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      Savannah (Savvy) Colter is not easily overwhelmed, which is a good thing, since she is the sheriff of Edwards County. It’s rare to find someone her age— a woman to boot—carrying such responsibility, but over the years, Savvy has more than proven herself worthy of the position…to most.

      However, when in a matter of a few weeks an old flame resurfaces in Silence, and two particularly violent murders land on her desk, her steady and predictable life becomes a little much to handle.

      

      New full-time single parent, Nate Gaines, reluctantly returns to his hometown, Silence, to offer his teenage daughter some much-needed stability. As a contractor he can work anywhere, and it’s not like he left a particularly fulfilling life behind, but he’s not too sure how much work he’s going to get here.

      Although, some of the changes he encounters in Silence are a surprise. The most shocking one is seeing the woman he once craved like air, now wearing the sheriff’s badge he so despises.

      Coming home is definitely not turning out the way he’d envisioned. Especially when a sudden crime spree has the law knocking on his door…again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 1

        

      

    

    
      Savvy

      

      The moment my foot crosses the threshold the scent hits me; roasted coffee and warm sugar with a hint of cinnamon.

      “Am I too late?”

      Bess, who owns Strange Brew, looks up from her perch behind the counter and raises one perfectly arched eyebrow.

      “Hello to you too.”

      “Hi. Sorry,” I quickly correct with what I hope is an appropriate amount of contrition as I approach her. Trying to peek around her into the kitchen, I can’t resist repeating my question. “So, am I? Too late? Is there any left?”

      With an exaggerated roll of her eyes, Bess ducks into the kitchen and reappears a second later with a plate. With my mouth already watering, I study this week’s culinary creation. It looks like a standard square but, knowing my friend, it’ll be much more than that.

      Every Friday, Bess tests out new recipes for her coffee shop menu, and for as long as she’s done that, I’ve been first in line to test her efforts. I’m usually here by around eleven, when I’m about ready for a decent cup of coffee after forcing down the clichéd pot of law enforcement tar back at the station. When I took over as sheriff several years ago, I suggested perhaps investing in a new coffee machine, but that did not go over well with Brenda, who had served as my father’s office manager for twenty years before I took over, although the title does not do her justice. The woman runs the office and, since things would fall apart without her, I wisely retracted my suggestion and have been chugging down the sludge she makes on a daily basis without complaint, ducking out to Strange Brew, which is just down the block from the station, for a proper cup of java.

      “I had to fight off a crowd to save you the last one,” Bess guilts me.

      “Well, I’m sorry if I was held up. Mrs. Dixon’s alarm went off; she fell again,” I retaliate with my own guilt card.

      Mrs. Dixon is an octogenarian insistent on living independently in her little bungalow, when she would probably be better off moving into some assisted living facility. She is still sharp as a tack, but her balance and eyesight leave much to be desired. She has a son, but he lives in Alaska, and only visits a few times a year. Last time she ended up in the hospital after a nasty fall that left her with a fractured wrist, he and I tag-teamed her in to conceding to a health alert necklace which—when deployed—not only sends an alert to the emergency dispatcher, but to my cell phone as well.

      “Oh no. Is she hurt?”

      “She’s gonna have a lovely bruise on her hip, but EMTs checked her out and she should be okay,” I fill her in, bringing the first forkful of square to my mouth.

      Blueberries, and I smell a hint of something floral, recognizing it as lavender when the flavors hit my taste buds.

      “Blueberry lavender coconut squares,” Bess confirms when I groan my approval. “I wasn’t sure about the flavor combination, worried the lavender might get buried by the coconut, but Phil said it was perfectly balanced.”

      “Phil dropped by?” I ask with my mouth full.

      Phil is Phyllis Woods, aka Phyllis Dubois, singer of former rock band Listen Phyllis and also my father’s new wife. She rolled into town in a rattling motorhome two years ago and rocked my father’s world, blowing new life into him. It’s impossible not to love Phil and the breath of fresh air she brought to our little town of Silence.

      I’m the one who introduced her to Bess’s Friday tastings and I don’t think she’s missed one since.

      “Stopped in with the sheriff earlier. They were on their way to Spokane for an appointment.”

      After serving this town for well over thirty years, everyone still calls my father sheriff, despite being retired for several years now as a result of health issues. It doesn’t bother me; I love seeing how my father’s chest still puffs up at hearing the honorary title. He lived for that job until it just about sucked the life out of him. It had been a hard transition, but since Phil’s arrival in town, he seems to be enjoying his retirement a hell of a lot more.

      I bet you that’s why they’re heading into Spokane; to see Dad’s cardiologist.

      “Latte?” Bess asks, moving to the complicated espresso machine.

      I nod and quickly swallow my bite before mumbling, “Please.”

      While she busies herself with my coffee, I hop on to one of the barstools at the counter and let my gaze drift around the coffee shop. It’s after two, the lunch crowd has already come and gone, but a few tables are still occupied. I smile and nod a greeting at Dana Kerrigan, our local nurse practitioner and a good friend. Her parents own the town’s British-style pub where my father hangs out for his weekly poker game. If Dana wasn’t sharing a table with a man I don’t recognize—a handsome one at that—I’d pull up a chair, but she seems engaged in deep conversation. Curiosity around who the guy might be is killing me, but maybe Bess knows more.

      Then my eyes catch on a familiar person in a booth near the washrooms.

      Carson, teenage son of Hugo Alexander, my chief deputy. Hugo mentioned a while ago his boy had been getting into some trouble since his mom died early last year after a valiant battle with cancer. I had a sneaking suspicion he might be involved in a few incidents of vandalism, most recently a dumpster fire behind the Safeway in town. I’ve been keeping my eye on a small group of troublemakers I’ve seen Carson hanging out with. My gut tells me they are the culprits, but I don’t have anything tangible, so my hands are tied.

      However, I know for damn sure the kid should be in school right now and not hiding out in a coffee shop, and I can definitely do something about that.

      Carson sees me coming and his eyes dart around, looking for an escape. It’s not until I’m almost at the table I notice the young girl sitting in the shadows across from him. Both of them look like deer caught in the headlights, guilt written all over their young faces.

      “Really, Carson?”

      He winces at my firm tone and stern look, but only momentarily, before he visibly straightens his shoulders and shores up his bravado. My guess is, for the benefit of the girl across from him. She’s pretty, in a wholesome kind of way; long dark hair tucked behind her ears, and a sprinkling of freckles covering her pert, upturned nose. Her big brown eyes look panicked at my approach. She is young, younger even than Carson’s sixteen years.

      “Skipping school?”

      “We’re working on an assignment,” Carson bluffs.

      There’s nothing but two carryout cups and an empty paper bag I’m sure held some of Bess’s baked goods on the table in front of them.

      I fold my arms and cock a hip, staring him down. I don’t have to wait long before he lowers his gaze.

      “We’re not doing anything wrong.”

      “Except skipping school,” I remind him, my eyes drifting to the young girl. “Who’s your friend?”

      When Carson ignores my question and stubbornly keeps his eyes averted, I address the girl directly.

      “I don’t think we’ve met,” I start when suddenly the door bangs open behind me and the girl’s eyes dart over my shoulder, widening even more.

      An angry man’s voice carries, “What the hell, Tate?”

      I freeze, every cell in my body recognizing the timbre long before my brain clues in.

      “Oops, I meant to tell you,” Bess whispers behind me. “Guess who’s back in town?”
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        * * *

      

      Nate

      

      Jesus Christ.

      I grind my teeth. It’s all I can do to keep from throwing her over my shoulder and marching her out of here.

      Fourteen-freaking-years old, just started her new school last week and already skipping classes. That bodes well. My blood runs cold thinking perhaps she’s a chip off the old block after all, because then her path going forward will spell nothing but trouble and pain. I don’t want that for her.

      After getting a call from the school office asking if Tatum was home sick today, a churning mix of worry, frustration, and anger propelled me to start driving around town to try and find my daughter. By the time I noticed the sheriff’s cruiser parked in front of the coffee shop on Main Street, I’d been aimlessly driving around for damn near an hour and was fit to be tied.

      I rarely ask for help, and would never voluntarily approach law enforcement of any kind, but worry and anger had started morphing into fear for my girl. Heck, one of the reasons I swallowed my pride, and packed her up to move back to a place I vowed I’d never return to, was because nothing ever fucking happens in Silence.

      At least it didn’t use to. A small, safe, quiet, boring town that held too many ghosts and regrets for me. But then the daughter I’d barely known most of her life landed on my doorstep three months ago. The social worker who dropped her off informed me Tate’s mother had been found dead of an overdose.

      Fatherhood had been something I barely dabbled in and suddenly I was a primary parent. Don’t get me wrong, I love my daughter with a fierceness that still surprises me, but raising her is a whole different ball game. Although, if I’d known Charlene was back on the hard stuff, I’d have stepped up earlier. Maybe I could’ve done something, saved my girl from the worst kind of heartbreak.

      Heartbreak I recognize, even behind the defiance she is showing me now, with her little pointed chin lifted high and her mouth set tightly. A boy in the booth across from her, who is definitely older than my daughter, looks like he just shit his pants.

      “Oh, hell no,” I growl, reaching into the booth to grab my daughter’s hand and pull her to her feet.

      “Let go of her.”

      I’ve barely noticed anyone else in the coffee shop, but turn to look at the owner of that understated but forceful voice that has the hair on my arms stand up.

      It takes me a minute to see beyond the uniform to the woman who fills it out nicely. Damn. Savannah Colter, I shouldn’t be surprised she would follow in her father’s footsteps.

      What shocks me though is the visceral reaction I still feel at seeing her. It’s been what? Fifteen years? A long time of pretending she never existed.

      Hard to do when those familiar pretty dark eyes that could melt steel are looking right at me.

      “Dad, please don’t make a scene.”

      I drop my head at my daughter’s soft plea and let go of the breath I’ve been hanging on to with a sigh.

      “This is your daughter?”

      Forcing any and all emotion down, I lift my gaze to meet Savvy’s impenetrable one. I don’t even attempt to try and read what she’s hiding behind that stony expression.

      “Yes. Tatum Colter,” I volunteer. “Fourteen, and skipping what I believe is Social Studies.”

      A barely-there flare of her nostrils is her only reaction when she turns to the boy who was sitting with my daughter.

      “Carson, I suggest you stay right where you are while I walk Tatum and her father out. But you better start coming up with a very good explanation for your father, because I’ll be speaking to him next.”

      Keeping hold of my daughter’s hand, I walk her out of the coffee shop, several pairs of eyes following us. I’d hoped to lay low, have a chance at showing myself a responsible adult and parent—at least to those who might remember me differently—before any of my past could reflect on my daughter, but I guess it’s already too late for that. I’m sure that little scene back there will make the rounds before dinnertime.

      Tate is quiet until I pull open the truck’s passenger door for her.

      “We were just talking,” she whispers.

      “He’s a teenage boy; trust me, talking is not what he’s after,” I grind out, closing the door on her.

      A voice sounds behind me. “If that were the case, I’m sure he’d have found a better place than the local coffee shop.”

      Right, I’d almost forgotten Savvy indicated she’d follow us out.

      I brace myself before I turn to look at her. It appears she’s had a moment to get over the shock of seeing me and some warmth has returned to her expression.

      “He’s too old for her,” I argue.

      “By only a couple of years,” Savvy returns with a pointed look. “They’re both in high school.”

      Message received. I’d been a high school dropout and was apprenticing with my uncle, who was a carpenter, when I first met Savvy. Even though we’d been older, she’d been only seventeen to my twenty-four, but I didn’t care. Neither did she, at the time.

      Her father sure did though.

      Fuck me. I rub a hand over my stubble at the unexpected sense of kinship with her dad.

      “Look,” she urges, “Carson is a good kid. He’s been struggling a bit since his mother died and may not always make the best decisions, but he wouldn’t hurt her.”

      I grunt in response. There are more ways than one to put the hurt on my girl, but learning the kid lost his mom, it’s clear he has at least something in common with my daughter.

      “So…” Savvy drawls, her thumbs hooked in her belt and her feet spread. “Didn’t think I’d ever see you back in Silence.”

      I shrug. “I didn’t either, but you know what they say; life is what happens when you make other plans.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 2

        

      

    

    
      Savvy

      

      I watched him get into the black truck, Gaines Contracting painted on the door panels, along with a website and phone number I memorize.

      I’ll satisfy my curiosity later in the privacy of my home, but first I need to call my chief deputy to let him know his son is playing hooky.

      “Don’t be too hard on him,” Bess pleads, blocking my path when I walk inside, my eyes on the teenager who was smart enough to stay put like I told him to. “He comes in here occasionally and sits in that booth by himself, staring into his drink. Today was the first time I’ve seen him with someone else. That boy is hurting.”

      It shouldn’t surprise me Bess, my sweet, soft-hearted friend, has quietly adopted Carson into her protective field. She’s the one who—at six years old—scooped up a baby bird that fell from a tree and rushed all the way home from school to see if her mom could help her save it. Although the memory is a little fuzzy, I’m pretty sure the poor thing perished, but it did start a trend of Bess taking in hurt creatures of all kinds and creed in an attempt to rescue them. Some successfully so, but some—mostly of the two-legged variety—would abuse her kindness.

      I don’t like seeing my friend hurt, but that doesn’t stop me from giving her a stern look.

      “Fine, but don’t think you’re off the hook for not giving me a heads-up about Silence’s prodigal son returning.”

      Then I step around her and walk up to the aptly remorseful looking boy.

      “Your father is on the way,” I inform him.

      The news appears to deflate him even further, so I slip into the booth across from him. Bess hurries over with the coffee I’d almost forgotten about and slides it in front of me.

      “Is Tatum okay?” he asks, his head hanging low as he peers at me from under his eyebrows. “Her dad seemed angry.”

      I’m glad for the question, it reassures me his heart was and is in the right place. The mention of her father requires a little more processing, something I will save for later, when I’m home and can safely throw things. Nate Gaines is the last person I would ever have imagined in the role of a parent, or back in Silence for that matter.

      “She’s fine,” I reassure him, quickly adding, “Other than the trouble she’ll be in for skipping school. I don’t think you’re her father’s favorite person right now though. You may want to keep your distance.”

      He shakes his head. “Her locker is across from mine. A couple of little bitches were razzing her. I overheard them say something about her mom being a junkie and killing herself.”

      I wince at the derogatory term but let it go since it apparently was deserved.

      “They made her cry and she ran,” he continues. “I told them off and followed her outside, but she didn’t want to go back in so I brought her here.”

      There is definitely a good kid hiding inside the troubled teen the world sees.

      “She lost her mom,” I surmise.

      He nods. “She said it was an overdose. Just three months ago.”

      Christ. Poor kid. I feel a rush of sympathy not only for the girl, but her father as well. Like Carson, I know what it’s like to lose someone you love, but losing them like that is particularly harsh.

      “A little close to home, right, Carson?”

      “Yeah,” he mumbles, wiping his nose with the back of his hand.

      At sixteen, Carson isn’t small; almost six feet and with a good set of shoulders, but in that moment he’s just a little kid trying to deal with the loss of his own mother.

      “You did a good thing stepping up for her, but can I make a suggestion?” I offer gently. I wait for his eyes to come up and meet mine. “Next time, take her to the school office, or at least let someone know where you’re going. She’s only fourteen and her father was really worried.”

      He snorts.

      “I doubt there’s gonna be a next time. Her dad already hates me.”

      “I’m sure he’ll be more understanding after Tatum explains to him what happened,” I assure him.

      But just to be safe, I might actually run Nate down to make sure he’s aware. From my experience, fathers can be quite protective of their daughters.

      Talking about fathers; from the corner of my eye, I catch a glimpse through the coffee shop’s window of Hugo’s cruiser pulling up to the curb. I quickly get to my feet to intercept him before he stalks in here with proverbial guns blazing.

      I catch him right outside the door.

      “Where is he?”

      He looks like an angry bull, nostrils flaring, and I’d swear you can see steam coming from them.

      “Ease up,” I caution him. “And once you’re done barking at him, don’t forget to listen too. His heart was in the right place.”

      Of course, I’m one to talk, I didn’t exactly stop to listen first either.

      Hugo does little more than grunt before pushing past me. Instead of returning inside, I choose to head back to my office. Hugo can handle his son, and I’m not ready to get into a conversation with Bess. I’m going to need some downtime to come to terms with the fact he’s back in town before I tackle the subject of Nate.

      The moment I walk in to the lobby, Brenda pokes her head out of her office.

      “There you are. You turned off your radio.”

      Shit. I did when I called Hugo, not wanting any interruptions, but I forgot to turn it back on. I immediately reach for the radio clipped to my duty belt and turn the dial to the on position.

      “Sorry. What’s up?”

      “KC took a domestic call on Quarry Road.”

      “By himself?”

      KC Kingma is a good deputy—one of my younger ones—but I still would’ve preferred he not take a domestic call alone. We generally pair up for calls like that since they involve more than one individual and can be very unpredictable and, therefore, dangerous. Especially when there is only one deputy to try and control the often volatile situation.

      “We’re shorthanded, and with Hugo bolting out of here and you incommunicado, there wasn’t anyone else to send after him.”

      I’m already on my way back out the door when she calls after me.

      “Dozer called it in. It sounds like Ben is on a tear again.”

      Oh, great. Ben and Wanda Rogers are what we call frequent fliers, who live in a modular home just outside of town, and Dozer Combs is their neighbor. Ben is an angry drunk, which he is often, but since he lost his job as a long-haul trucker after I pulled him over for driving under the influence about six months ago, it’s gotten progressively worse. This is not the first call this month.

      I groan when I pull up and see KC ducked behind the driver’s side door of his vehicle, sidearm drawn. On the small porch of the house, I can see Ben stalking back and forth, waving his hands. One of them is holding a nasty looking gun.

      Just what I need on a Friday afternoon.
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        * * *

      

      Nate

      

      I take another sip of beer, walk over to the sliding back door, and step outside.

      The house was in decent shape, but the backyard was sorely neglected by the previous owners. Maybe tackling that is a better outlet for my frustration than pacing around the house, waiting for my stubborn daughter to come out of her bedroom, where she barricaded herself the moment we walked in the door.

      Kids, man. I don’t know.

      When she first came to me, I’d taken her to see a therapist recommended by the social worker. The woman suggested Tate might need some help processing her mother’s death, but it was clear after a couple of sessions she wasn’t engaging. She wasn’t with me either. Wouldn’t talk about her mother or much of anything else, for that matter. Although I’m probably as much to blame for that.

      I was far from prepared to take care of a young teenage girl, living in an apartment that suited my solitary lifestyle just fine, but was not really suitable for her. That’s when I started wondering if it might not be better to get a fresh start somewhere.

      Here we are, a trip down memory lane for me, but a fresh start for Tatum. A safe place, where people will keep an eye out for her, should I fall down on the job. I scoff at the irony. Yet, Tate is still not communicating. Still not letting me in, and I’m scared shitless I’m already fucking up, and we haven’t even been here two weeks.

      Yard work proves to be therapeutic, and by the time I have weeds yanked, the soil turned in the beds, and what passes for a lawn mowed, I’m feeling a lot better. Even a little accomplished.

      Working with my hands has always been an outlet for me, hence my chosen profession. I was a pissed-off teen, and physical labor was a way to stay out of trouble. Those hands have been able to build me a good living over the years. A solid reputation for quality work. But I’m a long way from Las Vegas and I don’t think my reputation stretches quite this far.

      I need to get my hands on some work. I’m not hurting for money, but I can’t sit by idly. I’m better when I’m busy.

      I glance over at the stairs when I walk into the kitchen, hoping perhaps Tate has surfaced, but I can hear the muted sounds of Taylor Swift coming from her bedroom. After a lifetime of listening to rock, my ears took a little time to adjust to the perky sounds of the pop diva. I’ll never admit it, but the music may be growing on me.

      I wash my hands at the sink and check the fridge in search of inspiration for dinner. That’s another thing that I’ve had to adjust to. I don’t mind cooking when I’m in the mood, but since Tate moved in with me, it has become more of a chore. Especially since she’s so damn picky and if she doesn’t like it, she just won’t eat. It scares the crap out of me, I’ve read about eating disorders and I don’t want my daughter to fall victim to that. It’s probably not something I can control with my cooking anyway, but I’m not taking any chances.

      Tate likes Asian foods and it looks like I may have the makings for a decent pad Thai. I pull out bean sprouts, peppers, carrots, green onions, chicken, and an egg. I’ve barely started chopping when the doorbell startles me. Wiping my hands on a towel, I head for the door.

      “Savvy?”

      I realize too late I probably should call her Sheriff Colter instead of her given name, which rolls off my tongue with too much familiarity.

      “Sorry to disturb,” she mumbles, the ball cap with her job title embroidered at the front of it pulled low, obscuring most of her face. “Rowan told me you bought the old Miskin place.”

      If not for Grace and Gloria Miskin—the two sisters I grew up living across the street from—my childhood would’ve been nothing but bad memories. They looked after me when no one else did. Unfortunately, I lost touch with them after I left town, and apparently Gloria passed away and Grace moved to a care facility, but when I saw their old house was up for sale, I couldn’t resist.

      On the other side of the street, where my childhood house used to be, is now a newer development of semi-detached homes, housing mostly younger families, which only added to the appeal.

      Plus, whoever owned it in the interim had done some decent renovations to the place, giving it a more contemporary look but without taking away the warm, welcoming feel I remember from my younger years. It seemed like a good place—maybe a healing place—to bring my daughter to, and I’m holding out hope for that to be true.

      “I did,” I finally answer Savvy, returning my attention to her. “What brings you out here?”

      I can hear the edge in my question. She hears it too and finally lifts her head so I can see her face.

      A deep red mark, already turning blue in places, covers the right side of her face. Without warning, a hot rage bubbles to the surface.

      “Who?” I bark, my hand involuntarily reaching for her face.

      She winces and takes a step back, only adding to my anger.

      “Who the fuck did that to you?”

      “Calm down,” she snaps, placing her hands on her belt. “I got caught up in a domestic call. Bumps and bruises come with the job.”

      “On your fucking face?” It flies from my mouth before I can check it.

      Those big brown eyes narrow to glimmering slits and her lips press together tightly.

      “Not your concern,” she articulates sharply.

      I feel myself jerk back, as if she’d slapped my face. Put in my place, I take a deep breath and force all emotion from my face.

      “Fine. What brings you out here, Sheriff Colter?” I repeat my earlier question.

      I can tell she doesn’t buy into my attempt at a friendly tone, but she doesn’t call me on it.

      “I don’t know if your daughter has had a chance to tell you what happened at school.”

      “School?”

      I instinctively dart a glance at the stairs over my shoulder, only to catch a flash of what I assume is Tate ducking out of sight. When I turn back to Savvy, a faint smile is playing on her lips.

      “I remember what it was like to be a teenage girl and reluctant to share anything of a sensitive nature with my parents,” she offers, confirming her accurate read on the situation before she explains. “Carson, the boy from earlier, caught a couple of girls being cruel to your daughter at school.”

      Instantly, my anger flares up again.

      “What do you mean, cruel?”

      She gives me a sympathetic look before she answers.

      “It was about her mother. Carson mentioned she bolted out of the school and he took off after her to make sure she was okay. She wasn’t, which is why he took her to Strange Brew.”

      “Her mother died a few months ago,” I share. Then I decide to add, “Of a drug overdose.”

      “I’m so sorry for your loss. And I’m sorry to have to bring it up, but I wanted to make sure you knew what happened. In case you want to report the incident to the school.”

      “No!”

      This time Tatum doesn’t try to hide herself when I turn around. Her face is blotchy, probably from crying, and I feel instantly guilty. I should’ve made sure she was okay instead of assuming she was moping.

      “It’ll only get worse if you do,” she cries, before turning on her heel and running upstairs.

      Her bedroom door slams and Taylor Swift’s “Cruel Summer” suddenly blasts through the house. All designed to keep me out, but this time I’m not going to let it deter me.

      I already have my foot on the first step when I hear Savvy behind me.

      “I’ll just see myself out.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 3

        

      

    

    
      Savvy

      

      Dammit.

      Frustrated, I toss the container of concealer I bought on a whim years ago, and used only once, in the trash bin. Then I wash off the pathetic attempt at trying to cover up the bruise on my face. I only made it look worse than it already does.

      Damn Ben Rogers for leaving us no option but to take him down by force yesterday afternoon. Drunks are unpredictable, and despite Ben’s wiry frame, he did not go down easy. Even with two of us trying to control him, he managed to put up quite a fight and my face bears the evidence of that.

      I was hoping I could cover it up so I didn’t have to answer the inevitable questions all day long. Looks like I’ll have to keep the bill of my ball cap pulled down low to obscure as much of it as I can.

      Resigned, I dismiss my reflection in the mirror and head to the kitchen for my pre-workout drink designed to boost energy, before I head out for my morning run.

      Most mornings I like to get to the office early, but on the weekends I make sure I get my runs in. It’s the only real organized exercise I get, and it’s good for me. Running helps me think, process things, and work through problems. It wouldn’t be the first time I solved a crime on one of my morning runs.

      I don’t have any job-related puzzles to solve this morning, but I do have some stuff to process. Namely Nate’s surprise return to Silence, with his teenage daughter, and the unexpected emotions it triggers in me.

      Tossing back my drink, I grab my phone, clip it to my waistband, and tuck my AirPods in my ears. In the hall I slip my running shoes on and open the door to a crisp September morning. I don’t allow my thoughts to flow until I hit the trail at the end of my street.

      Nathan Gaines was nothing but a distant memory until yesterday. Any feelings associated with him have been long buried under another lifetime. Another one of love and loss that ended almost four years ago when a call came in about an industrial accident at the Lizard Peak Quarry.

      I was a deputy and responded to the call. I arrived at the quarry and my father, who was still sheriff of Edwards County at the time, blocked my path with a devastated look in his eyes that told me more than I ever wanted to know.

      A tragic accident crushed a mining engineer working for the Lizard Peak Quarry under a collapsed, thirty-foot rock wall. His name was Matt Farkas, and he was the man I was supposed to marry only a few weeks later.

      There isn’t much I remember from what followed, but what is vivid in my mind is the dark ache that seemed to shadow any and all other feelings. Including the hurt Nate Gaines had once put on me.

      I breathe deeply from the fresh morning air in an attempt to release the sudden tightness around my chest. Ironically, it’s not the loss of the man I loved enough to want to spend the rest of my life with causing it, but the remembered pain of betrayal and abandonment when Nathan Gaines disappeared without a word.

      Reaching the banks of the creek, I stop and bend forward, bracing my hands on my knees as I wait for the feeling to pass. Something my father advised me is not to fight pain or grief, but accept and move through it.

      I grab for my phone when it starts buzzing against my hip. It’s the station.

      “Talk to me.”

      My hair stands up when I recognize the urgency in my chief deputy’s voice.

      “We’ve got a situation.”
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        * * *

      

      “Oh yeah, he’s gone.”

      I step back as Buck Wilson approaches and studies the body on the ground. He’s not only our local veterinarian and my father’s good friend, but he’s also Edwards County’s elected coroner.

      You don’t need a medical degree to come to that conclusion. It’s pretty obvious, given the man was eviscerated and most of his face is missing. I’ve seen a few dead bodies before but nothing quite this gruesome.

      Not what I expected when Hugo told me to join him at the bridge over Watts Lake on the south side of town for a fatality. I thought there’d been an accident, or perhaps a drowning, but nothing prepared me for the mangled corpse under the bridge on the edge of the water.

      A fisherman staying at the campground, on the far side of the lake, noticed something caught on branches that were stuck on a bridge pile when he decided to cast his line over here. As soon as he realized it was a body facedown in the water, he dropped his line, waded in, and pulled the body to the shore. When he rolled the body over, he quickly realized there’d be no reviving him and dialed 911.

      “You think an animal got him?” Hugo asks as Buck kneels down to closely examine the body.

      The older man shrugs. “Possible. We’ll have to get a better look back at the lab.”

      The coroner’s lab is in the basement of the Silence Medical Clinic next to the morgue. I’ve only been in there a handful of times, the last time we were trying to identify the charred remains of the victim of a vehicle fire after a crash on the highway south of town. It’s not my favorite place, and it generally takes me days to get the smells out of my nose—especially after that last time—but I will definitely attend this autopsy myself.

      I watch as Buck goes through the man’s pockets for anything that might reveal his identity, but he comes up empty.

      I note the victim is wearing a running shoe on his left foot but he appears to have lost the other one. He has on what looks to be black track pants and what is left of a white, short-sleeved T-shirt. Part of a small logo is visible right where the material was ripped away. I can’t quite make it out.

      “Hugo, could you grab the camera from my trunk?” I ask my second-in-command.

      The body has obviously already been moved, and the scene disturbed, but I still want to record what I can before we load the body into Buck’s van. Sometimes pictures can reveal small details that might otherwise get lost.

      It may well have been an animal attack, but something feels off. The man’s injuries seem almost too purposely violent.

      Unfortunately, since we are a relatively small county, we don’t have the luxury of a crime scene tech. Some of us have had some basic forensic training so we can at least preserve as much of the evidence as possible in cases where a crime is not immediately obvious. On those occasions it’s clear we’re dealing with a crime scene, I would call in help from the Washington State Patrol, who have far more resources than we do here, including a designated forensic lab and several crime units they can send out to assist.

      But first I need to know if a crime was committed.

      “I can hear you thinking,” Hugo observes when Buck goes to his van to grab a body bag and I start snapping photos. “What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t know. It looks too clean for an animal attack.” I point at the entrails spilling from the man’s abdomen. “Other than the obvious injury to his stomach, the bowels look almost untouched.”

      “Something could’ve spooked it. Interrupted its lunch,” he returns morbidly.

      He’s testing my point, which is exactly why we work so well together. We don’t let the other run on a mere hunch or get stuck on an unfounded theory. We push each other to find the evidence to support any speculations.

      “Have you ever heard of an animal tossing its unfinished lunch in the lake?”

      He shrugs at my question.

      I guess there’s only one way to find out, and when Buck returns with the bag, we quickly help him wrap up the body and load it into the van.

      Before I slip behind the wheel of my cruiser to follow the van to the clinic, I turn to Hugo with an afterthought.

      “Where is the guy who found him?”

      “I told KC to drive the guy back to his trailer and question him there. The man was pretty shaken.”

      “Okay, when KC returns, tell him to join me in the morgue. It’s a good opportunity for him to learn a thing or two.”
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        * * *

      

      Nate

      

      “I’ll be fine, Dad.”

      Tate sticks her chin out and challenges me with her eyes.

      My daughter’s sweet appearance is deceptive, she has a stubborn streak a mile wide.

      “I just don’t—” I start before she cuts me off.

      “It’s not like I can go anywhere without you knowing anyway. I’m living in a prison,” she pouts.

      She’s referring to the tracker I installed on her phone last night. She’d been pissed off, and no amount of me explaining how worried I’d been when I couldn’t find her and, it was for her own safety, made it any better.

      Clearly, she’s still mad this morning.

      “I wouldn’t go if it wasn’t an emergency,” I offer, referring to the call I received half an hour ago.

      Normally, I don’t take on work during the weekends, but I’m trying to rebuild my business here, I’d be a fool not to take what is offered. The call was for a partially collapsed ceiling as the result of what is suspected to be a busted pipe. Lucky for me, the local plumber is on a hunting trip this weekend and not available so they called to see if I could help. I’m not a licensed plumber, but with over twenty years’ experience in construction, I’ve picked up a thing or two along the way, so I told the woman I would see what I could do.

      Despite the scowl on her face, I bend down and kiss my daughter’s cheek.

      “Show me a prison with an endless supply of chocolate chip waffles in the freezer,” I whisper in her ear before grabbing my cell phone and keys off the counter and heading out the door.

      So much for my plans to make sure Tate eats healthy. Last night I caved at the sight of a cooler full of my daughter’s favorite breakfast at the grocery store when I was picking up a few things.

      Parenting 101; when all else fails, try bribery.

      What can I say, I’m desperate to get my daughter to actually talk to me instead of arguing or giving me the silent treatment. It’s exhausting.

      The irony doesn’t escape me when I pull up to the sheriff’s station. Last time I was here, I was basically run out of town. Today I’m here by invitation.

      I vaguely recognize the woman who is waiting for me when I walk in the door. I take the hand she offers me.

      “Thanks for coming on such short notice. Good to have you back in Silence, Nathan.”

      The derisive snort escapes me before I can check it. She takes it with a smile.

      “You probably don’t remember me, it’s Brenda. I’ve worked for the county sheriff’s department for over twenty-five years. I remember you,” she states, wagging a finger in my face. “And for the record, I think you got a bum deal.”

      Not what I expected to hear and I’m not quite sure how to respond to it, so I move on to the reason I’m here.

      “Where is the damage?”

      “The holding cells in the back,” she indicates, suddenly all business. She motions for me to follow her as she briskly moves toward the rear of the building.

      I hate to say I’m well acquainted with the holding cells. I should be, I spent enough time there as the juvenile delinquent I was. Vandalism, breaking and entering, public intoxication, a brawl or two. What can I say? I was your proverbial bad boy from the wrong side of the tracks and for a while tried to live up to that reputation. A reputation that turned out to be difficult to shed after I smartened up and stuck to the straight and narrow.

      Three cells side by side against the back wall, floor-to-ceiling steel bars securing what currently appears to be a single drunk, sleeping it off on the narrow bunk at the far left. He seems oblivious to the mess in the cell on the right, when wet insulation is spilling out of a giant hole in the ceiling.

      “Never mind him,” Brenda suggests. “It’ll be at least another four or five hours before Chance realizes where he is.” She chuckles. “He didn’t even wake up at the loud crash when the ceiling came down.”

      Then she claps me on the shoulder. “Well, I’ll leave you to it. I turned off the water main in the basement through there.” She points at a door on the far side. “But I managed to make a fresh pot of coffee first. It’s in the kitchen, help yourself.”

      With that she disappears down the hall.

      I subject the hole in the ceiling to closer scrutiny before heading back the way I came in to grab a ladder off my truck. In passing, I glance over at the drunk who hasn’t so much as twitched.

      I have a feeling it’s going to be a long morning.
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        * * *

      

      “The fuck are you doing here?”

      I try to swing around at the booming voice but am suddenly, violently shoved up against the counter, the coffeepot slipping from my hand and shattering on the floor.

      Next thing I know, a thick arm wraps around my neck, closing on me in a chokehold.

      I’m so stunned, I don’t have a chance to react, when that same voice hisses in my ear.

      “You must be some kind of fucking idiot to show your face here, you useless piece of shit.”

      That emphatically slung insult triggers my memory. It used to be Deputy Sanchuk’s favorite. Unbelievable that bully bastard still wears a damn badge.

      Just as I grab at his hand and start to peel his thumb back, I hear Savvy’s voice.

      “Jeff! What the hell is the matter with you?”

      Followed by Brenda’s. “Let him go, you big oaf! He’s here to fix the ceiling.”

      While the women are yelling, I manage to get a firm grip on his digit and bend it back sharply. Immediately the pressure on my neck releases as he lets out a satisfying yelp. I cough a few times as I turn around.

      “Serves you right if he broke it,” Brenda scolds Sanchuk, who is now cradling one hand with the other.

      Savvy puts her hand on my shoulder and leans her face close to mine.

      “I’m so sorry about that. Are you okay?”

      I grunt, unable to form any words…and it has little to do with the condition of my throat.
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