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        “We are all ready to be savage in some cause. The difference between a good man and a bad one is the choice of the cause.”

        ~William James
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      The cobblestones in the alleyway were sharp as tacks beneath the soles of her boots, not that Regina Jackson was particularly bothered by that little bit of discomfort. Everything hurt lately, her eyes aching from the moment she awoke—her bones felt sore like they were straining to burst from their tendon prison but were just too damn exhausted to follow through. That was how Petrosky felt every damn day if you believed his bellyaching, but she didn’t have time to feel bad; she’d spent yesterday trying to get her son set up with a new caregiver. He’d headbutted the last one. She loved him, loved him with all her heart and soul, but people didn’t like to talk about the hardship that went along with special needs. The pain. The abject terror of what might happen when you were gone. And in her line of work, that possibility was always a little closer than she liked.

      A breeze hissed up the alley, bringing with it the subtle tang of rot, sweet and bitter, the fragrance like grass clippings and cut tulips tossed into a pile of long-stagnant water. It was possible that was exactly what the stink was—she couldn’t see much past the enormous set of dumpsters that blocked half the alley, and the bricks on either side of the crumbling cobblestone walkway seemed to be grappling with the clouds. But though she couldn’t see the police cars, she knew they were there; red and blue lights flashed maniacally against the dumpsters, the reflection turning the metal sides into pulsing strobes—no grass on the breeze now. Just the stench of decaying flowers, like someone had dumped perfume into a sewer. She sidestepped a particularly large puddle of black water, the top shiny, reds and blues dancing on the top like fireworks on a dark lake. She was still squinting at it when her feet splashed into another puddle, sending a spray of gray water over the tops of her boots and the cuffs of her navy suit pants. Just great. She stomped a little extra hard past the strobing dumpsters. Click-thunk. Click-thunk-squish.

      The far end of the alley came into focus first—a line of cruisers and crime tape and barrel-chested officers just itching to get the first glance at whatever mess waited for her on the other side of the trash bins. She paused. A car? The little green Fusion sat tucked behind the dumpsters, unassuming like a wart on a toad. A bumper sticker that said “Life is Better with a Beard” adorned the back window, a sign Petrosky would surely take to mean whatever hipster lay inside had deserved to die slowly. But it didn’t look as if this was the case. The victim lay prone beside the back door on a piece of thick plastic sheeting, his shirt soaked in ruby, his blue eyes wide to the clouds. Bloody hands grasped at nothing, crimson nails facing upward as if prepared to accept some offering that would never be enough to repair the gash that bisected his throat—his neck had been slashed open like a gaping secondary smile. Beneath the neat lines of his close-cropped facial hair, both the carotid and the jugular appeared to have been severed; even the pale tube of esophageal tissue was slashed. The hair along his jaw was stained with gore. It wouldn’t have taken long to bleed out from a wound like that; unconsciousness would have claimed him within a minute, probably much less. Efficiency was the name of this killer’s game.

      She sidestepped the body and peered through the open back door into the car’s interior—a fast-food bag on the floorboards, a few slips that looked like receipts. But no blood. She drew back and frowned at the body, at the plastic sheeting beneath the man where wide swaths of red marred the opaque material—smears, but nothing that resembled spray. She scanned the walls of brick, the dumpster, the cobblestones, but she saw no signs of struggle, no splatters of red. The victim hadn’t been killed here. Premeditated, probably, a bloody mess, absolutely, but Decantor had sounded strange on the phone, too tense for this to be a standard homicide. What was she missing?

      “Thanks for coming.”

      She looked over. Decantor was approaching from behind the crime tape at the far end of the alley, breaking from the pack of uniforms for the twenty feet of vacant cobbles between them. No one with him to jostle the cup of coffee he held in one hand, no one to knock the manila folder he carried in the other. But…that was strange too, wasn’t it? Why weren’t there techs here scrambling for evidence? Maybe he’d been waiting for her—it was always good to get a peek at the scene before the techs started picking things up. Helped you get into the mind of your suspect. She stepped around the body and met Decantor by the car’s front bumper.

      He passed her the coffee cup. “For your trouble.” His voice was tight, lower than usual, as if apologizing for giving her coffee.

      She nodded her thanks. “Is Petrosky on his way?”

      Decantor sniffed, his eyes easing to the brick wall off to their right before coming to rest on her face. “I didn’t call him.”

      No wonder he sounded strange. Was he trying to keep Petrosky from getting in on this case? Did he know how far her partner had fallen? It wasn’t exactly a secret. Sure, Petrosky never smelled of liquor, and he still showed up and did his job—some might argue more professionally when he had whiskey running through his veins. He even wore suit jackets these days. But it was in the eyes. In the way he talked. You had to know him well, but the signs were there. If she saw him drinking, she could justify getting him fired, could rationalize taking him away from her son. Petrosky was the only person Lance had never been violent with; her son had punched her more times than she could count, but he’d never so much as raised his voice to Petrosky.

      She sipped at the coffee, trying to refocus. Decantor’s gaze was tight, hard, his eyes deep pools of onyx that suddenly resembled the muddy water she’d walked through to get here. Unlike her, unlike Shannon, unlike the girls next door to Petrosky—street girls he’d adopted and put up, who seemed to look at him as a father—it appeared Decantor was done with Petrosky’s bullshit. Maybe he’d already gone to the chief.

      Her phone buzzed, and she dropped her eyes to the screen: her partner. Speak of the devil. Maybe he already knew; maybe the chief had already talked to him. But she wanted to know for certain before she called him back. “So, does Petrosky know you’re boxing him out, or what?”

      “I just wanted to make sure there was something to tell before we brought him in,” Decantor said, too slowly. And it wasn’t just his eyes or his voice; his face was drawn, his dark skin shiny with sweat. His lips, usually so easy to smile even when greeting her at a crime scene, remained downturned—anxious. There was more on his mind than not wanting to upset Petrosky, more than thinking her partner was unstable.

      She frowned. “What the hell is going on, Decantor?”

      He was no longer looking at her—his gaze dragged along the brick wall, then the car, and stopped on the body. The silence stretched. “You know the serial I’ve been working on?”

      Yeah, she did. Her boyfriend—well, ex-boyfriend now—had been considering doing a book on him. Everyone loved a good serial-killer story, he’d said, but she thought it was exploitative. That it encouraged more bad guys to go out and act in the hopes that the media would write about them too. Fame was as good a motivator as any. “Didn’t he go underground? It’s been a year since he killed anyone, right?”

      Decantor nodded. “Yeah.”

      She waited. So what was new? What was the problem all of a sudden? Why was she here? He had Sloan, his own partner—he didn’t need her.

      He sighed and shook his head. “I just can’t believe no one saw it before.”

      “For fuck’s sake, spit it out, Decantor!” She sounded like Petrosky—the old man was rubbing off on her.

      Voices floated over them, the murmuring of the flatfoots beyond the crime tape…or maybe the techs were finally here. Decantor extended the manila folder, his eyes grave. “I’ll let you take a look. Call it a case consultation.”

      She leaned closer, narrowing her eyes at the tag—the name. The world around her froze, her lungs useless and icy in her chest. Oh shit.

      Her phone buzzed again, the world around her started spinning once more, and she snatched the cell from her pocket. “You’re too late, Decantor. I’ve got my own case.” Was her voice shaking?

      His eyes widened, the file still held aloft like a little boy with a flower for an indifferent girl. “But⁠—”

      “But nothing. You call me when you have something concrete.”

      No way she was playing messenger on this one.

      No way in hell.
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      The buzzing came again, a persistent drone that would not quit. A bee…was it a bee? A wasp, surely, here to shoot a stinger into his eye, a needle that would pierce through his gray matter. Would his brain leak onto the bed? Would he care?

      Bzzzzt. Bzzzzt. Bzzzzt.

      Duke grumbled, thick lips flapping—too close. The dog’s breath was warm against his neck. The side of Petrosky’s face was wet. “Aw, hell.” He pushed himself to seated, wiping the slime from his grizzled jowls. “What are you doing up here anyway? You’re not supposed to be on the bed.”

      Duke licked Petrosky’s elbow, then collapsed back onto the pillow as if he hadn’t heard a word of it. The phone buzzed again.

      Fuck, fuck, fuck. Petrosky squinted at the night table, the vibrating phone, the half-full bottle of Jack. The digital clock read eight thirty. Yeah, on the later side, but they’d just solved a case yesterday. Another rapist in jail, getting his three hots and a cot. That bastard would be locked up for far too short a time, counting down the days until he could abuse another unsuspecting victim. Castration…that’d be better.

      Bzzzzt. Bzzzzt. Bzzzzt.

      Fine, asshole, fine. He reached for the nightstand, paused briefly when his fingers grazed the bottle, and then fumbled the cell to his ear. “Yeah.”

      “You’re not just waking up, are you, you cantankerous bastard?” Jackson’s voice was clear and alert. She’d probably woken up at five, worked out, eaten a sensible breakfast, taken care of her kid, and done god knew what else while he and Duke were snoring. Damn overachiever.

      Petrosky tucked the cell against his shoulder and grabbed the bottle of Jack. The top made a high-pitched zzzz sound as it unscrewed, far more pleasant than the incessant buzzing of the phone. “Are you kidding? I’ve been up for hours; gotta get my pedometer steps in.” The amber liquid sloshed in the bottom of the bottle—lower than he’d thought, though he didn’t recall drinking it. Didn’t recall much of anything last night after Shannon and the kids had left. At least he’d managed to hold it together until he was alone; fucked up though he was, he still had something worth holding on to, and things had been good, hadn’t they? Great, really, having Shannon and the kids around.

      The phone had gone silent. Had she hung up? “Fine, I lied about the pedomete⁠—”

      “I need you at Rita’s.”

      He heaved himself to standing, clinging to the neck of the bottle for dear life. “I already ate.”

      Again, the silence stretched. The Jack sloshed. And then…clanking, like silverware against dishes, the low beeping of a walkie, and the uneasy din that could only be described as the drone of a crime scene. Shit. He drew the bottle to his lips and let the liquor burn down his gullet and into his belly, the warmth spreading, calming the too-fast throb of his heart. He hadn’t even noticed his heart going haywire, but now the thudding broke into his temples. The world around him pulsed. “What happened?”

      “Kidnapping.”

      Not homicide—not yet.

      “If you’re at Rita’s…is the vic someone we know?”

      A loud noise blared through the phone, the bright clang of shattering glass. “Just get your ass down here, would you?”

      He opened his mouth to reply, but the phone had gone silent—Jackson was gone. He tilted the bottle back and drained it dry.
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        * * *

      

      The ride to Rita’s Diner was punctuated by the stink of a breakfast burrito—Shannon had made him stop smoking “for the kids,” but it was nicotine or grease, and damn if his waistline wasn’t pissed at him. His heart doc would have been pissed, too, if Petrosky’d managed to make it to any of his appointments.

      Black-and-whites were already parked in the nearest four spaces, Evan Scott’s used Caddy wedged among them. The forensics guy was a genius, and his father, George, was Petrosky’s only real friend—at least he used to be. It turned out the man had far less tolerance for bullshit than was necessary to deal with Petrosky’s dumb ass. Petrosky still wasn’t sure what he’d done to get the guy to finally stop calling. Not that it mattered anymore.

      He grabbed his suit jacket off the passenger seat and shrugged it over his gray T-shirt as he headed across the lot, the buttons too tight to attach. Hot already. The temperate late-summer air that had kept sweat off his brow during yesterday’s evening walk with Billie had vanished, replaced by the sticky ball-sweat mugginess of August. Then again, maybe the stickiness was easier to ignore when you were three shots deep as he’d been last night—he’d had only one, maybe two shots this morning. Petrosky cleared his throat, tasting the mint on his breath. Two unmarked cars in the lot besides Scott’s ride: an old gray Buick and a burgundy Kia. Did one belong to the victim? Through the glass doors, he could see three, no four, other cops, positioned around the perimeter of the restaurant as if to ward off any incoming diners. One officer sat at the table near the window, a black-haired woman in a pink shirt across from him, her apron clutched absentmindedly in her hand.

      He spotted Jackson just inside the glass front doors, her navy pantsuit neatly buttoned, the white of her blouse peeking between the lapels. The fluorescents blared like spotlights against her dark skin, her shorn black hair, the sharp angles of her cheekbones, her narrowed eyes. Her nostrils flared like an angry bull—agitated as hell. The victim was definitely someone they knew. A cop? One of the waitresses? He tried to prepare himself, tried to guess by examining the tight contours of his partner’s lips, but Jackson wasn’t looking at him; her attention was focused on a spindly man wearing plastic booties. Not Scott. Must be the new guy. Petrosky had heard that Scott had managed to snag an assistant, but he had yet to meet the man, and he didn’t see a reason to change that track record now.

      The air smelled of charred caraway laced with the bitterness of burned garlic. Jackson glanced over as he entered, and now he could see that her eyes weren’t just narrowed, weren’t just agitated; they were sad. His chest constricted, but not near as much as it should have. The booze was good for that—for taking the edge off.

      Jackson stepped around the plastic-footsied man to stand beside Petrosky. “Victim’s name is Wilona Hyde.”

      His shoulders relaxed. He knew all the waitresses in this joint, and the names of most of the cops who worked at the precinct, those who might have been regulars at this place—he’d remember a name like Wilona Hyde. Thank god. He’d had far too many cases where the vic was someone he knew, and those investigations drove a spike into his heart; it was always harder to work when you couldn’t breathe.

      “What was the victim doing here? Was she making early deliveries or what?”

      Jackson shook her head. “Waitress, working the morning shift.”

      Petrosky frowned. Must be a new girl. Had she moved to town and started working here because she was running from something else—someone else? Maybe a violent ex had caught up with her. He’d seen that more times than he wanted to admit.

      Jackson hooked a thumb at the long front counter, where trays of pastries beckoned from beneath glass cases. On the shelves behind the counter, a coffeepot sat dark and empty—off. “Looks like she came in at five thirty, opened the place up, put in the bagels. When help came in at seven for the breakfast rush, they found the bagels burning in the oven. And no Wilona.”

      That explained the burned caraway. “Was the front door locked?” Petrosky asked.

      Jackson nodded. “Yup. But the other waitress said they usually open the front door for coffee and day-old scones within half an hour of arriving. The place should have been unlocked by six.”

      Petrosky scanned the register, the gleaming counter, the dark coffeepot. Acrid smoke tingled in his nostrils. The unmade coffee meant the kidnapper had gotten to her after she put the bagels in, but before she had time to scoop the grounds—before they were supposed to open, maybe around five forty-five. If that were true, she’d have had to unlock the door for her kidnapper. Did she know the perp?

      “How does she get to work?” Petrosky asked.

      “Drives. Her car’s still in the lot.”

      Made sense, most kidnappers had their own rides, but he’d been hoping the guy had made her drive—at least then they’d know what kind of car to look for, put out an APB. He should have figured this asshole was smarter than that—the bastard had abducted her and made her relock the door behind them, thereby ensuring that no customers showed up to report the woman missing before he had a chance to get away. Petrosky glanced at the wall clock behind the counter. The kidnapper was already three hours ahead of them.

      “Any sign of a struggle?” He drew his gaze away from the clock in time to see Jackson shake her head.

      “Nothing, and no signs of blood or anything else that might indicate he knocked her out. So he was probably armed.”

      Right. When faced with a gun, most people did as they were asked—no mess. He turned back to the front door and frowned. The tall, slim forensics guy was crouched on the floor near the doorjamb, thin fingers busy with his little bags, his skinny little tweezers. Even his brown hair was thin. This is some Nightmare Before Christmas shit. “Where’s Scott?”

      “Out back. That’s where Wilona’s car is parked.” Her gaze darted from the front door to the counter where the register was, and back to Petrosky. “I’ve got her picture out already. The story goes live next press cycle.”

      He gaped at her—they didn’t yet know if they were dealing with a ransom situation, and some kidnappers went ballistic if the victim’s face was splashed all over television.

      Jackson raised a hand. “I know what you’re thinking, but we can’t risk it; she’s nine months pregnant, due any day. And if she goes into labor, we have two victims to worry about. Hell, the kid might even be the reason he took her.”

      “Lots of sick bastards out there.” But his voice rang hollow in his ears. A pregnant waitress. His guts tightened as a face leaped into his mind—red hair. Chipped front tooth. Red lipstick. Fucking hell, not her. He scanned the restaurant as if the woman would materialize out of nowhere, but all he saw were the flatfoots, the slim forensics guy, and the black-haired pink-shirted woman who had come in expecting to wait tables for tips and not to talk to cops for free. “Her friends call her Ruby,” he said.

      Jackson met his eyes and nodded, though it wasn’t really a question.

      Ruby had been the one spiking his coffee on days he couldn’t find a bottle. Ruby had added a little edge to his lemonade, sometimes even when Petrosky was with Jackson—not enough to stink, but enough to help. And he tipped her well for it. Hell, he’d driven her to her last doctor’s appointment when her car broke down. Paid the mechanic’s bill too.

      He’d been trying to help her get back on her feet.

      And someone had stolen her away.
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      The woman in the pink T-shirt was glassy-eyed by the time Petrosky and Jackson approached—Mary, right? Mary Ellen. She’d abandoned her apron; it lay in a crumpled heap in the booth beside her, the material more wrinkled than the fine lines around her mouth. Her long black hair lay over her shoulders, and he tried not to think about how much it looked like Chief Carroll’s hair. He hadn’t talked to the chief in…how long had it been? She hated him just as much as George did.

      “Tell us about Ruby,” Jackson was saying. He followed her lead and slid into the booth across from Mary Ellen, and when the woman raised her head, her eyes hooded with grief or stress or sleep, she looked less like a Mary Ellen and more like the picture of the Virgin Mary that his grandmother used to have over her fireplace. Unlike the way Mary was portrayed in other paintings, her thin lips in a peaceful smile while the child suckled at her breast, Mary had never looked serene in his grandmother’s picture. She’d look haunted. And terrified. A far more realistic expression for a mother who knew their kid was going to die.

      Mary Ellen’s lip quivered, but she hissed a snot-laden breath in through her nose and sighed it back out. “Ruby was…amazing. Kindest woman I know.”

      Petrosky nodded; it might have been true, but people always said nice things once you were gone. Platitudes. Bullshit. Except when it was about Morrison. His old partner, Shannon’s late husband…he was as close to a saint as Petrosky had ever seen. He raised his hand and rubbed at an achy spot on his chest, just above his breastbone—feeling a little sharp today, stabby. Maybe too much caffeine.

      “We only knew each other from work,” Mary Ellen said—Jackson had asked her a question, but he hadn’t heard it. “I like to think we were friends. She was really excited about the baby. I think…she never really had a close family, you know? So this was her chance to turn it all around.” Her eyes filled again, but no tears fell; salty drops clung to her lower lashes like drowning men scrabbling for a rowboat. And her gaze…was that guilt? What do you know? And why would she hold anything back?

      “She was wonderful,” he said slowly. “We all know that.” When Mary Ellen offered them a wan smile, he continued, “But I’m willing to bet that something wasn’t right.” Petrosky kept his voice low and thick with understanding. The last thing he needed was to push this woman into self-protection mode—guilt spurned denial, and it was painful to know you could have prevented harm. “Maybe you suspected something was off, even if you weren’t sure?”

      Mary Ellen sniffed again, but her eyes cleared. “Lately, she’s been kinda…well…” A single tear finally let go of its hold and slipped down her cheek. “I thought she was being paranoid; I even made fun of her about it. But she was right.” She shook her head. “I should have listened.”

      Jackson leaned closer, a little notepad in her hand. She hadn’t been using it lately; she said she didn’t need it with a memory as sharp as hers, but now… She must be stressed. Something else on her mind? He frowned at the tip of the pen, the fluid lines of thin black ink like rivers of dirty water on the page. “So what was she paranoid about?” he asked, turning back to Mary Ellen.

      “She said someone was following her.” Her voice came out strangled.

      “Did she know who?” The most common culprits were ex-boyfriends. Or current ones. Ruby’s burgeoning belly swelled in his brain then vanished once more.

      “No, she had no idea—at least I don’t think she did. She just said she kept seeing this truck, but she thought she was being silly, figured it was someone who lived nearby, or whatever. And she’s been through a lot, getting ready to raise the baby alone.” Her voice cracked on the last word.

      “We don’t want that baby losing its mom, either.” Jackson set the pen aside, her eyes on Mary Ellen’s face. “If you can tell us anything about the truck, it might help. Make, model?” Jackson laced her fingers on the table. “Color?”

      The woman shook her head. “I never saw it, and she just said it was a truck. I’m sorry, I have no idea beyond that.” Her nostrils flared as she sucked a fresh batch of snot into her sinuses. “Do you think she’s dead? With kidnappings and stuff… I mean, with the baby…” She shuddered, gaze dropping to the table as if her lids were suddenly too heavy to hold up.

      “We’re going to do everything we can,” Petrosky said. But there was no way to know whether she was even alive—whether the asshole who took her had cut the kid out of her guts, left her hollowed-out body in a ditch. He shoved that thought aside. No, they had a chance—still a chance. If the kidnapping was related to the baby, the most likely culprit was⁠—

      “What about the baby’s father?” Jackson asked. That was the great thing about partners: they could read your mind. Even if sometimes that was a curse.

      Mary Ellen’s brow furrowed, her lips pursed as if she were trying like hell to dredge up a long-ago memory. “Name’s…Doyle, I think? Not positive. But they haven’t talked in a long time. I don’t even think he knew she was pregnant—I know she didn’t tell him.”

      Maybe not, but social media made your business pretty clear. And by the time people realized they were being stalked, it was usually too late. A breeze tickled the back of his neck, and he turned in time to see the diner’s front door swing closed behind Scott’s assistant, Slim. Going out front now. Scouring the parking lot with his little light in his little plastic booties. “What about online?” Petrosky asked, addressing Mary Ellen once more. “Does she ever post pictures, talk about the baby?”

      “Oh, god no. She doesn’t bother with any of that.”

      Huh. Now that seemed strange, especially for a girl her age—twenties, early thirties tops. Most people in that age range were intimately connected with each other online. It seemed more common to meet a friend on social media than in a bar. “Why the aversion? Did she have a bad experience?” Maybe some asshole stalking her? While the internet connected people, it also opened up the world for douchebag keyboard-warrior crazies who spent their days harassing people so they didn’t have to look at their own tiny peckers. But if the kidnapper was one of them, it’d be convenient because they’d be traceable.

      “A bad experience?” Mary Ellen was saying. Repeating the question—not a good sign. “Not really, at least not lately.”

      Here we go. “But in the past?” He leaned forward, elbows on the tabletop.

      Mary Ellen’s eyes had clouded. “She did have some family trouble. Her dad’s an alcoholic. She took care of him for a long time, dropped out of high school to try to support them both. But by the time she was of age…he was asking for more than she could give him.” Her shoulders slumped in an almost guilty way as though she were betraying the woman’s confidence. Maybe she was, but for some reason, the admission helped ease the ache in his guts. As much of an asshole as he was, he had always been able to take care of his family. Nah, Julie just died before you got that bad. He rubbed harder at his chest.

      Mary Ellen cleared her throat, her shoulders still slumped, but the gaze she had aimed at the table was now one of realization. “When she stopped calling him back a year or so ago, he found her online, started asking her for money in private messages. When she blocked him, he just opened a new profile. That’s why she closed her social media accounts; changed her phone number.” The woman straightened and met his gaze. “If anyone has a reason to be pissed, it’s him.”
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      “Well, there’s a plot twist for you,” Petrosky muttered, squinting at his phone where the address of their next stop was lit up in white.

      Jackson snorted, her fingers choking the steering wheel like it owed her money. “It’s messed up is what it is.”

      Wilona’s father’s last known address was a bungalow less than eight miles from Rita’s Diner. Chuck Hyde’s residence was currently owned by a junkie ex-con who came into the property after his own father died. The owner’s name? Doyle Fanning: Ruby’s ex-boyfriend. From the phone records, it looked like Mary Ellen had been correct about the timeline—Ruby had cut off all contact with her father last year, and she hadn’t spoken to Doyle since the fall, right around the time she would have found out she was pregnant. Nothing made you reevaluate your life choices like another life.

      But Chuck Hyde moving in with Fanning…that was strange. Hyde had been spotted at a series of halfway houses and shelters in the months after Ruby cut off contact, but her father had taken up residence with her ex-boyfriend soon after she’d stopped speaking to Fanning too—early December. Had Doyle tried to win her back by letting her daddy move in? “I bet ol’ Doyle was pissed when he realized she wasn’t talking to either one of them—that he was paying Hyde’s way for nothing.”

      Jackson nodded. “Probably so, but Daddy might have been just as angry at her. And you don’t cut your family off for no reason.”

      He blinked through the window at the stark shadows on the asphalt—telephone poles, electrical lines, a little bird one wrong step from being fried. Yeah, two angry men under the same roof with lots of time to ruminate about how she’d slighted them didn’t bode well for Ruby—maybe they’d taken her together. Would she have let them into the diner? Then again, he had seen Ruby let even strangers in for their morning fix; she’d opened the doors early for Petrosky on more than one occasion.

      He sighed, rubbing his temples. What were the other likely options? A stranger looking for ransom? The other motivations for abducting a pregnant woman… Well, he didn’t want to think about those.

      The weeds in the front flower beds were remarkably few, not nearly enough to compete with the hostas that were now sending purple and white buds toward the sky. Maybe that shouldn’t have been shocking since Doyle Fanning’s current place of employment was the garden department at a home improvement store, but the manicured beds were deeply at odds with the mess on the front lawn. Petrosky and Jackson trudged through a prickly tangle of tall grass long since gone to seed. No cars in the driveway, but neither Fanning nor Hyde had one in their name—resident number three, one Samuel Brenner, had an old Cutlass, which seemed to be the singular mode of transportation for the house. No trucks in sight.

      The rapping of Jackson’s knuckles against the metal screen door clanged through the early afternoon, the sun speckling the aluminum siding with jaundiced bits of glare. No porch, just a rectangle of chipped concrete between the beds of hostas. Hyde answered the door rubbing sleep from his eyes, orange and white hair like a goddamn Creamsicle on top of his head. Still sleeping? Lazy bastard. Maybe Petrosky was a drunk, fine, but at least he was a productive one.

      “Yeah?” Hyde had pale bits of something caught in his red beard, and the crumbs moved when he spoke. Hopefully, bread or crackers and not leftover vomit. Or something worse.

      “Mr. Hyde?” Jackson flashed her badge. “Ash Park PD. We’re here about your daughter.”

      Hyde blinked, sleep clearing in an instant. “Wil?” He shook his head. “There must be some mistake. No way she did somethin’ wrong.”

      Jackson tucked her badge away. “Why would you assume we’re here because she’s done something wrong, Mr. Hyde?”

      Petrosky watched Hyde’s face, the way his eyes narrowed ever so slightly. Confusion? If Wilona was into something shifty, that might have given someone a reason to go after her, but Petrosky couldn’t see it. And it didn’t appear Hyde could either.

      “I wasn’t assumin’.” He frowned. “Why’d you say you were here again?”

      “Your daughter’s missing,” Jackson said. “May we come in?”

      Hyde’s eyes widened, but he did not shove open the main door, nor did he step inside so they could enter. Instead, he pushed the screen toward them and stepped onto the front walk, forcing Petrosky and Jackson back onto the tangled lawn. The summer sun scratched against the back of Petrosky’s bare neck as the main door clicked shut. The sweet stink of marijuana wafted over them and dissipated on the breeze. “Missin’? I don’t understand.” His gaze darted from Jackson to Petrosky and back again. “What happened?”

      Petrosky cleared his throat and waited for the man to look his way before he said: “This morning, your daughter disappeared from her place of employment. Have you ever gone to see her there?” Petrosky kept his gaze on the man’s face. Ruby had started at Rita’s Diner in January after she’d cut off both Hyde and Fanning. Did he know where she worked? With the diner so close to the house, they might have crossed paths accidentally.

      Hyde’s eyes narrowed further still; he was worried, but the feral kind of worry you see in a cornered raccoon. Hiding something? “I wish I could help you, but I haven’t spoken to my daughter in a long time.”

      Petrosky kept his voice low as he had with Mary Ellen—conversational. “Why not? It seems strange that a father wouldn’t talk to his child.”

      Hyde huffed out a breath so hard that scraps of food fell from his beard and sprinkled his shirt with crumbs, but his eyes had softened. “It was my fault. I got greedy, asked her for things I had no business askin’ for.” He crossed his arms, not quite confrontational—more like he was cold. Or scared. “So, what are you doin’ to find my daughter?”

      “You’re looking at it,” Petrosky said.

      Hyde’s brow furrowed. “I don’t see⁠—”

      “Her ex-boyfriend lives here, doesn’t he?” Petrosky let his gaze wander to the front door, then to the window—had the curtain twitched, just a bit?

      Hyde had stopped moving as if his feet had grown roots. “Yeah, he’s inside, but I still don’t know why⁠—”

      “Where were you this morning?” Jackson cut in.

      “I…here. Asleep.”

      “And Doyle?” she said.

      “He was here too. With me.”

      Petrosky cleared his throat in a way he hoped was a little threatening—a warning growl. “How’d you come to live with your daughter’s ex anyway?”

      Hyde’s face pinkened, twin spots of crimson blooming high on his cheekbones. Petrosky wasn’t trying to embarrass the man, but it was a weird situation, Hyde had to see that. “We met when he and Wil were together, and then I saw him out in front of the hardware store one day. He offered me a place, I took it.” He sniffed. “You think…Doyle had somethin’ to do with her going missin’?”

      Yes. “She isn’t just missing, Mr. Hyde. She was abducted. By someone who knew her routine.” They weren’t positive on that, not yet, but if he could get a reaction out of the guy… Petrosky rubbed at the back of his neck. His skin already felt burned, like he’d been licked by the devil.

      Jackson stepped closer, earning a raised eyebrow from Hyde. “Was she the type of girl who jumped from one relationship to another?” If they asked directly whether she was dating someone new, Hyde would claim ignorance, surely—but maybe he could give them insight if they went at it from another angle.

      Hyde shook his head, but his eyes were like ping-pong balls getting ready to pop from his skull. “She hasn’t talked to me in…almost a year now. And Doyle in there, he hasn’t talked to her either, and Doyle wouldn’t hurt her anyway.” But he no longer sounded so certain. His voice was too high as if someone had his balls in a vise.

      “Why don’t you call him out here,” Jackson said. “Let us decide.”

      Hyde hesitated, blinking, but finally, he nodded and rapped his knuckles against the screen as Jackson had done. Somewhere in the distance, a bird squalled. A car door slammed.

      The door creaked open.

      The man who stepped out onto the porch was nothing like what Petrosky had anticipated. In torn jeans and a green T-shirt, he was five-four at best, bald on top, prematurely gray on the close-cropped sides of his head, his eyes the clear green of an emerald. No wrinkles at the corners. Early thirties, no more, one arm covered in what looked like military tats.

      Doyle Fanning ran a hand over his clean-shaven face and nodded first to Hyde, then to Jackson, but stopped when his gaze rested on Petrosky. Familiar, but Petrosky couldn’t place him.

      “We know each other, hoss?”

      Doyle Fanning scowled and crossed his arms over his chest. Yeah, they definitely knew each other for the man to hate him that much. “I guess not,” Fanning snapped.

      Huh. The bird screamed again, but this time, the silence didn’t stretch—Hyde’s voice burst through the warm morning air: “Someone took Wil.”

      Fanning’s jaw dropped. He stepped off the concrete slab of a porch to join them on the lawn, his eyes as wide as his mouth. Genuine surprise. Fanning didn’t seem to think Ruby should be in danger any more than her father did; he didn’t appear to be the one who’d snatched her. So who had?

      “Do either of you know someone with a pickup truck?” Jackson said.

      Hyde and Fanning exchanged a glance, but this was not the tightrope anxiety of men trying to keep their stories straight. Just confusion. Maybe even worry. “A pickup?” Fanning said. “I guess a few people at work have trucks, but they don’t know Wil if that’s why you’re asking.”

      “Have you seen Wilona”—Ruby—“at all since she dropped you?” Petrosky asked Fanning. “Maybe you missed her, took a little drive past her place, or over to her job?”

      The tattoos on Fanning’s forearm rippled. “I don’t know where she works, and I definitely didn’t go to her apartment. She told me not to, said she’d call the cops.”

      Her apartment—that was telling. Ruby’s current address was a little house on East Paddock. She hadn’t lived in an apartment for six months. They’d checked. Neither man had mentioned the pregnancy either, and Petrosky wasn’t about to ask them—she clearly had reason to keep that baby to herself.

      “Call the cops, huh?” Jackson cut in. “Just for visiting the woman you love?”

      “I’m on probation,” Fanning snapped, and the hairs between Petrosky’s shoulders prickled. “It wouldn’t take much of anything to get me locked away again.” But he wasn’t looking at Jackson—he stared daggers at Petrosky. And now Petrosky knew where he’d seen the man: he’d dragged him in once. Cocaine, if he recalled. No…horse—heroin. No wonder he was on probation, and more critically here, no wonder Ruby hadn’t wanted to deal with him. That addiction didn’t stop; it just went to sleep sometimes. If you were lucky.

      “Why would I go see her anyway?” Fanning went on. “She dumped me.” He shook his head as if in disbelief, then raised his tattooed arm and gestured to the house at his back. “I had this place, told her she could move in here, but no matter what I did, it wasn’t good enough. So screw her, that’s what I say.”

      Wilona’s father stiffened, his eyes blazing fire, and then his hand flashed out toward Fanning so suddenly that Petrosky startled, momentarily confused. But there was nothing confusing about Hyde lowering his hand once more, palm open and probably stinging after slapping the boy—and that’s what Fanning was: a boy. “You watch your goddamn mouth, Doyle, talkin’ about my daughter like that. She’s better than you’ll ever be!”

      Fanning squared off with Hyde, bristling, his fists clenched at his sides. “You watch your mouth, old man!”

      Jackson raised her hands as if she might try to stop them, but Petrosky backed up to give them their space. Both men deserved a punch to the jaw, and if he didn’t have to do it himself, all the better.

      But Hyde did not lash out again, and Fanning suddenly paused as if recalling that he was on probation and in the presence of two police officers who might look down on assault. He glanced at Jackson and Petrosky and backed up onto the porch slab until his shoulder rested against the screen. When he spoke again, his voice was soft. “I swear I haven’t seen her, not for a long time.” He drew his gaze to Hyde. “If I knew where your daughter was, I’d tell them. I swear to god.”

      Hyde met Fanning’s eyes. His shoulders relaxed. “I believe him,” he said softly, his voice shaking, and it made Petrosky’s ribs tighten; he knew that look. Desperation. No matter what Wilona had done, no matter how angry Hyde might have been that she’d cut him off financially, he wouldn’t have kidnapped her. And there was no way he’d have let Fanning harm her either.

      Hyde’s lip trembled. “I’ll do whatever you need,” he said. “Please find whoever took my baby girl.”
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