

“She’s there with him.”

I stood up. Without breaking eye contact with Lisa, I asked, “Do you need somewhere to stay tonight. You shouldn’t be alone.”

“Thanks, Riley, but I don’t know. I think I’m gonna stay here. It’s probably safer. You should stay here too. Sam thinks the guys who did this are the same ones who attacked us at your office.”

“Why does he think that?”

I hadn’t heard Sam walk up behind me. “They left this behind.” He dropped a white plastic rabbit mask on Loretta’s desk. “Looks like someone out there doesn’t want to forgive and forget.”
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Heresy
 
I ended up spending the night with Lisa at the Stone Harbor Police Station. The following morning, I went home and slept through the day. Lisa and her parents returned to their house with police protection.

When I woke up, it was night time, and I had several missed calls. Most of them were from Lisa. One was from Richard Greyson. I decided to call my surrogate father back first.

Richard wanted to double check that I was going to go to the Fourth of July barbeque. Pastor Pritchard would hold one annually at his church. The whole Greyson family would go. Samantha would show up, too.

I confirmed that I was going to attend the barbeque. Then I called Lisa. She wanted to hang out. Admittedly, going over to her house creeped me out just a little bit. But I told her I was willing and said I’d be right over.

Before leaving my apartment in Briar Gardens, I made sure to retrieve my .38 revolver. If Sam was right, there were still people out there who wanted to cause me harm. Killing Lisa’s dog was a pretty clear message. I wasn’t going to be caught unprepared. If they came for me, I’d be ready.

It was a warm summer night. I didn’t get to enjoy it, though. My head was on a swivel. Every little movement caught out of the corners of my eyes was a potential threat. Each sound I heard raised my heart rate. Thankfully, the walk from my apartment to my car was short.

As I pulled out of the Briar Gardens parking lot, I decided to stop at the liquor store before getting to the Williams household. I needed to get something to take the edge off. Chances were Lisa would agree with me.

There were no liquor stores in Stone Harbor. I had to go to nearby Saluda. Saluda Liquors was right across the street from the Side Car Diner. I purchased a bottle of orange-flavored vodka.

The drive from Saluda to Lisa’s house wasn’t far. It took me a little over ten minutes. But I never made it there. Minutes away from the house, I was sidetracked. I could see smoke rising into the air. It was a plume of grey against the black night sky. Where was it coming from? The answer came swiftly.

It was Pastor Pritchard’s church. Surrounded by cop cars and a fire truck, the old wooden building was fully engulfed in flames. A strong wind carried the unmistakable smell of fire and glowing embers.

Someone stepped out in front of my car and made me stop. My headlights revealed that someone to be Detective Sam Greyson. He motioned for me to pull over across the street.

“When did this happen?” I asked as I got out of my car.

“About ten minutes ago. We got a call from the neighbors. The church just suddenly went up in flames.” Sam walked with me, towards the fire.

“Nobody saw or heard anything?”

“Not a thing. From what we were told the church was fine one minute, and the next it was burning.”

“The pastor?” We stopped just far away enough to stay safe, but close enough that I could still feel the intense heat.

“I called him as soon as we got here. He’s on his way.”

I felt bad for Pastor Pritchard. The church was his whole world. He had only just moved from the apartment on its second floor a year earlier. Who would do such a thing? Or, maybe it wasn’t a work of malice.

Fires could be caused by a great many of causes. One of the most common was electrical malfunction. Frayed wires or shorts produced sparks that could lead to infernos. Perhaps a candle had been accidently kept lit. A breeze or a mouse could’ve knocked it over. Or the fire could have been the work of people or a person.

“Do you have any idea of what caused this?” I asked, pointing to the burning church.

“This isn’t exactly my area of expertise. It would help if we had a fire marshal in this town. But since we don’t…”

“It falls in your lap.”

Sam nodded. “I’m only one man. And as important as finding out what happened here is, I have other responsibilities as well.”

I knew Sam would have a hard time asking. He was that stubborn sort of man who refused to admit that he needed help. So, I decided to relieve him of that hardship. “I’ll help. It’ll be my number one priority.”

A station wagon came speeding down the street. It came to a screeching halt, just short of hitting a police cruiser. Pastor Pritchard got out. He was clearly very upset. I’d never seen him so angry and sad.

Sam and I both tried to comfort him. We offered words meant to calm and reassure, but nothing had much of an impact. Fate seemed so cruel to hand such a good man that disaster. I remember feeling very bad for Pastor Pritchard.

When I got back to my car, the vodka I bought earlier in the night was still in my passenger seat. Spending the night drinking with Lisa didn’t sound quite as fun as it had before. Then again, if I went home I’d just obsess over the fire and Pastor Pritchard. My next stop was Lisa’s place.
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Comfort
 
There is something to be said about the comfort of familiar things. For me, that comfort was in the booths of the Side Car Diner. That comfort was in the food and the staff. There, I felt all of my nerves eased. There, I could think with a clear mind.

I had a significant amount of thinking to do. There were people after me. Their identities were unknown, as were their reasons for wanting me dead. There was an arsonist on the loose in Stone Harbor. Although I didn’t have any evidence that the church was burned on purpose, I had a gut feeling. And lastly, there was the issue of my parents, which was never far from my thoughts.

“Long night?” Carol, the waitress, was standing next to my table. She refilled my coffee.

“Something like that. Thank you.”

“What can I get you?”

“I think this morning calls for waffles.”

Carol smiled. “Waffles it is.”

I stared out the windows as I waited. It was a lovely summer morning. Through the glass and over the noise of the restaurant, I could hear the birds chirping. The warmth of the sun leaked onto my booth.

Carol came back with a plate full of warm waffles. I covered them in butter and syrup. Each soft and sweet bite made my worries melt away.

I had a busy day ahead of me. Pastor Pritchard’s barbeque had been cancelled, for obvious reasons, but Richard decided to have one at his house. Sam wanted me take a look at the site of what used to be the church. It seemed best to do the work first, and then I’d stop by the Greyson’s.
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Independence Day
 
The Fourth of July in Stone Harbor was a big deal. It may have been a small town but everyone in it still made a big effort. The end result was very festive. Decorations could be found all over the place. People put up banners and streamers, turning everything red, white and blue.

At night, there were multiple private fireworks displays. They were illegal but lit anyway. Partiers could be found all over the town, drunk and sometimes disorderly. Independence Day was not my favorite holiday, but there was nothing I could do to stop it.

Before attending the barbeque at Richard’s house, I had to stop by the burnt remains of the church. I had promised Sam I’d take a look. Even though he didn’t formally hire me to look into the cause of the fire, I agreed in principle.

When I pulled up to the church, my heart sank. I used to go there as a kid. I used to take bible study classes in its basement. It was an institution in Stone Harbor. And it had been reduced to its smoldering foundations.
Even though I had been there the night before, seeing the site in the harsh light of day was a whole different story. The flames had been extinguished and all that was left was charred wood and ash. It smelled like a fireplace.

I got out of my car and started walking the grounds. There are some specific clues you could look for in order to determine if a fire was the result of arson or accident. My forensics teacher spent a whole week on arson at George Mason College. Luckily, I remembered most of it.

Every fire had three common elements. Fire needs oxygen, heat and a fuel source. Oxygen was the easiest element to obtain since it was in the air around us. A fuel had to be a flammable or combustible substance. Most arsonists used fuels that were easy to obtain such as gasoline, high proof alcohol or propane. And lastly, your igniter had to be up to the task of reaching the ignition temperature of the fuel.

I walked around the remains of the church. What I wanted to figure out first was where the fire started, so I dug out the stairway to the basement.

Some arsonists started their fires underneath a structure. That way the fire burned upwards, providing a more reliable and destructive blaze. But I found the basement intact. There were no signs that flames even touched it. So I ruled that out.

When I went back upstairs, I started a more thorough search. I didn’t have a dog with me or access to a lab, so detecting the presence of accelerants beyond gasoline was hard. There wasn’t any broken glass beyond the churches windows. There were no visible remnants of a bomb.

For a good hour and a half, I scoured the remains of Pritchard’s church. It was showing signs of being unsolvable, at least with my resources. Then something caught my eye.

There was a warped piece of what appeared to be piping. It most likely had carried water or waste. That got my attention because in building or house fires it typically didn’t get hot enough to melt metal. And those pipes looked like butter stuck out in the sun.

I took dozens of pictures of the scene with my cell phone camera. Satisfied that I had done all I could, I got back in my car. Next stop was Richard’s house.

When I arrived at the Greyson’s house, I had trouble finding parking. Everyone must’ve been already there. And as per usual, I was late. I ended up parking a block away.

No one was outside the front of the periwinkle blue house. But I could hear people in the back. They got louder as I got closer. I waited outside the front door for awhile, without knocking or ringing the doorbell.

“Heeey, Riley, where have you been?” greeted a drunk Amy Paxton. She was a recent hire at the Stone Harbor Police, but I’d known her since high school. From the looks of her, she’d been drinking since at least noon.

“Hey, Amy. Is Richard around?” I returned Amy’s greeting with a hug then tried my best to disengage.

Amy first pointed out front. Then she pointed upstairs, then to the backyard. “I think he’s out there.”

I smiled and nodded at the young police officer. The back door was open. That’s where I headed.

My mouth was watering from the smell of cooking ribs. I cannot properly explain to you in the written word how amazing that aroma was. When I opened the back door it hit my senses like a freight train.

The small backyard was completely full. I recognized everybody. Live in a town as small as Stone Harbor and nobody would be a stranger. Though, I was surprised to see Pastor Pritchard there. And I was even more surprised to see that he didn’t look very upset. When I had seen him the night before, he was a complete wreck. It was amazing what a good night’s sleep, or something else, could accomplish.

“Pastor?” I walked up to Pritchard. The investigator in me couldn’t let it go.

“Riley, how are you child?” Pastor Pritchard turned away from the small group of people he was talking to.

“I could ask you the same thing.”

Pastor Pritchard looked down at the grass, then back up at me. I could feel the uncomfortable tension. “I’m doing fine, all things considered. My insurance company is going to cover the damages. They can’t replace what that church meant and still means to me. But I can build again. It’s not the end. So, instead of staying home and feeling sorry for myself, I decided to take your dad up on his offer.”

“To come here?”

“Exactly.”

“Well, I’m glad you could make it.” I hugged the pastor. But I didn’t believe everything that he had told me. Parts of it could be true.

“Riley!” A tall, lean, handsome man called to me from across the yard. It was Sam Greyson.

I walked over to Sam who was with his two kids, Rich and Jenny. They flanked him on either side. Standing across from him was his ex-wife, Samantha. All of them except for Samantha smiled when they saw me. The kids even ran up and hugged me.

“Auntie Riley!” the kids said, almost in unison.

“Where have you been? It’s like…” Sam checked his watch. I swear he was one of the last people alive who still used such a relic. “It’s almost four.”

I kneeled over and grabbed a beer from a nearby cooler. As I opened the bottle, I explained myself. “I was at the church, or what was left of it.”

“Find anything interesting?”

I took a swig of the cheap booze before answering. Samantha rolled her eyes at me. I let it go. “Not really. I don’t have the means to look past what I saw with my own eyes. And there wasn’t much to see.”

Why didn’t I tell him about the melted metal? To this day I’m not entirely sure. I guess I wanted to prove that I could do it on my own.

“That’s too bad. Well, keep on it and I’ll do the same. Enough about work, though. This is a party. Let’s have some fun.” Right then and there I knew I was in trouble. Sam had been drinking, too. And when he drank, he started to flirt. All that could lead to was uncomfortable situations.

Sam gently grabbed my hand. He tried to drag me over by the stereo. “Dance with me.”

“No, I don’t think that’s a good idea.” I could feel Samantha’s eyes burning a hole in the back of my head.

“C’mon, it’ll be fun,” Sam kept on insisting.

I looked around for an excuse to get away, and I found what I was looking for in Richard, who was standing in front of the grill. “I’m going to go say hello to your dad.”

After wiggling out of Sam’s grip, I went over to Richard. He looked like an older, greyer version of Sam. I expected to find him drunk as well but miraculously, he was stone cold sober.

“Hey, honey,” said Richard when he saw me. He wiped his hands on his apron and hugged me.

“Hey. Big turnout, huh?”

“Yeah, although I don’t know how. I only told the pastor and Sam about it.”

“Social media. Nothing stays secret these days.”

“Well, I’m glad it didn’t. It’s been awhile since I’ve had this much fun.”

It was true, Richard was having fun. I could see it on his face, in his body language and hear it in his voice. He was even clean-shaven. And he smelled of cologne, not alcohol.

“So, what are you cooking?”

We both turned our attention to the grill.

“Some ribs, some chicken and of course hotdogs and hamburgers. What are you having?”

I put my hands up. “I’m good.”

“Nonsense, what are having?”

“No, really, I’m not hungry. I had a big breakfast.”

“Ribs, have some ribs.” Richard grabbed a paper plate and loaded it with half a rack. There was no refusing it. And the old man was so happy, I didn’t want to upset him.
“Okay, ribs it is.”

I spent the rest of the afternoon and the evening just relaxing. There were some old friends at the barbeque that I got the chance to catch with. Sam relaxed a bit and most of my time there was with him, talking.

Richard had bought some fireworks from Delaware a month earlier. He took them out and put on a little show for everyone still there when night fell. Overall it was a great time. But all the joy and revelry was short-lived. The next day, there’d be more drama.
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A Close Call
 
I sat in the first floor of Reid Private Investigations. On a couch, across from me, was Mrs. Janet Wyette. She had hired me to find out if her husband was cheating on her. He was.

Cases involving infidelity were hard. Actually, finding out if the client’s spouse was sleeping with someone else was easy. Figuring out how to tell the client was the hard part.

I used to just be blunt. Several sobbing clients made me reconsider that approach. Even though I had nothing personally invested in the cases, they did. And I had to be aware of that.

Mrs. Wyette was a sweet lady. She was a little on the heavy side, but nothing out of place these days. And she was pretty. Perhaps she could wear a little less make up, but that was not uncommon for women her age.

Her husband had apparently had an appetite for someone younger. Specifically, he desired one of his students. He was a teacher at George Mason, my alma mater. I had actually heard of him. His reputation was that of a creep. One of my friends had told me that he hit on her all the time.

I followed Professor Wyette for three days. He told his wife he was going to a workshop out of town. In reality, he went to Virginia Beach with his twenty-year-old mistress.

When I came back from Virginia Beach, I had about forty pictures of the professor and his student together. Some were just of them on the beach and boardwalk. Others were more intimate. I called in Mrs. Wyette to share with her the bad news.

“Thank you for coming by, Mrs. Wyette. I have some unfortunate news to share with you.” The tone of my voice was soft and caring.

“He is cheating on me, isn’t he?” I was taken aback. Sure, I knew Mrs. Wyette had some suspicions but the fact that she had already made up her mind made my job much easier.

“I’m afraid so.”

“So he didn’t go to a workshop in Norfolk?”

I shook my head.

Mrs. Wyette’s bottom lip quivered. I couldn’t tell if it was anger or sadness. Maybe it was both. “Where…?” Her voice cracked. “Where did he go?”

“Virginia Beach.”

“With whom?”

I took that as my cue to reveal the photos. Before our meeting, I had printed out the photos from my cell. They were in a manila envelope which I handed to Mrs. Wyette.

“He was with one of his students. I observed him leaving the school with her. They went to her apartment. Then they went to the beach. Her name is…”

Mrs. Wyette finished the sentence for me. “Sarah. I know her.” She put her hand to her mouth and grimaced. “We had her over for dinner before. John said she was going to be his new TA. “

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Wyette. These things … they’re never easy.”

Mrs. Wyette put her hands down. She closed her eyes and regained her composure. “There’s nothing to be sorry for, dear. My husband is the one who’s going to be sorry. You better believe that!”

I reached over to the table between us and retrieved one of my business cards. “I don’t remember if I gave you one of these. In case you get a divorce and your lawyer needs to talk to me, have them call the bottom number. It’s my cell phone.”

Mrs. Wyette stood up. She took the card and the manila envelope. “Thank you. How much do I owe you?”

“I’ll send a bill in the mail.”

I walked Mrs. Wyette out of my office and to her car. It was getting dark and downtown was no place for an older woman, alone at night. Junkies, or maybe worse, roamed those overgrown streets and abandoned buildings.

While escorting Mrs. Wyette, I noticed something strange down the street. There was a black SUV. Its windows were tinted and engine off. I couldn’t tell if anyone was inside but it was parked in front of a long, condemned hardware store.

I went back to the office to close up. First I had to turn off the lights upstairs. Then I did the same on the first floor, but not before getting my gun. On my way out, I locked the front door.

My car was parked out behind the building. To get there, I had to go out the front then walk half a block, to the corner, and then go around back. Downtown Stone Harbor had no alleyways. Everything was connected. And I didn’t like parking out front. The degenerates that inhabited the neighborhood would always be sniffing around my car.

Before I turned the corner, the lights on the black SUV parked down the street came on. I didn’t hear a car door close, so whoever was inside must’ve been there all along. It would be a lie to say that I wasn’t a bit freaked out at that point. After what had happened to Lisa’s family and her dog, I had every reason to be.

I speed-walked to the back of the buildings. There was some relief when I saw my car. It was all alone.

When I drove back to Main Street, the black SUV was still there. I started to drive away and it started to follow. Part of me thought I was just being paranoid as my foot grew heavier on the gas pedal. That stopped after the third right turn.

It was pretty clear to me that I was being followed. I sped up. The black SUV responded by doing the same. With my attention on my rear view mirror, I didn’t notice the sharp turn ahead. When I did, I slammed on the brakes and turned the wheel.

My car screeched and slid to a halt. It turned so I ended up perpendicular to the road. The black SUV kept coming. In fact, it sped up. I tried to straighten up my vehicle, but I was panicked.

Time was running out. The SUV was going to t-bone me. At the last moment, I managed to turn my car enough to dodge the collision. My pursuers sped by, then slammed on their brakes. They hit the guard rail, but not hard enough to cause any serious damage.

I drove as fast as I could back down the way I had come. There was enough separation that I was able to turn down a road out of sight. As soon as I was on the new street, I looked for a hiding place.

Of the two or three homes on the small street, there was one that had a driveway that was mostly hidden by bushes. That was the driveway I chose to hide in. Immediately upon pulling in, I turned off all my lights and killed the engine.

My heart was racing as I climbed into my back seat. I aimed my gun out the window. And I waited. It was the longest two minutes of my life.

Time seemed to stop when I saw headlights light up the road. When the black SUV passed by, it was in slow motion. I could see the person in the passenger seat and the back. All the windows were down, making their mask covered faces visible. The masks were white plastic rabbits.

I waited until they passed, then I thought I should wait a little more, and so I sat in my car in the dark for another fifteen minutes. Luckily, there was nobody home at my impromptu hiding place. Once I was sure that it was safe, I pulled out of the driveway and made my way to Briar Gardens.
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Firebird
 
When I got home, I took a shower and went straight to bed. My ordeal on the way home had been exhausting. It also did a number on my nerves. Sleep seemed like the only remedy.

I don’t know how long I was lying in bed before drifting off. It’s impossible to know for sure. Funny how that always seems to be the case. You’d think that just once you’d remember.

Before I knew it, both my feet were planted firmly in dream land. In the dream, I was in the Fresh Horizons rehab facility. For whatever reason, I was walking down the hall. The further I went, the more the hall seemed to stretch. No matter how fast I went, there was no end.

I heard the roar of a revving engine behind me. When I turned, I saw the black SUV. It charged down the hallway, straight towards me. I tried to run but my legs wouldn’t move as fast as I wanted.

The black SUV was only feet from me. I prepared for the impact but suddenly found myself outside Pastor Pritchard’s church. Lisa was standing outside. Or at least I thought it was Lisa. It kind of looked like her but people in my dreams often don’t fully resemble their real selves. She was trying to talk to me but I couldn’t understand a word.

A fire erupted inside the church. It didn’t start small and gradually grow. No, it was out of control from the get go. My attention went away from the fire to the grass around the church. Hundreds of white rabbits were bouncing around. Half of them were staring straight at me.

Something started to emerge out of the fire. It took a little while for me to realize what it was. I’d seen it before, when I was younger. Out of the church rose a bird made of golden flames. Though more detailed, it reminded me of the firebird on the hood of Dad’s Trans Am. The golden, burning bird even made the same pose when it was free.

I heard a gunshot. My stomach felt funny. When I looked down I saw a growing blood stain. Then I woke up.

That time, I was prepared. Ever since the Dennis Clark case a couple months before, I had made sure my notepad was right next to me on my nightstand. With the memory of it still fresh, I recorded my whole dream on the small pieces of paper.

I hoped that it would become useful. Maybe there was a clue somewhere in the weirdness. Sherlock Holmes used to get high before solving some of his greatest cases, so I figure it might not have been such a long shot.
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Repetition
 
July 5 started with a phone call. I had managed to fall back asleep only to be woken up by my ring tone. It was Sam. Why was he calling so early? It was only five in the morning. The sun hadn’t even fully risen yet.

“Hello?” My voice was groggy and vaguely pissed off.

“Sorry to wake you up, but something’s happened that I think you should know about.” Sam sounded wide awake.

“What is it?” I managed to sit up.

“Remember the abandoned marina you followed Martin Goldberg to a couple of months ago?” All Sam knew was that I had followed Marty there. What he didn’t know about was me being drugged and almost drowned. It was better that he didn’t know. Otherwise he wouldn’t leave me alone about how dangerous it was. The last thing I wanted was a lecture.

“Yeah, I remember.”

“It’s in flames.”

“Come again?”

“It’s on fire.”

Somebody set fire to the abandoned marina. The chances of it being an accident were very slim to none, if you asked me. No electricity ran through its ancient wires. I was willing to bet that an unlit cigarette wasn’t the cause.

“Any idea why?” I asked.

“I’m not sure. But the fire marshal from Norfolk is here. The fire department has it under control. In fact, it’s almost out.”

“Do they think it was arson?”

“They didn’t say.”

“What do you think?”

“I think it’s probably not a coincidence that there were two fires in a couple of days. I’ll take some pictures once it’s safe. I’ll send them to you. Let me know what you think.”

Sam hung up. I got out of bed and into the shower. It was the best way to wake me up. A cup of coffee afterwards helped a lot, too.

By the time I was done with my shower and coffee, Sam had sent me his pictures. He sent them via email. I opened them up. There were about twenty different photos of the remains of the marina.

Most of the photos told me nothing. It was a bunch of burnt wood. Near the end of the group, I found one that caught my attention. In a pile of ash there were pieces of metal. They were melted, exactly like the piping at the church.

I closed the pictures and opened up my browser. What I needed to know was what burned hot enough to melt metals like steel, iron or copper? It didn’t take too long to find an answer.

Thermite. It was a pyrotechnic powder made of iron oxide, aluminum powder and magnesium. It could burn at up to and over two thousand, five hundred degrees Celsius. That was over four thousand, five hundred in Fahrenheit. Certainly hot enough to melt metals. Though it was mostly used in demolition and welding, it was possible to build thermite bombs.

So, if thermite was involved, maybe it was traceable. The next step was figuring out who might use thermite, and who had access. I was relieved to learn that it was a highly regulated substance. Most college chemistry departments could order thermite or the materials to produce it. They got it from chemical suppliers such as Chesapeake Chemicals.

Other than Chesapeake Chemicals, only one other place locally could obtain thermite. It was the Metal Works. I knew the Works well. The lamp in my bedroom was made there. And it was only a couple of minutes outside Stone Harbor.
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Metal Works
 
Before heading out to the Metal Works, I stopped by the local high school. Jefferson High was just outside of Stone Harbor. Teens from towns like Stone Harbor and Saluda all attended Jefferson. I had attended Jefferson.

It was an old building. I remember my high school history teacher telling us that is was built in the early 1900s. The exterior of the structure showed its age. Pieces of the brick were falling off. Once there was a sign out front with their mascot, a knight. That sign had long since been overtaken by weeds.

I hadn’t been back to Jefferson High School since I had graduated over a decade prior. It felt strange. Even the front doors felt heavier than I remembered.

 Once inside, I saw the same familiar scuffed-up linoleum floor and rows of blue lockers lining the walls. I got lost once, but a friendly member of the staff helped me find my way to the teacher’s lounge. It was after three in the afternoon, so no classes were in session.

“Hi, I’m looking for Mr. Grant?” I asked the first person I saw in the lounge. It was a mousy woman with thick glasses.

“That’s me!” I heard a voice coming from a circle of large padded chairs, a couple of feet away. A single hand was up in the air.

I walked over to the man who had raised his hand. He was a man about five feet nine inches tall. That wasn’t that big, but taller than me. Atop his head was a horseshoe of hair surrounding a bald top.

“Mr. Grant?” I asked.

The man got up. “That would be me, yes.”

“My name is Riley Reid. I’m a private investigator. I was wondering if you could answer some questions for me?”

Mr. Grant was a little taken aback. It was understandable. “Have I done something wrong?”

I forced a laugh to make Mr. Grant feel more comfortable. “Don’t worry, its nothing like that. Do you want to go somewhere more private?”

Mr. Grant and I went out in the hallway, which was pretty much empty.

“Have you heard about the series of fires in Stone Harbor recently?” I asked, eager to get the mini-interrogation over with.
“Yeah, I just saw it on the new this morning. What about them?”

“Well, I’m working with the Stone Harbor Police Department. We’re investigating the incidents as possible arsons.” I paused to gauge Mr. Grant’s reaction.

The chemistry teacher looked surprised. “Jesus… you think someone set the fires on purpose?”

“That’s right. We think that there might’ve been thermite used.”

“Thermite! That’s a pretty sophisticated way to start a fire. Why do you think they used thermite?”

“The metal pipes in the church that was burnt. They were melted. I figured that a regular fire couldn’t get that hot. My research determined that thermite can burn hot enough to melt metals.”

“Well, you figured right. Thermite can get hot enough to melt metals like iron or copper. The only other thing I could think of off the top of my head is jet fuel. But it’s even more unlikely that someone would be able to get their hands on jet fuel than thermite.”

“Where could someone get thermite?”

“Unless you’re a welder or something, I don’t see you ordering thermite. No, you’d have to order the different ingredients separately.”

I played dumb. “Ingredients?”

“Yeah, let me see…” Mr. Grant held out his fist, upside down. With each ingredient, one of his fingers unraveled. “There’s iron oxide. That comes in a powder. Same goes for the aluminum. Lastly, you’d need magnesium. Those come in strips.”

“Where would you get those?”

“Well, we get our supplies from Chesapeake Chemicals.”

I took out my notepad, wanting to look official. “Chesapeake Chemicals? Where’s that?”

“It’s near Richmond, by the airport.”

I wrote down what Mr. Grant said. “So, if someone was to try and use thermite to set a fire; how would they do it?”

“They could just mix up the thermite powder and light it with a flare or something like that. Or they could build a bomb with thermite in it. It would act like napalm and light up whatever it touches. The thing is, you can’t put it out. You just have to let it burn itself out.”

“Thank you for your help, Mr. Grant,” I held out my hand for the chemistry teacher to shake. He did.

When I left Jefferson High School, I started towards the Metal Works. The Works had started five years earlier when a group of local artists wanted somewhere to create. An old factory in Stone Harbor that once made steel pencil sharpeners was being sold for a fraction of its worth. Those artists had gotten together and bought it.

It took over a year of renovations to bring the building up to code. But when they were done, the beauty of the Works was worth it.  The artists decided to not only make art but sell it at the Works. That included making furniture and sculptures out of metal. Working with metal like that required the use of thermite welding torches.

By the time I reached the large Metal Works building, it had begun to rain. It was overcast when I had woken up earlier but it took nearly a whole afternoon to produce a shower. The building was a hulking grey goliath among empty buildings and some train tracks that harbored weeds instead of passengers.

I pulled into the gravel driveway. Since I had forgotten my umbrella, I jogged to the front door. Even the handles on the doors were pieces of art. They looked like forearms with hands in fists on the top.

Upon stepping inside, the first two things I noticed were the heat and the smell. There was an odor that I can only describe as smelling like pennies. The heat was from the various ovens and torches being used.

One reason why I enjoyed the Metal Works so much was because of the unique way it was laid out. There wasn’t a single showroom for all the pieces. Instead, the artists sold their work right next to where they were working. It was nice that there was no barrier between the artwork and the person who made it.

“Can I help you?” A heavily tattooed woman in her late twenties came up behind me. She had blonde and hot pink hair and a t-shirt with some band’s logo on the front. She was smiling through pierced lips and hotrod red lipstick.

I had to think fast. Since I wanted to see if they had thermite on the premises and who had access to it, I couldn’t admit to being a PI. The nice young woman would most likely get suspicious and paranoid. And my investigation there would hit a wall.

“My name is Stacey Moore with the Newport News Times,” I lied as I held out my hand for the young woman to shake.

As she shook my hand, the tattooed woman introduced herself. “I’m Kimberly Rose, the manager.”

Kimberly Rose? I somehow doubted that was her birth name, but I went with it. Maybe her parents were hippies.

“I was doing a story on local artists and was told that this was the first place to go.”

“You were told right. We have some of the best artists here, not only in the state but in all of the country.” Kimberly motioned for me to follow her through the maze of metal working equipment and sweaty artists. “Here at the Metal Works, we work with everything from bronze to ceramic. We make furniture, statues and even kitchenware.”

“You work with metals?”

“Hence the name,” said Kimberly with a smile.

“How do you do that? I mean… how do you manipulate the metals?” I took out my notepad.

“Well, there are several ways. We use welding torches, benders, smelters and we even have the capacity to melt them down to molten form.”

“Torches, huh? How does that work?”

“I’ll show you.” Kimberly led me over to one of the artist’s work stations.

There were several torches laid out on a table made of a door and sawhorses. They came in all different shapes and sizes. I didn’t know which one was a thermite torch, if any. Luckily Kimberly was more than willing to show me which each one was.

“Right here is an Oxyacetylene torch, this one uses propane and this one right here is an electric welding torch.” Kimberly picked up the longest of all the torches. “This one right here we just got a couple of weeks ago. It’s a thermite torch. Pretty nice, huh?”

Bingo, that was what I wanted to see. Now I needed to know who’d use it. “So, how many people here use those?”

“Everyone who works with metals. So that’d be me,” Kimberly first pointed at herself then other artists. “Eduardo, Christian and Joanna. We all work with metal.”

“Do you guys have business cards or could I get a list of the people who work here and what they do? I just want to be able to accurately identify anyone in my article.”

Kimberly was a little hesitant but quickly gave in. They always do. “Yeah, come on back to my office.”

I got everything. When I left, it was with phone numbers, emails and a list of exactly what every artist did. Sometimes the ends justify the means. At least that’s what I told myself.
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Homecoming
 
Instead of going back to my apartment after the Metal Works, I stopped by Richard’s house. Knowing him, I figured he hadn’t cleaned up after the big Fourth of July barbeque.

When I pulled up to the house, there was an extra car in the driveway. It was a car I recognized. Pastor Pritchard drove the same exact make and model. Why was he here?

I stood at the front door with my keys in hand. On the other side, I could hear shouting and arguing. Even with my ear against the door, I couldn’t make out what was being said. All I knew was that it wasn’t anything pleasant.

Instead of entering, curiosity led me to a window where I could get a good look. Pastor Pritchard was there. I’d never seen him so angry before. Richard did not seem bothered; he was lying back in his recliner. The pastor paced back and forth, exchanging heated words with Richard.

I couldn’t make out what Pastor Pritchard and my father were saying to each other. The only way I would be able to get even a snippet of what was being said was to go in there, but I didn’t want to interrupt their conversation.

Around the back of the house, there was a screen door that led into the kitchen. Richard almost never locked it. He always claimed that no one would be stupid enough to break into a former cop’s home. It was horribly unsafe, and I told him as much every chance I got. But on that night, I was happy that he had left it open.

Before I could get to the back door, I had to wade through all the garbage. There were red plastic cups, beer bottles and cans, paper plates and used napkins strewn about the yard. Just as I predicted, Richard hadn’t done any cleaning.

I reached the screen door. From there, I could start to make out a little of what was being said.

“It’s too much!” yelled Pastor Pritchard.

“Relax already. We’re not done yet.”

“Well, I am! I’m out, Ritchie. I’m done with this, with all of it!” Pastor Pritchard headed towards the front door.

Richard got up and stopped him by grabbing the pastor’s arm. “What, you think you can wash your hands of this and walk off into the sunset!? No, you’re in this to the end, just like I am.” He let go of Pritchard’s arm. “A couple more days and all of this will be over. We can look at this like a bad dream.”

Pastor Pritchard stormed out of the front door. He slammed it behind him. Richard sat back down in his recliner. I took that as my cue to come inside.

“Hello?” I made sure to ask loud as I entered the house.

“Riley? I’m in here,” said Richard. I could hear the television being turned on.

Richard was in his chair. There was a bottle of amber-colored whiskey next to him. He hardly even acknowledged my presence.

“Was that Pastor Pritchard?” I asked, standing over him.

Richard didn’t answer.

“What’d he want?”

“Nothing.” Richard was lying.

“Really? ‘Cause I heard some yelling. But if you don’t want t talk about it…”

“I don’t. Can you move outta the way? I can’t see the TV.”

Richard had put up his defensive wall. There was no penetrating it. But there was definitely something strange about their conversation. I’d have to try again later when he was in a better mood. I moved on. I did have something else I wanted to talk to him about.

“I need to ask you something, Richard.” Just to make sure I got his attention I turned off the TV.

“What the hell Riley?”

I ignored his anger and annoyance. “I’ve been trying to remember my parents, my birth parents. Do you remember anything about them?”

Richard was silent for a minute. Then after pouring himself a glass of his whiskey, he started talking. “I didn’t know either of them that well. I had a class or two with Dana Reid in high school. She was from a wealthy family, the Beaumont’s. They lived over on Bainbridge, I think. Or at least they did, for a little while. Anyway, I didn’t know her all that well.”

I had asked the same question on numerous occasions before. On that night,, I had ulterior motives. “And my dad?”

“Troy Reid?” Richard quickly downed his whiskey then refilled the glass. “As an officer I saw a lot of Troy. He was always getting into some kind of trouble. There were countless calls for breaking and entering, shoplifting and assaults. Every other time, I’d arrive at the scene and there was your dad.

“The kid was no good, and he got even worse as he got older. By the time I was a detective, he had graduated to more serious crimes. I put him in Greensville Prison for stealing cars. I’ve told you all of this before.” Richard took a couple of sips instead of taking down the rest of his whiskey in one big gulp. “Why the sudden interest in your birth parents again?”

“I started the search again.”

“Again? Why put yourself through that, Riley?” What Richard was referring to were the numerous times I had tried to track down my parents before with very little success. The first time, I had  still technically been a teenager. I had just graduated from Jefferson High School. All I wanted for a graduation present was enough money to hire a private investigator.

The private investigator I hired failed to find anything. And I was devastated. But I did discover what I wanted to do for a vocation. It seemed like a cool job. You’d get to do all the fun things a real detective did, without any of the paperwork or time as a beat cop.

“I think I’ve found a new way to find them.”

Richard looked apprehensive. “How?”

“By finding out what happened to his car. He had a Trans Am. I remember it because of the gold firebird on the hood. I’ll never forget that damn car. So, if I can find a way to track the car, I figure I’ll eventually find him. Or at least there is a chance I could.”

Richard sighed. “Well, I know some people at the DMV. Maybe if I asked they could at tell me if his car ever got registered again. It would be a good place to start.”

I hugged my surrogate father. “Thank you! You have no idea how much this means to me.”

“Just … promise me you’ll be careful. And I don’t mean physically. Don’t get your hopes up too much.”

I gave Richard a smile. His concern was genuine. Anyone could see that. “I won’t. Now, get some sleep.” There was a blanket on the couch. After retrieving it, I draped it over him, and then let myself out.
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Sun Burnt
 
The next day, there was a long conversation between me and Lisa about going to the Fresh Horizons Rehab Center. I was convinced that the building was the next to be burned. It was pretty obvious.

First, Sister Mary’s church was burnt down. Addicts and the desperate often went to Sister Mary’s and Pastor Pritchard for help. He didn’t know about Fresh Horizon’s shady operations. Otherwise, he’d never have sent them there.

Next to be set on fire was the abandoned marina. I knew from what I saw with my own eyes and heard with my own ears that it played a central role in the drug ring. So the arsonists made it their second target.

In order to clean up their tracks, Fresh Horizons had to be taken care of. Even though it had already been raided and searched from top to bottom, I knew for a fact that the cabinets full of patient files were still in the building. When I had asked Sam about them, he explained that there was simply nowhere to put all of them, outside of the Norfolk Police storage lockup. And they weren’t scheduled to move them for three more days, on July 9.

Rather than let the bureaucracy of police operations bumble finding what could be a major lead, I wanted to break in and find it myself. And I wanted Lisa to come with me, but she was hesitant.

“I don’t know, Riley. It sounds pretty dangerous, not to mention illegal.” I couldn’t blame her for having reservations about going. It wasn’t that long ago that she was in the hospital because of the drug ring. She still had to take painkillers sometimes just to stand up straight.

“Don’t worry about that.” I got up from the table in the second floor of my office that we were sitting at.

“Don’t worry about it? How can I not worry about it? More importantly, how can you not? It just isn’t worth it, honey.”

“To me, it is. I need to end this, Lisa. Plus, we’re going to have some help.”

Lisa got up and leaned against one of the walls. She sighed. “Who, Sam?”

“No, he doesn’t know I’m planning on going. If he did, he’d probably try to talk me out of it, or worse, want to come.”

“Then, who?”

“Amy.”

“Amy Paxton? How in the hell did you manage to convince her to go along with this?”

We both heard a car horn from outside.

“Speak of the devil.” I walked over to the window and saw her police cruiser outside.

“And she shall appear.” Lisa walked over to the window, looking over my shoulder and down to the street.

I left the window and went towards the stairs. After descending one step, I turned to Lisa who was still looking out the window. “You coming?”

Lisa took a moment to think it over. Or maybe she just wanted to make me doubt. Then she gave me a pretty grin and answered, “Don’t I always?”

We went out front and met Amy, who was fully uniformed in her car. Both Lisa and I got inside.

“Why are you in your uniform?” I asked. It was a little strange. She had told me she was off duty that night.

“Just in case anyone decides to start some shit with us, this might make them think twice,” she explained as she drove down Main Street.

“It’s not exactly inconspicuous,” I added.

“I think that’s the point, Riley. And for the record, I’m happy she’s wearing that and driving this.” Lisa piped up from the back seat. I turned around and gave her a dirty look.

When we arrived at Fresh Horizons, I almost didn’t recognize it. The well-manicured lawns and bushes were overgrown. Its parking lot was empty. Yellow police tape barred every entrance. And that was just what we saw from the car.

Upon exiting and getting a closer look, the full extent of the facility’s downfall was visible. The path to the front door was covered in broken glass. Food wrappers, beer cans and cigarette butts littered the area in front of the shattered main door.

“What happened here?” asked Lisa as she stepped gingerly around the refuse.

“Squatters and maybe some high school kids looking for a place to party,” said Amy as she took out her flashlight. Then she went through the broken main doors, careful not to cut herself. Lisa and I followed.

“Funny, I was just here a couple of months ago. So much has changed,” I commented as we went through the main lobby. Two of the chairs that had been there on my previous visit were missing. The two that remained were overturned and had their padding ripped open.

I looked at the front desk and in the shadows could picture the young woman who greeted me when I first had come. The scene was a bit sad. Even though it was a front and an essential cog in a drug ring that ruined countless lives, seeing it so ruined was a shame. It could have been used for other things. Hell, it could have even become a real rehab center.

“Where’s the records room, Riley?” asked Amy. She shined her flashlight at me. For a brief moment it blinded me, so I shielded my eyes with my left hand.

With my right hand I pointed down the hallway. “Just down there. I’ll show you.”

Amy and Lisa followed me down the hall. Officer Paxton’s light gave it an eerie glow. I half expected ghosts to appear right in front of us. My imagination produced spectral sounds of children playing and phantom footsteps.

“How much further is…” Amy started to ask me where the records room was but her question was interrupted by an explosion.

Just thirty yards in front of us, the door to the records room blew off. It flew out and hit the opposite wall. Bright flames of red, magenta, orange and yellow followed. Burning scraps of paper floated out, carried by superheated air. The warmth was more intense than anything I’d ever felt before.  It almost seared my skin, even from our distance.

Lisa, Amy and I all hit the floor. I think it was instinct. There’s an explosion, you get low. When we all got over our surprise and fear, we started moving. What we saw upon rising was an already raging fire spilling out of the records room.

“Don’t get too close!” yelled Lisa as I approached the flaming entrance. Or at least that was what I thought I heard her say. It was hard to tell. My ears were still ringing from the earlier blast.

Lisa had no reason to worry. I had no intention of getting too close. Even if I wanted to, the heat was too much for me to take. When I took a quick glimpse, I saw the metal file cabinets glow orange and start to melt.

“Whoever did this must’ve mixed thermite with some kind of explosive,” I said as I backed away.

“What makes you say that?” asked Amy as she repeatedly opened and closed her mouth. The pressure change must’ve popped her ear drums.

“The thermite is everywhere in there. By itself, it ignites but doesn’t really explode. At least not like that. It’s a smart move. That stuff burns through anything. We’re not going to be able salvage anything.”

Amy ran away. Lisa asked, “Where are you going?”

“To find a fire extinguisher!” answered Amy, mid stride.

“Don’t bother. You can’t extinguish this stuff. We just have to let it burn out,” I informed Amy. She stopped.

“Let it burn out? This whole place will burn down.” Amy took the radio off her belt. “Dispatch this is county 11 copy, do you come in, dispatch?’

I heard a voice on the other side of the the radio. “County 11, this is dispatch. You’re coming in loud and clear.”

“10-70 at the Fresh Horizons Rehab Center. I need assistance, copy.”

I heard another explosion. It wasn’t seen but from the shaking, I knew it was close by. Against any survival instinct, I started to run down the hall towards the loud boom. Amy and Lisa followed.

I tracked the explosion to what was once a gymnasium. The wood floor was ablaze, and near the exit on the far side of the gym was a man in a white plastic rabbit mask.

When the man in the familiar mask saw me, he fired several shots. None of them were even close. It was almost like he was trying to miss me. They ended up hitting the wall above and behind me. Maybe they were a warning. But it was one I would not heed.

Amy and Lisa caught up with me. The man fled upon seeing them. We went after him. There was no way of knowing whether or not he was planning on blowing up any more thermite bombs.

Navigating the length of the gymnasium was hard. The fire was spreading fast, and it was hotter then hell. I would be lying if I said I didn’t consider turning back hallway through. But I was committed and angry.

Amy was the first to reach the other side of the gymnasium. She disappeared behind the same set of double doors as the bomber. I would have been right behind her, but I had to help Lisa.

Somewhere along the way, Lisa got surrounded by fire. The floor in front of her, in back, to the left and to the right was impassable. To make matters worse, the longer we stayed in the gym, the toxic smoke that was being produced from the chemical coating on the wood was starting to take effect. I was getting a little lightheaded and could only assume my best friend was, too.

“You’re going to have to jump!” I yelled as the flames around us grew.

“I can’t!” Lisa yelled back. I knew she was just afraid. Not only did she have to jump in order not to burn to death, but Lisa was a track and field star in high school. Those long legs were perfectly capable of vaulting her body out of danger. Her nerves held her back.

“Yes, you can! You don’t have a choice!”

I’m not sure if Lisa could hear me over the fire. It was getting loud in the echoic room. That didn’t really matter, because Lisa gathered her nerves and leaped. Watching her jump over the fire, she appeared to go in slow motion. We embraced each other as she landed next to me in relative safety.

Lisa and I made our way out of the gymnasium and into the courtyard behind it. Amy and the bomber were nowhere to be seen. Then I heard a third explosion. That time, I could see the windows blow out on the second floor, followed by smoke and more flame. It was a clear indicator of where the bomb went off.

I couldn’t immediately see how to get from the courtyard to where we’d seen the bomb explode. It cost us a minute or two, which ended up being important. When we arrived at the site of the third bombing, we found Amy slumped against a wall.

During her pursuit of the bomber, Amy had been shot in the arm. It shattered the bone in her forearm and she was bleeding out. Chasing the bomber no longer mattered. We needed to get her out and get help. I was extremely frustrated, especially when I heard the fourth and final bomb go off.

Lisa and I helped Amy down to the first floor and out one of the doors. When we got outside, there were police and firemen arriving. Sam was there, and as soon as he saw us he came over to help.

“What the hell happened here?” asked Sam as he took Amy off our hands and guided her towards and ambulance.

“We…uh,” I didn’t have a good explanation or lie. Lisa bailed me out.

“We were here to check some records that Riley said were here. And soon after getting here, boom!” Lisa mimicked an explosion with her hands. “Then we started chasing the bomber down and got separated.”

“Then Amy got shot,” I added.

Sam gave us both a disapproving look. “That was incredibly stupid. You guys know that, right?”

“We’re sorry, Sam. But there’s a chance that the guy who did this is still around. We have to go look for him,” I wanted to catch that guy so bad it hurt.

“I’ll stay here with her,” offered Lisa, referring to Amy. “You guys go and get that son-of-a-bitch.”

I led Sam to the back of Fresh Horizons, which was now almost engulfed. It was a huge bonfire that lit up the rural area where it was located. Smoke filled the night sky and blocked out the moon.

When we got to the back of the facility, we found nothing but tire tracks. Sam reckoned that they were made by a truck, probably a pick-up. That was all we found.

For all of the risk we took that night, we got nothing. We were no closer to finding the arsonist. We were no closer to finding out who was behind the drug ring. All we got was an injured friend.
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A Little Elbow Grease
 
I needed a break after the night at Fresh Horizons, so I spent the morning of July 7 in the office. To be more specific, I was on my laptop. The Chesapeake Chemicals company was the query of my research, and what I learned scared the hell out of me. The sheer amount of dangerous chemicals you could order online was unbelievable. It was a one-stop shop for domestic terrorists. 

Once I got over my shock, I looked up contact information. They had a fax and telephone number, and they had just opened. So I decided to give them a call.

“Chesapeake Chemicals, this is Todd, how may I help you?” Nobody talked like that. It sounded like Todd was a new hire. He must’ve just repeated whatever script a supervisor had given him.

“I’m Detective Williams with the Stone Harbor Police Department.” Sometimes you had to tell some little white lies to get what you need. I’m not ashamed of it.

Todd sounded a little flustered. I felt a little bad for him. If it was his first day, the last thing he wanted was to have to deal with a detective’s questions. “How … what can I do for you, Detective?”

“You could answer a few questions for me.”

“Maybe I should get my supervisor. I’m not sure I’m qualified to…”

A supervisor might’ve called me out on my bullshit. I couldn’t let that happen. “Do you sell powdered iron oxide and aluminum at Chesapeake Chemicals?”

“Umm, let me check.” I heard Todd’s typing over the phone. “Yes, it appears that we do.”

“Todd, I need know who has bought iron oxide and powdered aluminum in the last six months, along with magnesium rolls.”

There was a pause. That wasn’t a good sign. “I’m not authorized to access that information, Ma’am. If you are willing to wait a minute, I can get my supervisor and he can…”

Again, with the supervisor talk. I cut Todd off. “Just tell your supervisor to fax over a copy of any orders for iron oxide and aluminum.” I fumbled around for my purse. Inside my purse, I had one of Sam’s cards. I took it out. “Fax it over to 230-480-6649. Thank you for your time Todd.”

Before Todd could say anything else, I hung up. I hoped that he would get his supervisor to fax over those records. Chesapeake Chemicals was the only supplier for at least a hundred miles in every direction. Chances were, whoever was setting these fires got the ingredients for thermite from them.

I figured that my best move was to go to the Stone Harbor police station and wait for the fax. It would have been better to be there so I could intercept it. Then I wouldn’t have to explain it to Sam. At least, that was how I justified it to myself. The truth was I wanted the information to myself. I’m big enough to admit my own selfishness.

After locking up, I left my offices. I looked down Main Street in both directions. There were no black SUVs, or men in white plastic rabbit masks. It was safe. My grip loosened around the handle of my .38 concealed in my purse. If people are really after you, is it paranoia?

My car was parked around the back of the building again. It wasn’t a long walk to get there, but I found myself moving at a fast pace. I no longer felt safe out in the open like that. I felt exposed. I felt vulnerable.

The only other soul in the dark recesses behind my office was a homeless man. He was talking to himself and relieving his bladder next to a dumpster. He wasn’t exactly threatening. With that said, I still kept my eyes on him as I entered my vehicle.

I can clearly remember dozens of bad horror movies where the protagonists put their keys in the ignition and they try to start their car. Of course, the engine doesn’t start. While watching that cliché on screen, I ask myself: “Who has luck that bad? Why don’t they get their car serviced before investigating the local serial killer? How often does that really happen?”

On that night, I lived the cliché. I turned my key. Nothing happened. I tried again and the engine gave no sign of life. The third time, my car gave a brief splutter before dying again.

At that point, I was starting to get a little nervous. The homeless man was staring at me in a creepy way. There were no lights. If it were a horror movie, then it was a perfect setting for a murder. That was the last clear thought I could remember from that night.

With a fourth attempt at turning my engine on, I met success. The car came to life with a rumble. I reached for the gear shift to put it in reverse. When I looked in my rear view mirror I saw a black shape in my back seat. For a moment I froze, trying to figure out what it was.

I kept staring at the shape. Slowly I reached into my purse for my gun. The shape started to move, it uncoiled. Then I saw its face. It was a white plastic rabbit mask. A split second later a thin rope was around my neck. An intense pressure was applied from behind, making it nearly impossible to breathe.

Instinctively, I put my car in reverse and pressed down on the gas pedal. My car slammed into the back of my own offices. Luckily, the building was strong and hardly took any damage. For a second, the rope around my neck was loose, but I was too dazed to take advantage of the opening.

I could hear the person in my back seat groan through the mask. It was a man’s groan. He was stunned, too. The way I saw it, I had two choices. Either I could hop out of the car and make a run for it. Or I could get my gun and stand my ground.

I opened the driver’s side door. When I tried to get out, there was a sudden and frightening choking sensation in my throat. It was so violent and painful, I thought it was the end. In my haste to escape, I forgot about the rope around my neck.

In a panic, I shifted the car into drive and put as much force as possible onto the gas. With one hand I tried to pry myself out of the masked man’s garrote. My other hand was on the steering wheel.

The world around me was beginning to go dark. I was experiencing a lack of oxygen. If I didn’t get free, I was a goner. All efforts to get free were futile. Even if I was physically stronger than my attacker, he had leverage on his side.

I sped down Main Street. The masked man pulled tighter. No matter how fast I went, there was no getting away.

What happened next unfolded in a split second. Later, I would learn that the driver of the other vehicle was a man who was on his way to pick up his kids. Thankfully, he was alone in the car at that moment. I’m still grateful for that.

 The minivan slammed into the side of my car. It was my fault, I ran a red light. But considering the circumstances, I didn’t feel all that bad about it. I wasn’t exactly in the position to make safe driving decisions. Upon impact, I blacked out.

The next thing I knew, I was waking up on the floor of the passenger side front seat of my car. There were broken shards of glass all over me. But the rope wasn’t around my neck anymore.

Every part of my body ached. I couldn’t help but moan as I got up. From inside my car, I could see the minivan that hit me. Its hood was crumpled up like a squashed beer can. Behind the wheel I could see a man’s head, hunched over.

I took a glance into the backseat of my car. The masked man was gone. Where did he go? Maybe he got thrown out of the car during the crash? That was wishful thinking. But I didn’t have the time to worry about it.

When I opened the driver’s side door, I toppled out. The pain when I hit the asphalt of the street was intense. I couldn’t let that stop me. There were more important things at stake than me.

There was someone in that van and they might need help. I felt like a newborn doe, trying to walk for the first time. Both my legs wobbled. No matter what, I wasn’t going to give up.

I reached the minivan. In the front seat I got a closer look at the driver. He wasn’t moving, except for his breathing. Even though I’m an atheist, I thanked God for that.

“Don’t worry…” I tried to tell the man that everything would be okay. Before I could, something grabbed me from behind.

The masked man had taken a hold of my shirt and spun me to the ground. He was strong. But from the ground, I could see his limp. His right leg had been injured in the crash. It was soaked in blood.

“Ou gob dab biff!” The masked man was yelling at me but I couldn’t make out exactly what he was saying. His mask muffled it.

I played possum ‘til my attacker got close. Then I kicked him in his injured right leg. He screamed and fell to the street. In the distance, I could hear the sirens from an ambulance. There wasn’t enough time to wait for them to save me, though. The masked man was already getting back up.

On all fours, I crawled back to my car. Inside of it was my purse. And inside of that was my gun. I just had to beat my attacker there.

I climbed into the front seat of my car. My purse was on the floor near where I woke up. As I went through it looking for the .38 caliber revolver, the masked man grabbed my ankle. He was trying to pull me out. And he succeeded in doing so, but not before I got my gun.

The masked man kicked me once. I didn’t feel it. Adrenaline numbed it. When he went for another kick, I rolled over and fired my weapon. Immediately after shooting, I regretted it. I regretted it because my aim was true. The shot tore through his mask and took a chunk of his head with it.
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Shell Shocked
 
I sat on the curb in complete disbelief over what had just transpired. In a span of five minutes someone tried to strangle me to death, I got in a car crash and then I killed a man. It was too much to process.

The ambulance and police arrived without me even noticing. My gaze was transfixed on the street just a couple of feet in front of me. I wanted to cry but couldn’t. I wanted to scream but couldn’t.

“Riley? Riley!?” Someone tried to get my attention. I slowly lifted my head up and saw Sam. “Give me the gun, Riley.”

I looked down at my hand. And I was indeed still holding my .38.

“Just give me the gun.”

I handed Sam my gun. As I did, my hand was shaking uncontrollably. The moment it left my possession, the tears started.

Sam did what he thought he was supposed to. He sat down and hugged me. The last thing I wanted at that moment was to be touched, let alone embraced. But he meant well.

“C’mon,” said Sam as he stood back up. He held out his hand for me to grab. “C’mon, you need to get checked out.”

“Checked out?” I asked quietly.

“You were in an accident. You need to get looked at. The paramedics are just over there,” Sam pointed to the nearby ambulance.

I took Sam’s hand and he lifted me up. My head started spinning. It took a few moments for the world around me to stop moving. When it did, I was reminded of the horror I had just gone through.

Sam and I walked over to the paramedics, who were looking at the man from the minivan. He was sitting in the ambulance with a neck brace on. There were a few cuts and bruises on his face, but he looked okay. Words cannot express how relieved I was to see that he wasn’t seriously hurt.

“Oh my God, I’m so sorry. I was distracted. I looked at my radio for only a second. When I looked back up, it was too late. God, I’m so sorry. I’ll … my insurance will pay for this. I feel so bad.” The guy was all over the place.

“That’s fine, really.” I just wanted him to stop talking.

As the paramedics started looking me over, I saw the body of my attacker being loaded into the county coroner’s van. I had to see who he was. His face, I had to see his face.

“Ma’am can you follow the light?” asked one of the paramedics as she shined a small flashlight in my eyes and moved it left to right. “Good.” She put the flashlight away and then started to look over the rest of my body. Both of the medics insisted on me getting on a gurney, but I refused.

I waved off the paramedic who was treating me and made my way over to the coroners. Sam tried to stop me. But I was driven. Nobody could have prevented me from finding out.

The man I had killed was in a black body bag. When I got to it, the two guys who worked for the county coroner gave me strange looks.

“I need to see.” I didn’t know what else to say. How do you tell someone that you want to take a look at a corpse? It couldn’t have been a request they received on a regular basis.

 “Ummm…” One of the morticians looked over at the other, then back at me. “What?”

I didn’t answer. Instead I reached for the zipper. The morticians tried to stop me. Sam stepped in.

“Let her see.”

“But… ?”

Sam put his hand on one of the mortician’s shoulder. “Trust me, her mind is made up. There is no stopping her. You might as well let her see.”

The morticians backed off. I felt the cold metal of the zipper. Then I pulled. Who I found inside that black bag was surprising, to say the least. Staring up at the night sky with dead eyes was Jimmy Alvarez. It was the same Jimmy Alvarez I had had dinner with days before. He was the same Jimmy Alvarez who was handsome, but talked too much. Well, he wasn’t quite as handsome with a chunk of his forehead missing.

I’d seen dead bodies before. The first one had been when I was only twenty. My roommate at the George Mason dormitories was dumped by her longtime boyfriend. Over the Christmas break, she decided to slit her wrists horizontally not vertically. Her suicide note was dated Christmas Eve. I came back to find her bloated in our bathtub. 

When I discovered my dead roommate, I was shocked and sad, but I didn’t throw up. For whatever reason, when I saw Jimmy I threw up all over the street. Probably due to the fact that I was the one who had put him in that bag.

“You know him?” asked Sam. He gently rubbed my back in a circular motion.

“His name is Jimmy Alvarez. Amy set me up with him a couple of nights back.”

“She did?” There was a hint of jealousy to Sam’s voice. “You okay?” 

I spit out the last remnants of vomit. I’m sure I looked enchanting. “Yeah, I’m fine. I just, I’ve never… ”

“Killed anyone, I know. And I wish you never had to.” Sam made sure to make eye contact with me. I had rarely seen him so serious. “But the fact of the matter is you had to. If you hadn’t, he would’ve killed you. What you did here was justified. There isn’t any reason to feel guilty.”

I didn’t feel guilty about what I did. Still, there was a sickening feeling in my gut. And that was a good thing, even if it didn’t feel like it at the time. Feeling that way was natural. I may not have felt that way at the time, but it was proof that I had a conscience.

“Thanks. Really, Sam, it means a lot.”

“There’s no need to thank me. This is what friends do.”

Sam escorted me back to his car. We both got in. I decided I needed to tell Sam everything I had learned about the fires and the thermite. Things were getting too dangerous to keep going at it by myself.

“We need to talk,” I said, seconds after we entered the car. Talking would help me get my mind off of the horrors of that night. It’d help me.  And it would help Sam.

“Sure.” Sam was more than willing. I think he had suspected that I was holding out on him. He was a detective, after all. And no matter how goofy he could be, he was one of the smartest men that I knew.

“I’ve … there’s some things I haven’t told you.”

“About?”

“The fires at the church and marina.”

“Go on.” Technically Sam could’ve arrested me for purposefully withholding information about an active police investigation. But I’m lucky that I’m cute. There was no way in hell that he’d ever do that.

“When I looked over what was left of the church, I noticed something. Some of the piping looked like it had melted.”

“Okay, what does that mean? It was a fire. Things got hot.”

“Yeah, but most fires don’t get nearly hot enough to melt iron. I looked it up. The average structural fire burns at about one thousand, one hundred degrees Fahrenheit. Iron melts at two thousand, seven hundred and ninety-five degrees.”

Sam took a moment to take in what I told him. “So … what can burn hot enough to melt metal? Don’t tell me you don’t know because we both know that you do.”

“I think the fires were started with thermite.”

“Thermite? You mean that stuff those crazy ass conspiracy theorists think were used in the twin towers?”

“I don’t know about any conspiracies, but yeah, thermite. It’s a mixture of iron oxide and aluminum in powdered form. Welders, demolition teams and schools are the only ones who have a reason to use the stuff. But it’s not illegal to possess, so technically anyone could get some.

“Around us, the only people who’d use thermite are the artists over at Metal Works and maybe the chemistry teacher at Jefferson, a Leo Grant. To be honest, I didn’t get the impression that either of them were arsonists.”

“Where would they get the stuff to make the thermite?” asked Sam. He was no longer looking at me. Instead he stared out the front windshield. I couldn’t tell if it was disappointment or anger.

“They’d get it from a chemical supply company. The only one even remotely near us is Chesapeake Chemical.”

“Really?” Sam leaned over me and opened his glove compartment. He took out a piece of paper. “So I guess that explains why this showed up on my desk yesterday. I’m not sure if it was meant for me, though. It had a note attached that said it was for a Detective Williams. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about this, would you?”

Shit, he had caught me dead to rights on this one. “I might.”

“Look, I’m happy you’re helping with this case. I’m willing to cut you some slack and get you access that you wouldn’t be able to otherwise. But you can’t break the law Riley. Impersonating an officer? That’s a crime. If you were anyone else I would arrest you.”

“I know and I’m sorry. I just … I wasn’t thinking and panicked.”

“Don’t be sorry, just don’t do it again.”

There was an awkward minute of silence. Then Sam broke it.

“Take a look at what it says.” Sam was referring to the paper. He handed it over to me.

I took a look at the paper. It was a list of everyone who had ordered powdered aluminum, iron oxide and rolls of magnesium. There weren’t many customers who bought any of them. Narrowing down who ordered all three was easy.

“R. Branch at Twelve Pine Lane? Where the hell is Pine Lane?” I’d never heard of the address, which was strange because according to the paper it was in Stone Harbor. I had lived in Stone Harbor my whole life. Not once had I ever heard of Pine Lane.

“I was going to go check that out tonight. But considering everything that’s happened … I’m going to wait till tomorrow.”

“You’re going to wait? Why?”

“Because you’re coming with me. I need that big brain of yours.”

I leaned over and hugged Sam. That time, it wasn’t awkward. It felt right. When we were done, he started the car.

“We have to go back to the station. You need to give a statement about what happened here. Think you’re up for that?”

“Sure.”

“And once that’s done we can go get a drink or something. Maybe that will help you get your mind off of all this. What do you say? That sound good to you?”

For once I didn’t protest. After the night I’d had, maybe Sam’s affections weren’t such a bad thing. “Yeah, it does. Let’s do it.”
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Pine Lane
 
The next night, at the Stone Harbor Police station, Sam and I looked up the address for R. Branch. Pine Lane was a tiny street with only thirteen residents. From the GPS, it looked like the street was nestled far away from any main roads and deep in the woods near Valentine Park. The address was registered to a Robert and Destiny Branch. Gotta love those hippy parents. Robert had a few arrests for drug possession on his sheet, but that was about it.

Pine Lane was very appropriately named. The forest around the street was thick with pine trees. You could smell their needles in the air. It was dark, and there was barely any moonlight.

“Now, when we get there, I take the lead. If you have anything to add, let me know. But don’t just start asking questions.” Sam was driving. Even if I had wanted to, my car had been towed to an auto shop after the accident.

I didn’t audibly agree, but I did nod my head. When I had woken up that morning, my throat was sore. There was bruising around my neck. Seeing the after effects, I was surprised Jimmy didn’t take my head off. Little cuts peppered my face. Vanity made me concerned that they would heal into scars.

“Talk about being in the middle of nowhere!” Sam said. “Where the hell is this place? I swear, it takes a different breed of man to live somewhere like this.” Even with our GPS, finding the Branch residence was hard.

“Now arriving at Twelve Pine Lane,” said the robotic voice of our digital navigator.

Sam stopped the car. There was a mailbox next to a dirt driveway. I took a look, and it looked impossibly dark. No wonder we had a hard time finding it. We must’ve passed it three or four times before spotting the rusted box with worn metal numbers on it. Neither of us could even see the house or any of its lights.

“Abandon all hope, ye who enter here,” Sam looked of at me. We both started laughing. It hurt, but it relieved the tension. There hadn’t been much to laugh about these days.

Sam started driving down the driveway. It was bumpy and unkempt. I could see and hear a dog running alongside the car in the woods near the passenger side.

As we got closer, I could start to make the lights from the house’s windows. Almost all of them were on. Then I could see the silhouette. And then, finally, I could start to see the details.

I’d seen a fair number of sad buildings in my time. My offices were once abandoned and surrounded by barren structures. The Branch residence was something special, though.

Siding was coming off in noticeable chunks. The lawn was overgrown to the point that you could easily mistake it for corn. Several of the windows were missing panes of glass. In their place were pieces of cardboard. I think one had the front of a cereal box taped on. And there was an open garage that was filled with junk to the point that the door couldn’t be closed.

The same dog that had followed Sam’s car greeted us when we got out. It was a mangy thing. Still, it was very cute. Immediately, I knew what breed it was. Short tan fur and a tail made of pure muscle. It was an adorable yellow lab. That wasn’t the last time I saw it.

“They might as well put up a sign that says ‘meth dealer’,” joked Sam as he pantomimed a sign in the air. “All right, let’s go.”

I followed Sam towards the front door. There was a stack of mildew-stained mail on the rotting porch. Sam opened the screen door. Then he started knocking. No one answered. He knocked again. We waited a couple minutes.

“Hello! Stone Harbor Police! Is anyone here?” Sam yelled as loud as he could without being obnoxious. There was no answer. He looked over at me. I shrugged.

“Try the knob,” I suggested through a scratchy voice.

Sam turned the door knob. It was unlocked. Through the small crack of the door opening, a putrid smell hit us. Both of us had smelled something like it before. Dead bodies had that same aroma. He took out his Beretta. “Stay here.”

I waited outside on the porch as Sam went inside. From what I could see from the first doorway, the exterior matched the interior. By that, I mean it was disgusting. The best way to describe it was as a drug den. Nobody who lived there could have even thought about cleaning for at least the previous two years.

Sam had his gun aimed in front of him. He quickly but cautiously made his way through the foyer and into the rest of the house. I watched him turn a corner into what I assumed was a dining or living room. After a few minutes he slowly backed out. The look he gave me was concerning.

“Stay there,” Sam whispered to me. He proceeded to continue checking the house.

What had he seen in that room? I found myself concerned. He was clearly a little flustered. I’d never seen that look on his face before.

Finally, Sam appeared back in the foyer. He holstered his pistol. “It’s all clear.”

I started to come inside. Sam motioned with his hand for me to stop.

“What?” I asked.

“I’m not sure you wanna see this, Riley.”

“Shut up,” I said as I walked in.

The smell was even worse inside. How anyone could live in such a shit hole was beyond me. Everything had a strange yellow tint to it. I felt dirty just being there.

Sam walked past me and took out his cell phone. I went into the room that has shaken him up earlier. It was a family room, except there was no family. Only the corpses of what I assumed to be Robert and Destiny Branch.

The Branches were on the family room’s only couch. Robert slouched over to one side. He had a gunshot wound where his left eye was supposed to be. Blood streamed down his face into a neat little stain on a couch cushion. Resting against his shoulder was a rundown-looking woman. I figured she was Destiny. She had a gunshot wound to her cheek. It was small and clean. Behind her the wall was splattered with bone fragments and blood.

I had seen three dead bodies in two days. Right then, I knew I wouldn’t get a peaceful night sleep for at least two months. It was their eyes that haunted me the most, and still do. They were bereft of light. That spark that every person had, the glint in their eyes, was gone.

“This is Detective Greyson. I need an ambulance at Twelve Pine Lane.” I could hear Sam on the phone 

Something was off about the bodies. I lifted my shirt up over my nose and went in for a closer look. In my throat and stomach I could feel the vomit coming when I got close. Luckily I was able to force it down.

The blood on the Branches’ corpses hadn’t dried up yet. It was still fresh. That meant whoever killed them had done so recently, and maybe was still close by.

I went out into the hallway to try and get Sam’s attention. He was still on the phone and gave me the universal sign for “one minute” with his free hand. Even if he didn’t want my help, I was still going to give it.

Diverting my attention away from the dead bodies didn’t take much motivation. I went looking around the Branch residence. Or would it be more appropriate to call it their former residence?

The kitchen was as gross as I anticipated. It looked like no one had ever done the dishes. Mold was growing on the plates and cups that overflowed out of the sink. There were half-eaten pizzas and boxes of cereal on the counter. A litter box teaming with cat feces, urine and bugs suggested there were felines in the house. I didn’t see one, though.

There was a bathroom on the first floor. I wasn’t a brave enough woman to even take a peek. Instead, I headed towards the staircase that went upstairs to the second floor. Every step creaked and bent under my weight.

What was I looking for? I needed a clue, at least one clue. The Branch residence should have been the end of the trail. Everything seemed to point there. Yet we arrived and found death instead of answers.

The second floor wasn’t very big. There was a narrow hallway with three closed doors. I went to the farthest one. Not sure why I went for that one first. But it ended up being fortuitous.

I’m not sure what the room was, what it was used for. The furniture didn’t make much sense. A baby’s crib was in the corner next to an unsafe-looking rocking chair. Sam never said they had a kid. When I got closer, I saw that the crib was full of dirty shoes of all things. It didn’t make much sense but trying to understand how a tweaker’s mind worked was next to impossible.

On the opposite wall, across from the crib and rocking chair, was a dresser. The top three drawers had nothing in them. But the bottom one wasn’t empty. Inside of it was a bible. I picked it up and opened to the backside of the front cover. On it was a stamp.

The bible I found was from Pastor Pritchard’s church. He must’ve stamped them all so people knew where they had come from. Why would a couple of meth addicts have kept the good book? No pages were torn out, so they weren’t using it for rolling papers.

There was a single window in the room. I went over to it, just to take a quick look. Having not seen the backyard yet, I figured it might be best to get a view of it from above.

It was dark out back. I couldn’t see much. At least, at first I didn’t see anything. Then some movement caught my eye. I ran over to the room’s light switch and turned it off to make it easier to see outside.

When I returned to the window I could see a figure standing in the woods at the edge of the backyard. It was a human figure. I felt him looking right back at me. And then he bolted.
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The Chase
 
I knew that whoever had killed the Branches was still nearby. If I didn’t go after him, he’d get away. And I didn’t go through all that I had just to let that happen again. There would not be a repeat of what occurred at Fresh Horizons just twenty-four hours before.

Never in my life had I moved so fast. I barely even felt it as I zoomed down the hallway and staircase. Sam looked at me confused as I ran by him towards the back of the house.

“Where are you going?” asked Sam.

“He’s here!” I yelled despite my sore throat, right before exiting.

It was dark out and there were no lights. I stumbled a few times and almost twisted my ankle in a hole. Even though I couldn’t see the person, I knew what direction he had ran off in.

My legs got scratched by bushes and thorns. Leaves and tree limbs slapped me in the face. But I kept going. Nothing was going to stop me from pursuing the suspect. There would be no getting away. Not if I could help it, not this time.

Getting through the thick woods was hard and it was slow moving. The longer I was away from the lights of the house, the more my night vision improved. Just as I was at the height of my frustration trying to navigate the woodland obstacles, I saw the silhouette of the person I was chasing.  From his height and shape I determined it was a man.

The man must’ve heard that I was close, and turned around to see. We stood for a few seconds, staring at each other. Then he was on the move again.

For one second I had the man in my view. It wasn’t a clear view with all the obstructions. But I managed to keep him in my sights. Suddenly I could no longer see him. He just vanished.

I continued on to the point where the man disappeared without slowing down. It was a mistake. The reason why he seemed to disappear was because there was a hill. And I didn’t have time to stop my momentum.

I’m proud to say I didn’t immediately fall. I managed to run down the hill in the beginning. My feet moved quickly but without confidence. A panic started to overtake me. Then my right foot hit a rock.

I went head over heels down the rest of the hill. It wasn’t the biggest slope, but it didn’t have to be. The world around me spun chaotically. This must’ve been what clothes feel like in a dryer.

When I finally stopped tumbling, I was at the bottom of the hill. My hair was covered in pine needles. Other than some bruises, I managed to get up unscathed. I didn’t even feel those minor injuries at the time. Adrenaline was still raging through my veins.

The man I was chasing hadn’t fallen down the hill. When I got up, I saw him. He was running down the road at the base of the hill. So I went after him.

It amazed me that I didn’t get tired. I chased the man down that road for what seemed like five minutes at full speed. That might not be impressive to someone who ran or jogged on a regular basis. Before that night, the last time I actually ran was in high school gym class.

The man started to slow down. I started gaining on him. He looked back and saw me getting closer. In that moment he must’ve decided to take me out rather than try to outrun me.

I saw the man draw a pistol. He turned and fired at me while still running, albeit at a slower pace. Dodging bullets is impossible, despite what action movies would like you to believe. Trying to dodge bullets while running full speed is stupid. That didn’t stop me from trying.

I tried to duck. My balance was thrown off. The wrist I tried to brace my fall with wasn’t up to the task. Sharp pain took all strength out of the joint and tendons. Again I found myself on the ground, or in that case, the concrete. It was much less forgiving than the dirt and pine needles of the hill.

When I looked up, the man kept running towards an intersection. He was going to get away. And I was lying in the street, unable to do anything about it. It pissed me off. I was sick of being their target.

Like an angel driving a ton of metal on wheels, Sam’s car came speeding down the road. He wasn’t on the same road as I was, but driving down the one that crossed it at the intersection. I heard a thud as his car and the man collided. Needless to say, the car won. The man rolled up onto the hood and into the windshield.

Sam stopped his car and got out with his Beretta drawn. “Don’t move a fucking muscle!”

I picked myself up off the road. My wrist was in bad shape. The adrenaline had worn off. With its passing, my whole body started to ache. Both of my legs felt like wet noodles. About twenty steps later, walking became a test of my willpower.

Sam put his knee into the back of the man. He took out a pair of zip tie handcuffs and applied them. Then he picked the man up by his shirt collar.

“You gotta be kidding me.” I could hear Sam, even though I still had a ways to go to meet up with him.

“What!?” I yelled, forgetting about my sore throat. As soon as I felt the vibrations from my shouting, I remembered.

Sam didn’t answer. He wanted me to see for myself.

I could see the lights from a police car. Red and blue bathed Sam and the man I had been chasing. The back-up that Sam called for must’ve finally arrived.

When I reached Sam, he had already but the man in the back of his car. It was hard to make out who it was with the glass reflecting all the police lights. Nothing could have prepared me for his real identity.

“Who is he?” I asked Sam.

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” replied Sam. “This one you gotta see for yourself.”

I limped over to his car and got a better look. There, in the backseat with a large gash on his face, was Pastor Pritchard. Sam was right. I wouldn’t have believed him. The pastor was one of the kindest men I had ever known. And minutes before, he had shot at me.

“This doesn’t make any sense,” I said, mostly talking to myself while taking a couple of steps back. “Why would the pastor do this?”

“Beats me. I found some interesting stuff back at the Branches’. You want to ride with me back there? Or do you want to walk?” That was vintage Sam. He defused the situation with a little humor.

“You’re such a dick,” I laughed while limping over to the passenger side front seat of his car.

“Love you, too.”

During the short ride back to the Branch residence I kept looking in the rearview mirror at Pastor Pritchard. He was looking down at his feet, in shame. What could have possibly motivated him to try and kill me? And did he take out Robert and Destiny Branch? It was almost too unthinkable to even consider.

When we arrived back at the meth house, there were two more police cars. To my surprise, Stone Harbor Police Chief Mark Owens was there waiting for us. He was smoking a cigarette, which he threw down and stomped out upon seeing us get out of the vehicle.

“Where the hell did you go, Greyson? You’re our only detective and the only one on the scene and there are two dead bodies in there.” Chief Owens’s voice was weathered from forty years of heavy smoking. His body was flabby from a decade behind a desk. All of his hair seemed to be retreating from his forehead. He had a very thick goatee that had patches of white.

“To get the guy who made those dead bodies, Sir,” Sam pointed at his backseat.

Chief Owens walked over and looked into Sam’s car. “Well, I’ll be damned. Is that Pastor Pritchard?”

“Sure is, Sir.”

“And why are you so sure he did this?”

“Well, he was at the scene of the crime and ran when he saw us. Not to mention he took a couple pot shots at Riley.”

Chief Owens looked over at me. “Why is she here, Greyson? No offense, Riley.”

“None taken.” He was right. I shouldn’t have been there. But I was happy I was.

“I told you, I needed some help investigating the fires. She was the one who led me here. If not for her, I’d probably still be trying to figure out if they were accidents or not.” Sam was able to stand up for me and himself all at once.

“So, what you’re telling me is that you’re too incompetent to do the job yourself?” Chief Owens was his usual cranky self.

“No, I’m telling you it might be time to promote some more detectives…Sir.”

Chief Owens grunted and walked away from us. As he did, he mumbled, “Good work, Reid.”

“So what did you guys find in there?” I asked Sam as he walked and I limped towards the Branches’ front door.

“You’ll see,” teased Sam. 

We entered the house. Sam led me to a door just off the kitchen. He opened it up and turned on his flashlight. When I took a look, I saw a staircase that went down into a basement.

The stairs were precarious. A mixture of moisture, darkness and neglect had rendered them soft and rotted. Sam’s foot even fell through one. After helping him get his foot out, we proceeded into the basement.

It was dark and humid. The beam of light from our lone flashlight highlighted randomly-placed cardboard boxes and old furniture. As Sam moved it around the room, I caught a glimpse of what looked like a light bulb hanging from the ceiling.

I made my way to the light bulb and felt around for the pull chain. When I pulled it, the basement lit up. The newly-illuminated basement revealed a lot.

“Here we go,” said Sam, as he walked over to a workbench that was against one of the walls. He wiped the top with hand. Then he showed me his fingers and palm. There was rust colored residue on it.

“Iron oxide,” I said as I went to the bench.

Upon taking a closer look at the workbench, I found some other evidence. There was what looked like grey sand. That was the powdered aluminum. I saw some kitchen scales with more remnants of the two chemicals.

“Over here,” said Sam. He bent over near some boxes. When he stood back up, he had a large covered bucket in each hand.

We found the ingredients to make thermite. We found bibles with the pastor’s church stamp inside. We found Pritchard in the same place as two dead bodies. We were almost ready to close the case.
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Under Questioning
 
The next morning, I sat behind a pane of one-way glass. The room was dark and small. It only had enough room for me and Officer Rodriguez of the Stone Harbor Police, who was monitoring the interrogation through a monitor. That monitor was the only light and was connected to a camera on the other side of the mirror-like glass.

Officer Rodriguez and I were watching the interrogation of Thomas Pritchard. The pastor was suspected of not only burning down his own church but also setting an abandoned marina outside of town aflame. More serious than the suspected arson were the murders of Robert and Destiny Branch. And Sam was tasked with trying to get answers out of Pritchard.

It was strange seeing Pastor Pritchard in the Stone Harbor Police Department interrogation room. He was a man that I had only known as gentle and kind. But he had fired a gun at me the night before. Also, he was found at the Branches’ home shortly after they were murdered. Why was he there? All signs pointed towards his guilt.

There was a part of me that wanted the pastor to be innocent. I wanted him to have some plausible explanation as to why he was at Twelve Pine Lane. I wanted to hear a reasonable explanation why he tried to shoot me. But the feeling in my gut told me that he was as guilty as sin.

Sam chose to make Pastor Pritchard wait. He was trying to make him nervous. And through the one-way glass I could see that my friend the detective’s tactics were working. Pritchard’s usually calm demeanor was shaken. Sweat beaded on his forehead. His eyes looked defeated. Most telling was his inability to stop his legs from shaking under the table.

The door to the room Officer Rodriguez and I were in opened. It was Sam. He looked like he was ready. Both of his sleeves were rolled up and he had a manila folder in his hand.

“Everything all set?” asked Sam.

“Yup, everything’s good, Detective,” replied Officer Rodriguez.

 “Great. I’m not leaving that room until I’ve broken him. This craziness ends here, today.” Sam started to leave.

“Good luck,” I said.

Sam smiled and winked at me. “I’m too good to need luck.”

After leaving our little room, Sam went out into the hallway and then into the interrogation room. Pastor Pritchard’s head shot up when he heard the door open. The detective sat down in the chair across from the pastor. Playing more mental games, Sam didn’t say anything for almost five minutes. He just opened the manila folder and went over its contents.

“What’s he doing?” asked Officer Rodriguez. “Why isn’t he saying anything?”

“He’s making him think about it,” I explained. “Letting him stew.”

Sam cleared his throat. Then he began speaking. “You are Thomas Pritchard, correct?”

“What?” asked Pastor Pritchard. The pastor knew Sam knew who he was, I could tell Sam’s question confused him.

“Your name, it’s Thomas Pritchard yes?” Sam didn’t look up from the manila folder.

“Yes.”

“And you were born May 23, 1964?”

“Yes.”

“You are, or were, the pastor at Sister Mary’s Church?”

“Yes.”

Sam looked up from his folder. “How do you know Robert and Destiny Branch?”

“I didn’t.”

“You didn’t? I find it interesting that you used the past tense. Why not say that you don’t?”

Pastor Pritchard shrugged. I could tell nerves were starting to get to him. His attempt to look unworried instead came off awkward and forced. “I don’t know Sam. It’s what came to mind.”

“You are a suspected criminal, Pastor. While in this police station you will refer to me as Detective Greyson. Is that understood?” Sam wanted to make it clear that he was in charge. There would be no casual familiarity between them.

“Yes, sorry, of course.” Pastor Pritchard looked down at the table.

“How do you know Robert and Destiny Branch?”

“I don’t.”

“Then what were you doing in their backyard?”

“I was lost.”

Sam smiled. “You were lost? You were in their backyard because you were lost? That’s… that’s rich. So you were lost. Where did you think you were?”

Pastor Pritchard didn’t answer.

“Look, Pastor, we’re going to go over that whole house looking for fingerprints, hair or anything else we can use to identify who was inside. And we both know I’m going to find some traces of you in there. So you might as well just tell me why you were there.” Sam was clever. Most people wouldn’t have noticed what he did. Up to that point he was only referring to Pastor Pritchard formally. Then he changed to calling him “pastor”. It was meant to loosen him up. He wanted take a chunk out of Pritchard’s guard.

“I knew Robert. He used to be one of my parishioners.” Even from a room away with a half-an-inch of glass between us, I could see that Pastor Pritchard was holding something back.

“And… ?”

“He was having a crisis.”

“What kind of crisis.”

“He called me up and told he was using again. Robert was a meth addict.”

“So you went over to … what?”

“Help him!”

“Right. So, Robert Branch calls you up and tells you he was back to smoking meth? You go over to help him, but decide to hide in his bushes instead?”

At that, the pastor sat bolt upright, his hands on the table shaking a little, suddenly flustered. “I wanted to help him!”

Sam acted like he was writing something down in the folder, but he was just scribbling on the back of some photos. It was another mental feint. When he was done pretending, he looked up at the pastor.

“You didn’t answer my question. Why were you hiding in the backyard? Why did Riley have to chase you? What were you running from, if all you were there to do was help?”

“I was scared.”

“Of what? Riley? I know she can be a little rough around the edges, but she’s certainly not scary enough to have to run from.”

“I knew that if I was seen there, I’d be blamed.”

He’d be blamed? Blamed for what? Pastor Pritchard was indirectly admitting to seeing the Branches dead. And, of course, Sam picked upon that.

“Blamed for what?” Sam took a couple of photos out of the folder. He slid them over to the pastor. They stopped right in front of him. “For that?”

The photos were a test. Seeing his reaction would be important.

Pritchard was shocked. In fact, he was too shocked. His reaction was obviously fake. And that was what Sam would be hoping for.

“What if I were to tell you that after I arrested you, we sent your gun to the crime lab in Richmond along with the bullets we found in the Branches? And what if I told you that I got a call this morning from a very nice young lady at the lab who told me that the markings on those bullets matched the barrel of said gun? Would you still try to tell me that you were there just to help out a parishioner who had fallen off the wagon? Well … would you?”

Sam was bluffing. It took much longer than twelve hours to send out evidence to the Richmond crime lab. Getting back the results took even longer. This was a gamble, but chances were the pastor was in no way aware of how long it really took.

“Maybe I need to speak to a lawyer,” said Pastor Pritchard. The gamble worked. He was nervous.

“Why? In my experience, only the guilty need lawyers. If you ask for one, I can’t talk to you anymore, and there goes a plea bargain.”

“Look, maybe I should just take a minute …”

“Look, Pastor, you’re not leaving this police station. It’s time for you to start talking or find yourself charged with two counts of murder and arson. Is that what you want?”

Pastor Pritchard didn’t say anything. He looked as if he was going over his options in his head. Sam seemed to have him right where he wanted him. Then a knock at the door to the interrogation room had both men’s heads turning to the door.

Sam got up and opened the door. One of the Stone Harbor police officers was at the door. It was a man named Hardy. “I got that information you requested, Detective.”

“Not now, Officer Hardy.” Sam looked back at Pastor Pritchard. “I’m a little busy.”

“With all due respect, Detective, this is important.”

Sam sighed. “Don’t go anywhere, Pastor. I’ll be right back.” He went out into the hallway with Officer Hardy.

I’ve always been a naturally curious person. When it came to one of my cases, that urge to know only got stronger. So, I left the dark cramped room and went into the hallway.

I found Sam and Officer Hardy talking. Hardy handed Sam a file, then left.

“What is it?” I asked as I walked up to Sam.

“It’s Pritchard’s records.”

“And?”

Sam handed me the file. “Read it.”

Much to my surprise, the file on Thomas Pritchard was pretty long. The pastor was from nearby Saluda. At the age of seventeen he had been arrested for the first time in his life. According to what I was reading, it was for breaking and entering. Four arrests and nine years later he did a stint at Statesville Prison in Northern Virginia. That charge was assault and battery.

I met Pastor Pritchard when I was eighteen. Richard had managed to convince me to go to church with him after years of trying. The man I had met was gentle and so very kind. Not once did I ever suspect he had such a dark past. Never would I ever have even considered that he was an ex-criminal. And not in my wildest dreams would I have ever thought he’d shoot at me.

The file didn’t lie. The man in the room feet away from me was a stranger. I was okay with that. Getting shot at has a way of souring you on people.

“I had no idea,” I said as I handed the file back to Sam.

“I don’t think anyone did. This changes things. The kid gloves are coming off.” Sam headed back into the interrogation room. I went back into the other room with Office Rodriguez.

Sam didn’t sit back down. Instead he walked around the room. He wanted to reinforce the feeling in the room that he was in charge. At times, he loomed over Pritchard.

“Mr. Pritchard, you are guilty of murder. We both know that. You’re going back to prison.” When Sam mentioned prison, the pastor put his hands over his face. Handcuffed to the table, he had to lean into them.

“It was me,” said Pritchard through his hands.

“What was that?”

“I did it!” Pritchard put his hands down.

Sam was flabbergasted. I don’t think he expected it to be so easy. Usually, interrogations go on for at least an hour, oftentimes more. “Did what, exactly? I need to hear you say it, Pastor.”

Pastor Pritchard stood up straight. He wiped tears from his eyes. Without looking at Sam, he started to explain. “I guess I’ll start from the beginning.”

“That’s always a good place to start,” said Sam as he sat down across from the pastor.

“I think there’s something wrong with this thing,” said Officer Rodriguez. He was a little panicked. But I didn’t really care, I had to know what the pastor was saying. In the background, I heard him fiddling with the monitor.

“When I was in Statesville, I started studying theology. I got ordained while still behind bars. While serving the inmates, I met Janice Wen.”

“Wait, Doctor Janice Wen?” asked Sam.

“Yeah, she was visiting from Fresh Horizons, the rehab center. We started talking and then she told me how the center worked. She told me about the drugs, and how they were running them out of Fresh Horizons.

“At first I shrugged it off. I only had a couple of months left and I was determined to stay on the straight and narrow, you know? But shortly after being released, I was hit by a mountain of debt. What they don’t tell you when you get locked up is that no one cancels your cable, phone or even your rent.

“Since being a pastor doesn’t pay very well, I contacted Dr. Wen. She said all I had to do was steer any of my wayward parishioners to Fresh Horizons. In return, I’d get a percentage of the rehab fees for each person I sent.

“When you raided Fresh Horizons, everything fell apart. The evidence had to be destroyed. The people who I worked for … they would do anything to cover up. They burnt my church and the marina.”

“None of this explains why you killed the Branches.”

Pastor Pritchard looked up at Sam. “Either I killed them or I would’ve been killed. And I was too much of a coward. So I snuck in and I …” Pritchard started crying. “I shot them.”

“And the thermite?”

Pritchard appeared very confused. “Thermite?”

“The stuff you made the bombs out of. The way you started the fires.”

“I don’t…”

Sam shot up and banged the table. “Don’t bullshit me, Pastor. We found it all in the basement. There’s enough chemicals down there for more than the fires so far. Where are the remaining bombs?”

“I don’t know anything about any bombs. I just admitted to murdering two people, why would I lie about the … what did you call it? Thermite?”

“Who did you work for, then? Who made you kill them?”

Pritchard didn’t answer.

“Who did you work for?” Sam was persistent.

Still, the pastor did not answer.

“Fine, you can wait here and think about it. Maybe some time alone will jog your memory.”

Sam left the interrogation room. He met m in the hallway. Almost at the same time we both exclaimed, “We got him!”

“Yeah, but not on tape,” added Officer Rodriguez, who followed me out.

“What do you mean ‘not on tape’?” All the enthusiasm was drained out of Sam’s face.

“It didn’t record. Something went wrong.”

“Why didn’t you tell me!? Now I’m going to have to do that all over again!” Sam was incensed.

Officer Rodriguez became sullen. “Sorry, Detective. I’ll see if I can fix it.”

Being the nice guy that he was, Sam went over to him and put his hand on his shoulder. “Let me take a look at.”

Both Officer Rodriguez and Sam went to go see what was wrong with the monitor. I remained in the hallway. There needed to be some digestion of what I had just heard.

The man I knew as Pastor Pritchard was an ex-con who was in cahoots with Dr. Wen and Fresh Horizons. He was ordered to kill Robert and Destiny Branch. And he did just that. And he left us all with a simple question. Who was he taking those orders from?
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Hash Browns and Coffee
 
I sat in the Side Car Diner in my favorite booth. My favorite person sat across from me. Lisa was chomping on some rye toast.

Lisa and I talked about what happened at the police station with Pastor Pritchard. I told her about his past and Fresh Horizons. She was just as shocked as I was when I told her about him being a murderer.

“I was baptized by him,” Lisa said through her last bite of her toast, and continued talking with her mouth full. “My parents used to have him over for dinner. He was in our house. This is kind of creepy.”

“Creepy is putting it a little mildly.”

Carol, the waitress, came over with a plate of hash browns, eggs and sausage. The smell made my mouth water. She set it down in front of me. It was like a gift from the greasy diner food gods.

“You keep eating that crap, you’re gonna end up a little more than chunky.”

“I got a metabolism like a furnace.”

“You’ll be the shape of a furnace maybe, girl.”

We both laughed. Then my phone rang. I took it out and looked to see who it was. It was Richard.

“I should take this,” I told Lisa. I got up. “I’ll be right back.”

With that, I got up and went outside. Then I answered the call.

“Hey, what’s up?”

“Hey, Riley. You know how you told me about looking for birth parents? You mentioned your dad’s car.”

“Yeah?”

“I called my friend at the DMV. He tracked down his Trans Am from its VIN number on your dad’s registration. It was registered again about thirteen years ago in a town in Kentucky. I’ll send you the address.”

The news came as a shock. I hadn’t dared to hope that following the trail of my dad’s car would work. It was even more surprising that Richard would’ve gone so far to help me. That wasn’t because he didn’t care, but I always suspected that he never wanted me to find my parents. Part of him wanted to be the only dad in my life.

“That’s … that’s great. I don’t know how to thank you.”

“You don’t have to. We’re family.” Richard meant every word. And I agreed. He was my family, maybe not by blood, but family all the same. And I loved him.

I headed back inside the Side Car. Lisa was sitting there, finishing her breakfast. My mind was full of ideas and possibilities. Finally, there was a lead that could result in me finding my dad. It was a long-held desire that could come true.

As I sat back down in the booth Lisa and I were sharing, my phone beeped. I took a look. It was a text from Richard. He had sent me the address that he promised.

“Who’s that?” asked Lisa after downing the rest of her apple juice.

“The old man.”

“Yeah, what did he want?” Lisa was being a bit nosey, but I didn’t mind. She didn’t mean to. Plus, it would be pretty hypocritical of me to fault someone for their curiosity.

I left Lisa hanging for a few minutes. After my last bite of my breakfast, I told her. “He might’ve found my dad.”

Lisa’s mouth didn’t hang open in shock, but it might as well have. Her eyes were wide and shocked turned into a smile. “That’s great!”

“Yes, it is,” I gave my best friend a grin. “Yes, it is.”
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Epilogue: One Last Look
 
Troy Reid was nervous. He’d driven around the streets surrounding Jefferson High School for an hour just to make sure he wasn’t tailed. After what had happened at the Crescent Moon, a state away, he was a wanted man. Not only were the cops surely after him, but also Harlan Greene’s men. The latter would surely chase him to the ends of the earth.

His pursuers weren’t what was most important to Troy at the time. He wanted to see his daughter one last time. Then Harlan Greene could have him. Without Riley and without his wife there was nothing left to live for. There was a voice deep in his soul that told him he should’ve died next to Dana a week earlier.

It had been three years since Troy had last seen his daughter. At the time, she had been a freshman at Jefferson High School. By his calculations, that made her a senior now. And her last year started that day. 

Troy waited in his car. He had sold his Trans Am a couple months ago and was driving a sedan. It wasn’t nearly as enjoyable as his treasured Pontiac, but he couldn’t risk anyone seeing his easily-identifiable vehicle. 

As Troy waited, he sipped on a pint of whiskey. It helped numb the pain from the still relatively new hole in his hand that he had acquired during the shootout. It also helped numb the pain from being so close to his daughter, the only thing left of his beloved Dana.

Troy was parked across the street from the school. He was close, but not close enough to be seen by Riley. It was important that she didn’t know he was still alive. Her safety depended on it.

A loud bell marked the end of the school day. Troy eagerly scanned the throngs of kids who came out of the school’s front doors. But he didn’t see his daughter.

After about twenty minutes, Troy decided to get out of his car. He tried to look as unassuming as possible as he crossed the street. There, he saw a group of girls come outside and onto the soccer field next to the main building.

There was a chain link fence that separated the sidewalk from the soccer field. Troy stood by the fence, hoping that Riley played. His wishes were answered.

Riley had grown since he had last seen her. She looked like Dana did when Troy first met her. Tears rolled down his cheek as he remembered he couldn’t hold her. He couldn’t say he was sorry. He couldn’t even talk to her.

She ran drills with the rest of her team, blissfully unaware that the father who had disappeared three years earlier was within yards of her. If she had known, what would she do? How would she react? And did she deserve to know?

“Can I help you, Sir?” Somebody was next to Troy. 

Troy turned to see who it was. Standing there was a Jefferson High School teacher. She was a frumpy older woman with short red hair and thick glasses.

“What?” 

“Can I help you?”

“No.” Troy quickly started walking away, back to his car. He could feel the teacher’s eyes follow him.

Troy started his car and started to drive away. He knew he was driving to his end. But there were some things you just had to do. And going to your wife’s funeral was one 