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BONE TO PICK by TA Moore




Cloister Witte is a man with a dark past and a cute dog. He’s happy to talk about the dog all day, but after growing up in the shadow of a missing brother, a deadbeat dad, and a criminal stepfather, he’d rather leave the past back in Montana. These days he’s a K-9 officer in the San Diego County Sheriff’s Department and pays a tithe to his ghosts by doing what no one was able to do for his brother—find the missing and bring them home. He’s good at solving difficult mysteries. The dog is even better. 

This time the missing person is a ten-year-old boy who walked into the desert in the middle of the night and didn’t come back. With the antagonistic help of distractingly handsome FBI agent Javi Merlo, it quickly becomes clear that Drew Hartley didn’t run away. He was taken, and the evidence implies he’s not the kidnapper’s first victim. As the search intensifies, old grudges and tragedies are pulled into the light of day. But with each clue they uncover, it looks less and less likely that Drew will be found alive.
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Chapter One





EVERY COP had their own bible of superstitions. 

Down in vice, cockeyed Jimmy Daley swore that every time he pulled in one particular red-haired hooker, the week went to hell. Lieutenant Frome would never admit it out loud, but whenever he hit red at the Mendes and Third intersection, he brought a black mood to work with him. When Deputy Kelly Tancredi was pregnant last year, her biggest complaint was that her lucky bra was uncomfortable.

Cloister knew it was going to be a bad night when the devil winds came rolling in from the desert. It was a given that Southern California was always hot, but the winds parched it dry as well. You couldn’t even sweat without it turning to salt, and where it wasn’t salty, it was sandy.

It was more than just batterers and brawlers pushed over the edges of their own worse natures, though. The winds blew in the sort of bad shit that stuck in your nightmares—little corpses, bruised thighs, questions that never got answered.

Worst thing was, there was no calling in superstitious in the Plenty Sheriff’s Department. You knew everything was going to go to hell, but all you could do was turn up for work and wait for the shit to hit the fan.

Three hours into the midnight shift, and Cloister was still waiting. Maybe he was wrong, but the drunk-and-disorderly collar of a barefoot meth head didn’t weigh on his conscience that much.

Ignoring the yelled orders to “Get down!” and “Put your hands where I can see them!” the weathered, desert-dried-out man had scrambled out of a broken window and run across the parking lot. He ran like an Olympic athlete in the weeds, with his arms pumping and his head thrown back so the tendons in his neck strained under his faded blue tats. It wasn’t going to do him any good, but he put his all into it.

“Why do they always run when it’s hot as hell?” Cloister asked. Nothing ran like a guilty conscience, whatever the weather. Besides, his partner wasn’t one for much chat. Cloister stooped and unclipped her collar in one smooth, practiced motion. She perked up, and her shoulders tensed under her thick ruff of tan-and-black hair, but she held herself back. Cloister put the command snap in his voice. “Fuss!”

She went.

Cloister had worked with a lot of dogs over the years, from his stepdad’s hunting pack to an idiot-savant spaniel in Iraq—it ate rocks but could find explosive residue after five days—but none of them had a prey drive like Bourneville. The black shepherd went off the blocks like a greyhound and cleared the window in a long, clean leap—low enough to make Cloister wince as the shards of broken glass in the frame brushed through her fawn stomach fur. She hit the ground running.

He flicked the leash, wrapped the heavy nylon around his wrist, and took his turn through the window. He felt the constriction of the bulletproof vest as he ducked, and the glass caught in the heavy canvas fabric of his trousers as he folded his six-foot-two length through the dry-rotted wooden square.

Across the parking lot, the meth head scrambled up and over the chain link fence. The barbed wire at the top caught his shirt and ripped it off, leaving a flapping, bloodied rag dangling. He kept running and dodged behind a row of houses.

Bourneville didn’t lose a step as she jumped onto the hood of a parked truck, not even stopping to measure the distance. She stumbled over her paws on landing, nearly cracked her chin, and then was up and off again.

The fence rattled as Cloister hit it, and it swayed as he scrambled up and over. He caught his hand on the wire, and a spur dug into the meat under his thumb. The jab of pain made him grimace, but he didn’t slow down.

He dropped onto the other side and followed the wolf brush of Bourneville’s tail down the back of the houses. The shout and scuffle of the raid at the drug house faded behind him. The habit of risk assessment made him drop his hand to his gun, and his fingers found their familiar spots in the molded plastic grip.

The Heights wasn’t a bad area of town. It was just poor. Unlike some of the other deputies, Cloister had grown up in a place where it was important to know the difference. Poor still meant closed curtains and minding your own business because the sheriff’s gratitude didn’t have the half-life of the local gangs’ resentment.

Couldn’t really blame them. They had to live there, raise their kids there. The last thing they wanted was trouble.

So Cloister kept his hand on his gun, but the gun stayed on his hip.

At the end of the alley, the meth head grabbed a recycling bin and spun it around to shove behind him. It tipped over and spilled bundles of cans and crumpled plastic bottles onto the ground. The obstacle gave him a second’s head start on Bourneville as the dog scrabbled briefly to dodge the skidding box. He gained a few more when Cloister had to kick it out of the way.

It was enough for Cloister to lose sight of Bourneville for a second as she skidded around the corner while he skidded on a piece of greasy plastic wrap. He swore under his breath, put on a burst of speed, and nearly tripped over Bourneville as he raced around the corner to find her just standing still.

Her head was cocked to the side, and she watched the meth head with a confused look. Cloister couldn’t blame her. The scrawny man—all bone and muscle under shrink-wrapped skin—had grabbed a little girl’s bike from the garden. It was pink and still had training wheels on, but the guy was trying to ride it to freedom. His bare feet balanced on the narrow pedals, his skinny ass was in the air, and his knees pumped furiously. All that effort didn’t do him much good. There was more side-to-side motion than forward, but he seemed committed.

“Jesus,” Cloister muttered.

He glanced down at Bourneville, and she looked up at him with the “what now?” tilt to her head that meant her training had briefly been derailed. Her head went to one side and then the other, and her fuzzy black ears flopped.

“Yeah, I’m with you, girl. This is going to be fun to write up.”

He gave her an ear rub and a “Good girl.” She’d done her job. Then he stalked after the slow-motion getaway, grabbed the meth head’s clammy shoulder, and dragged him off the bike.

“You made me run for this?” he asked as he put the man back on his feet and glowered at him. It usually worked. The Wittes ran to big, blond, and mean-looking, and Cloister had come into the world ready for a fight, with his fists up and his nose already broken. Little kids liked him—God knew why—but everyone else kept their distance. Although apparently enough meth diluted the impact.

“Did y’see that bear?” the meth head asked. “Fucking bear chased me. Minding my own business.”

“In a crack house?” Cloister asked. Meth head shrugged and tried to look insolent. He mostly looked stupid. Under the bad ink and the drug years, the guy and the bicycle might almost be age appropriate—early twenties, maybe even late teens if he shot a needle into his vein as young as some did. Physically he might be young enough to recoup what the drugs had taken—if he ever got clean—but there was nothing much left behind his murky blue eyes. Cloister sighed. “Right. Turn out your pockets.”

He didn’t expect to find anything. Any junkie worth his salt knew to ditch whatever was on them when they ran. Sure enough, he pulled lint, sand, and a half-licked mint out of his baggy jeans.

“Right, Bozo, you’re under arrest,” Cloister said as he fixed the plastic zip-tie cuffs snugly around scrawny, scabby wrists. “You have the right to—”

His radio crackled.

“Deputy Witte,” Mel said. “What’s your situation?”

There was something tight in Mel’s voice that made Cloister’s stomach tighten nervously. Thin, tin-sharp Mel had been at the job longer than any of them, grandfathered in from when Plenty had its own Police Department instead of a sheriff’s station, and she knew the town. When she sounded unhappy, it was time to pay attention.

“I was in pursuit on a 390,” he said. “Just reading him his rights now.”

“We’ve got a request from the Feds for a K-9,” Mel said.

Cloister grimaced. “Is there no one else available?” he asked. “Last time I was seconded to them, I ended up on a disciplinary after I nearly decked the Special Agent in Charge.”

“Sorry,” Mel said without sounding it. “All the other teams are fully committed or not in the area.” Then she dropped the shoe he knew was coming since he heard the wind that morning. “It’s a 920C out at the Retreat.”

Shit.

Cloister “copy’d” her and got the location. He shoved Bozo back down onto the bike, and the cheap pink leather seat cut into his bony ass.

“Your lucky night, Bozo,” he said. “I’ve got somewhere to be.”

Bozo grinned sloppily. “That’s me,” he said. One eye wandered, briefly detached from whatever fired in Bozo’s skull. “Lucky boy.”

He held up his hands. The plastic tag stuck up between his thumbs like a handle. He looked expectant.

“Not that lucky,” Cloister told him. He stepped back and radioed in to the other deputy on the raid. “Witte here. Got a 390 in custody, but I’ve been called to a 920. You send someone out to pick him up? Round the back.”

Confirmation came quickly and without the usual complaints. Cloister closed the line and glanced at Bozo. “Stay where you are. If you make them look for you, they’ll get the bears out again.”

He snapped his fingers to call Bourneville to heel and left Bozo on his little pink bike. If he did manage to get loose or pedal away before someone picked him up, he’d just get picked up again the next week. Cloister’s boots hit the ground as he pushed himself into a hard, distance-eating jog. Bourneville stuck to his heels like a shadow, panting happily because it was just a run and not a chase. He passed Jim on the way to collect the wayward dealer.

920C. Missing child and the Feds. Just once he’d like to be wrong about a shift going to hell.








  
  

[image: image-placeholder]

Chapter Two





THE RETREAT was what happened when gentrification bumped up against hippies. It used to be a dried-up commune in the mountains. It produced badly carved tchotchkes to sell at markets and a hybridized strain of Oaxacan cannabis they sold in bulk and in baggies. Then, ten years back, Plenty became an overflow community for San Diego. The struggling rural community sprouted suburbs like it used to sprout lettuce, and the Retreat’s last hippy heard opportunity knocking. He bought up the neighboring plots of land, stripped the grow lights out of the barn, and repackaged the counterculture, off-grid lifestyle as glamping. 

That was all before Cloister’s time. In the years since he’d been there, the Retreat always had five-star yurts, moon baths, and the occasional sexual assault complaint.

Lights flashing, Cloister sped past the old feed store on the outskirts of town with its sale banners flapping viciously in the wind and took the next left. In the back of the car, Bourneville lay like a Sphinx, her paws crossed and her head up and interested. She knew the lights meant they were going to work. All she had to do was wait until they stopped.

The road narrowed as he headed into the foothills. The windblown pines cast spindly, moonlit shadows over the tarmac, but the surface was like a ribbon. There were roads in the bad part of town that had potholes older than Bourneville, but the Retreat’s road was repaved every spring. No one wanted to risk some wealthy townie breaking an axle on their BMW on the way up.

It was forty minutes from Plenty to the Retreat. Cloister made it to the cut-out, fancy-worked copper sign in twenty. He flicked the lights off as he took the last turn and blinked as his eyes adjusted to the sudden shift to monotone. He lifted his foot off the gas. It was an attempt at discretion that was wasted on the Retreat.

Every tent and cabin was lit up, lights blazed from the main office, and people milled about in nervous clusters. Lots of hands clutched children’s shoulders. Pajamas and nighties flapped in the wind.

Cloister pulled in behind the black SUV parked in front of the rocking-chair-decked porch. It looked like the Feds were still there.

He flicked the engine off, got out, and opened the back door so he could unclip Bourneville. She scrambled out, shook herself, and then stood impatiently and waited for him to check her harness. A girl came out of the office while he was doing that. She was slim and tanned and wore the jeans and teal T-shirt uniform of the Retreat.

“Umm, they asked me to show you to Morocco when you got here,” she said. The “what” blink Cloister gave her made her flush into her hairline. “It’s the cabin. They all have names. The Hartleys always stay in Morocco.”

Apparently he must have looked like he was ready because she bolted off through the camp. There were a couple of other deputies taking statements from fretful families. Somewhere in the camp, a dog barked with a small-dog yap.

“Morocco” was a low cabin built of silky amber wood and raw tree branches. The door was open and leaked fan-cooled air into the hot night. Cloister stopped the girl before she walked in.

People under stress were like dogs under stress. It made them more likely to snap at small offences. If a kid really was missing—not just sulking at a friend’s house to scare his parents or off with her dad as part of a custody dispute—then Cloister didn’t need to ruffle feelings right off the bat.

He rapped his knuckles against door.

The soft murmur of voices inside faltered, and then a tall, dark man with a good haircut and a better suit stepped into the hall. The tension lines that bracketed his mouth deepened when he saw Cloister. Apparently Agent Javier Merlo hadn’t forgotten their last meeting either.

“Deputy.”

Asshole.

“Special Agent.”

Merlo glanced at the girl. “You can go. Let me know if anyone else arrives.”

She hesitated for a second and then nodded and hurried into the dark. Merlo swung his attention back to Cloister. The shame of it was that he was the best-looking dickhead in town, with the sharp, chiseled features you usually only saw in fashion magazines and on Greek statues.

“I asked for three K-9 teams.”

“I’m the only one available right now,” Cloister said. “The others are occupied. They’ll be here as soon as they can. What happened?”

The corner of Merlo’s mouth curled, and he adjusted the cuffs of his shirt. It was the first sign of emotion other than impatience and smugness that Cloister could remember seeing from their resident special agent.

“Twelve-year-old boy,” Merlo told him in a tight voice, pitched low so the wind couldn’t carry it away. “Drew Hartley. He went missing sometime today. Parents were at a workshop. His brother, William, was with him until three and then went to see a friend. His parents were due back, but they were delayed. They all assumed Drew was with someone else.”

Cloister checked his watch. It was closer to 1:00 a.m. than midnight. Drew had potentially been missing for over nine hours. Not impossible to catch a scent after that long, but it wasn’t ideal—especially not on a hot dry day in an area that had a lot of bodies moving through it.

Not impossible, though.

He nodded at the cabin. “This is the last place he was seen?”

Merlo nodded. “Deputy Witte, I’ve sent in a request for a helicopter with thermal imaging capability, but until that arrives, I have to depend on you. So whatever issues we might have had last time we worked together—”

“No issues,” Cloister said.

Not exactly true. He didn’t like Merlo, mostly because Merlo made it clear he thought K-9 officers were a fond anachronism who should put their faith in technology instead of good dogs and sharp noises, but a little because he looked at Cloister like he’d found something nasty in his shoe. And that was a bad way for a crush to die.

None of that mattered right now. They both had a job to do.

“Introduce us to the family?” Cloister asked.

Merlo looked like he wasn’t happy about something but inclined his head and led the way back inside. There was an old chip on Cloister’s shoulder that wanted him to sneer at the family inside—absentee yuppie parents who hadn’t even known their child was missing—but the Hartleys didn’t look that different from any other parents in the same situation. Nicer clothes on their backs and better furniture to sit on, maybe, but the same sour-salt smell of fear and the hollow slump of pretrained grief. Deputy Tancredi was sitting with them, giving her best line of reassuring, noncommittal platitudes.

“Ken, Lara.” Merlo dropped his voice to an awkwardly gentle tone. It was obviously not something he was good at.

The parents looked up with eyes desperate to believe that Cloister was going to help. The father was short and dark—the undiluted Slavic lines of his face not quite matched with the unexceptional Hartley surname. His wife was thin and angular, with deep-set, bruised-looking eyes and a puff of dark curls that defied her fear. Perched behind them in the window seat like he wasn’t entirely sure of his place in the room, their son was an unfinished sketch of them both.

William. Probably Bill or Billy to anyone without a stick up their ass. Cloister didn’t have any urge to poke at the miserable kid.

Merlo reached up to tap Cloister’s shoulder. “This is Deputy Witte, one of the sheriff’s department’s dog handlers.” He left it at that.

Cloister freed his hand from the collar and reached down to slap Bourneville’s side. “And this is my partner, Bourneville,” he said. “She’s one of our best trackers.”

She panted at them with her ears up and her jaw open in a dog smile. Cloister could feel Merlo’s irritated impatience with him, but he didn’t get it. The Hartleys didn’t need to have faith in Cloister. They needed to believe the dog was a lot more capable than the pets they saw in everyday life.

The wife—Lara—twisted her hands together in bony, knuckly knots. “He’s a good boy,” she said. Her voice was thin and taut. She was barely holding on over the panic. “Drew wouldn’t just go off with his friends or something without leaving us a note. He’d know we’d worry.”

“They know that, Mom,” Billy said.

Something ugly hit Lara’s face. She grimaced it away and rubbed her hand over her mouth. She took a deep breath, and lifted her narrow shoulders toward her ears before she could speak again.

“No, they don’t,” she said. Billy winced and squeezed himself back into the window. “They come up here, and they look at us, and they think Drew’s just another neglected little rich boy. Well, he’s not. He’s a good boy.”

Cloister tilted his head to catch her gaze and hold it. “He’s a little boy,” he said. “Good or bad, a little boy needs to be found.”

Her face crumpled for a second, and tears welled to tremble on her thick lashes. Then she lifted her chin, visibly pulled herself together, and pressed her lips into an uncompromising line.

“You’ll, umm, need something that belongs to Drew? A toy or some of his clothes?”

Cloister nodded. “Something he’s worn recently, unwashed,” he said.

She nodded and stood up. Her husband reached for her hand, but her fingers slid out of his as she walked away. Once she’d left the room, he turned to Cloister.

“We were late,” he said. “There was an accident at the workshop. Someone cut themselves quite badly, and we’re doctors. It didn’t seem urgent to get back. This place is like home, really. We know everyone.”

What he wanted to hear was “It’s not your fault.” Even the families where it was their fault still wanted to hear that.

“It’s not your fault, Ken,” Merlo said. “I’m sure Drew’s fine.”

Cloister noticed he said “Ken” like an acquaintance, not a cop. It was just a name, not a power play.

“The last time you saw Drew, it was here?” he checked.

Ken nodded and then hesitated. He turned to look at his son. “Bill? You stayed here, right? Like we told you?”

Billy hunched his shoulders, bony with a growth spurt under his Star Trek T-shirt. “’Course.”

So that was up in the air. If the boys had left the cabin, no way Bill would admit it in answer to that loaded question.

Lara came back in, absently folding a crumpled Captain America T-shirt into a neat square. She hesitated but then handed it over. “It’s his favorite.”

“I’ll bring it back,” Cloister promised.

Merlo followed him outside and caught him before he could get started. He caught his hand in the sweaty bend of Cloister’s elbow. The touch prickled down his arm like electricity and made the fine hair on his arms stand on end and his muscles tighten. He cursed himself for being easily led. Right then he didn’t need the distraction.

“Something happened here,” Merlo said. His eyes squinted against the thrown-up dust as he frowned at Cloister. “I know the family. Lara Hartley’s father was an FBI agent and a friend of mine. They’re happy. They’re careful. There’s no risk factors. I want to find this boy.”

“I always want to find them,” Cloister told him. “It’s my job to bring them home, not care how they got lost.”

He pulled his arm free, dropped into a crouch, and offered the handful of T-shirt to Bourneville. She sniffed and snorted and burrowed her nose into the folds to get to the sweat-soaked seams. Once she was sure she had the scent, she looked up at Cloister expectantly.

“Such.” He snapped out the track command.

She dropped her nose to the dirt as she cast around. She sneezed when the dry earth went up her nose, and then she made a beeline down into a gully. In better, wetter weather, it might have been a stream. In the middle of a drought, it was just damp. Bourneville pulled against the lead as she headed east, away from the Retreat, and Cloister broke into a jog.

The lackluster moonlight was enough for the dog to see, but as the lit-up glow of the Retreat faded behind them, Cloister unclipped the flashlight from his vest. He flicked it on with his thumb and played the beam of light over the ground in front of Bourneville.

A startled lizard mad-legged out of the unexpected light and scuttled over the rocks. Its loose-limbed run made it look as though the wind were going to pick it up and send it tumbling.

The gully petered out as its high sides collapsed into rattling scrub and thorns. Worked into the sand and roots, a suggestion of a foot-worn path wound between the mesquite. Bourneville followed it faithfully for yards and then suddenly veered off to the side. She trotted forward, stopped, and tried again. Eventually she found what she was sniffing for. She stopped, growled quietly, and pawed at the dirt.

Cloister whistled her off. She backed up reluctantly, paw over paw, so he could get in and see what it was. Caught in the roots of the tree, a crumpled bottle lay in a sticky, muddle puddle. He put the flashlight in his mouth, his teeth digging into their usual spots in the rubber coating, and poked the bottle curiously. There was a dribble of liquid left inside, and it looked gritty.

Could just be more sand.

Unwilling to leave the bottle to the elements, he snapped a picture and quickly bagged it up. He stuffed it into his vest pocket as he stood up, but the crinkle of it against his ribs as he breathed was distracting.

Bourneville waited until he stood up and then pulled again. There was no path this time, just roots and stones and the wire-strung boundary of the Retreat’s property line. Between two trees there was a body-sized depression in the dirt that probably marked the escape route of a few dozen kids over the years. Bourneville made it under easily, but whatever teen had made the gap was a lot narrower through the chest than Cloister was. It caught at his hair and shirt as he squirmed through, and it hooked into the straps of his vest.

On the other side, there was an old dirt road. The ruts were worn ankle deep and rock hard. It didn’t look like they’d been disturbed for a while. Probably one of the old farm access roads, he guessed, although he couldn’t swear to what one. After five years he knew Plenty pretty well, but not as well as someone who grew up there.

Bourneville scratched the dirt again and whined anxiously for Cloister to see what she’d found.

“Hold on,” Cloister told her. He scratched the back of his neck where a scrape stung with sweat, and he knelt down next to her. The grass on the side of the road was flattened and creased, and there was an indentation in the dirt where something had recently been pried up.

The stains on the grass weren’t soda this time.

Cloister rocked back onto his heels and felt the pull in his thighs. It could just have been a tumble, but Bourneville had stopped sniffing around. The trail was cold, and there was blood on the ground.

He quickly praised Bourneville, scrubbed his hand down her back, told her she was a good dog, and radioed in. There was a cold weight in the pit of his stomach.

No one would say “snatched.” Not yet. It wouldn’t do to cause panic, and for an ex-hippie, the owner of the Retreat was very good at greasing palms to make bad press go away. But maybe it wasn’t that. Drew might turn up in an hour, next to a gopher hole with a swollen ankle or in a hospital after some Good Samaritan picked up an injured kid on the road.

Except that wasn’t going to happen. The kid wasn’t lost. He’d been taken.

Cloister was still going to find him. did, but… that was as far as he’d let himself get. After the but was where hope started to fade, and Cloister wouldn’t go there. Until he knew better, there was going to be a happy ending.

Eventually one of the endings had to be happy.
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Chapter Three





THE COFFEE was road-stop shit, bought from a gas station that also sold deep-fried chicken gizzards and wilted, wrinkled french fries. It tasted like grease and gas. Javi drank it anyhow. The sun had just risen on the second day of Drew Hartley’s disappearance, and Javi needed all the fuzzy-edged clarity he could pull together. 

“Learn to nap. In this job forty winks is better than nothing.” It was Drew’s grandfather, Saul Lee, who gave Javi that advice. Not that Javi had ever seen the man heed his own counsel. It had been three in the morning when Saul died, and he was still at the office—facedown in that day’s caseload, a cup of coffee going cold on the desk.

Javi still owed him. It was Saul’s intervention after Phoenix that got Javi posted here instead of moldering away somewhere quiet and unobtrusive. Plenty wasn’t much of a tourist destination, but it was a solid, professional stepping stone. Even though half the reason his supervisors approved him was for the good optics of having a Mexican-American agent in San Diego.

Probably not so much, though, if the case that made your name was the unsolved mystery around a decorated FBI officer’s missing grandson.

The vinegary cynicism made Javi flinch with guilt, mostly because it wasn’t the first time it had happened, although he’d never let it get as far as a full thought before.

“Results, not intentions, are all that matter in the write-up.” That was Saul too.


      [image: image-placeholder]KEEPING ONE hand on the steering wheel, Javi drained the coffee to the unappetizing dregs as he drove down Plenty’s Main Street. It was quaint in a way that towns rarely evolved naturally, with leaded glass in the storefronts and no trash on the sidewalks. The shops sold yogurt-and-kale smoothies, designer shoes, and Native jewelry at three times the price they paid the artists. Antique shops sold upcycled furniture and relics retrieved from abandoned farms and houses. 

The uglier side of Plenty—the drug cartels and trafficking that were the reason the FBI had a resident agency there—was kept out of sight. Out of mind, for those who could afford it.

He turned left at the bus station and then pulled into the police station’s horseshoe-shaped parking lot. The building was a factory once—iron machinery, scarred wood floors, and red brick walls. These days it was home to the police station, the Plenty Records Office, the town morgue, and on the top floor, where the executive offices used to be, the FBI’s resident agency—their version of a regional office. Thankfully they didn’t all have to share an entrance.

Patrol cars were lined up in neat rows, waiting for the morning shift to roll out. A tired-looking woman in jogging pants and a Batmanneeds naps too T-shirt leaned against the wall, smoking with the intensity of someone who needed more than just a nicotine fix. Her hair, a flat shade of home-bleached brass, was dragged back into a tight ponytail, and her eyes were puffy and dark ringed.

As Javi got out of the car, she ground the cigarette out against the wall. It left an ashy comma smudged into the brick.

“Fucker,” she said flatly.

Her lack of affect made it hard to tell if she was talking to Javi about her situation or condemning the world at large. She went back inside and left the shredded butt on the ground.

The woman on duty at the front desk glanced up when he came in.

“Special Agent Merlo,” she said. She covered the mouthpiece of the phone with her hand to muffle it. “The lieutenant is waiting for you.”


      [image: image-placeholder]POLICE STATION coffee didn’t taste any better than gas station coffee, but it was served hot enough that, after the first mouthful, your taste buds were too stunned to register it. Javi nursed a mug as he stood and stared at the search parameters scratched out on the wall-mounted map. Red pins marked the locations of nearby sex and violent offenders. There was a constellation of them. 

Up in the foothills, it seemed like the fear and panic over the lost little boy was an intrusion into an idyll. The sort of thing that didn’t happen in a place like that. Except it did, apparently.

“I’ve got deputies checking in with all registered pervs,” Lieutenant Frome said from behind his desk. He licked his thumb and scrubbed at a blotch of coffee stain on his cuff. “That only covers the ones we’ve caught and who do keep up with signing in.”

He shrugged off the last statement tiredly. Javi already knew the issues.

“I want to pull in Mr. Reed for a chat,” Javi said, naming the affable, ethical-clothing-wearing reptile who owned the Retreat.

Frome frowned. “You think he’s involved?” He shook his head dubiously. “We’ve never had much problem with him. Even when he was dealing pot, he kept it quiet and polite. Threw a few ‘pigs’ and ‘filths’ at us when we went up, but that was for show as much as anything.”

“Since the Retreat opened, there’ve been twelve complaints of sexual misconduct and harassment.”

Frome shrugged. “A couple of girls from town who thought they’d get a settlement from a wealthy guest. Or teenagers who got a bit out of hand. It was nothing serious, and no one’s ever made any suggestion that Reed was involved.”

It was an effort for Javi to keep the grimace off his mouth. Frome wasn’t a bad cop, but he was a political one. Sometimes that made for ugly things coming out of his mouth, but calling him on it wasn’t going to help.

“Still,” he said. “He’s king of the castle up there. I’d like to talk to him where he’s less comfortable.”

Frome gave in with a nod, and his pen scratched over the pad as he made a note. “I’ll ask him to come down, tell him we just want to discuss the area?”

“And make sure that we have an officer up there to stay with the family,” Javi added. “Two if you can manage it. Use my authorization. I want to know everything they do when they’re together and when they aren’t.”

“You sure?” Frome asked doubtfully. “We all know them. They’re good people. Lara’s worked in the ER for years. She’s saved people’s lives. Deputies’ lives.”

“Until we have something, I’d rather maintain a nonconfrontational relationship with the family,” he said. “But the parents and the brother are the ones who saw the boy last. If we don’t look at them, you know that would be negligence.”

It wasn’t nice, but the truth behind all those asshole detectives harassing desperate parents in crime dramas was that, more often than not—say seven times out of ten—it wasn’t the creepy neighbor or the predatory store clerk. It was someone in the family—one of the people who had unquestioned access to and control over the child.

“I can’t imagine Lara doing something like that. Not to her own son.” Frome shook his head.

The image of the beaten-down woman who was smoking outside a police station like it was a work break flicked through Javi’s mind.

“Every deviant and pervert in jail had people in their life who just couldn’t believe it of them,” he said. “I don’t think they’ve done anything to their son. I hope they haven’t. But if they have, I don’t want them to get away with it.”

Frome sat back, and the chair creaked under him. His uniform shirt strained gently over the gut that made itself known in that position. He tapped his pen against the pad hard enough to leave dents in the paper.

“You should talk to Witte.”

Even from inside it, the expression on Javi’s face felt supercilious. He couldn’t help it. Deputy Witte rubbed him the wrong way.

“About what?” he asked. “Dogs or country music.”

Frome gave him a smile that was amused but not entirely approving. “Don’t underestimate him,” he said. “He’s good at what he does.”

“Chase dogs?”

“Find people,” Frome said. “He volunteers with San Diego’s mountain rescue. He’s trained for Structural Collapse Urban Search and Rescue, and the only reason he’s not up on that mountain right now is that I pulled him off so his dog could get some sleep. He’s dealt with more missing and lost people than either of us have, or probably ever will, and he was the first deputy up there that night. Maybe he noticed something. If anyone was in a position to, it was him. Talk to Witte.”

He ripped the top page off the pad and held it out. Javi took it from him and glanced at the scrawled writing. It was a phone number and address. Javi raised an eyebrow. Not how he usually got a man’s number, but….

“I’ll talk to him,” he said and tucked the page into his pocket. “You can let me know when you’re bringing Reed down for an interview.”

When he left, the woman in the sleep shirt was outside again. This time she was crying in her car, a beat-up old Ford with bags of clothes and a sleeping bag shoved into the backseat. Homeless. Part of the growing population in Plenty, where there was a lot of work to be had but nowhere to live unless you had enough for a two-story house with a pool and solar panels.

Javi knew that if she’d called in a missing child, there would have been no kid gloves for her. Life wasn’t fair, but he supposed she already knew that.
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Chapter Four





JAVI HEADED out of town. The candy store had closed, he noticed on his way by, and a Starbucks had moved into the space like a hermit crab. Javi ran his tongue over the back of his teeth and tasted burned coffee and the fuzz of cheap creamer. About time they got a good coffee shop in town. 

Maybe he’d grab a cup later. For the moment, he followed the signs that pointed the way out to Plenty’s unprepossessing shoreline—more shale than sand—and the trailer park where Deputy Witte was living the stereotype.

To think Javi believed he was being insulting when he called the big blond deputy trailer trash after their last argument.

The Sunnyside Trailer Park played host to tourists during the summer. There wasn’t a whole lot to see in Plenty—the quaint Main Street, a winery that did tours up in the foothills near the Retreat, and a cave system on the beach that was mostly underwater and never had seals in it—but it was close enough to actual tourist destinations to serve as a stopover.

At this time of year, rows of lots stood empty. The rest of the lots were filled with the longtimers’ trailers, complete with low fences and summer-bleached garden furniture. Most of them were construction workers or field hands, seasonal labor at the farms and building sites that surrounded the town. There were a few drifters too—people who rolled aimlessly into town and hung around doing odd jobs and petty crime until they had a reason to leave.

Javi pulled in under the peeling wooden sign and parked in the half-moon lot next to a pickup that stank of old fruit pulp. A couple of kids chased each other around the trailers, stripped to swimwear and with the dark, year-round tans of beach dwellers. Skinny, shaved-down dogs barked at their heels and twisted between their legs.

Javi got out of the car, and the kids stopped what they were doing. They side-eyed him in his suit and then ran away before he could ask them anything.

Helpful as always. He tipped his shades down his nose and checked the address Frome had given him.

Lot 275. Old silver Airstream. Can’t miss it.

That was true enough. Javi looked up, and his eyes fell on the big silver pill parked at the far corner of the park, right next to the drop down to the beach. It was dented with pockmarks along the front and had a white plastic fence that marked off a patchy square of garden. Javi tucked his phone in his pocket, headed across the rutted lot, and tried to ignore the sweat as it ran down the back of his neck and the wind as it scraped his skin.

Up close, the trailer was spotlessly clean and echoed oddly when Javi climbed the dimpled steel steps and rapped on the door. No answer. Not even from the dog. Javi went to step back and caught himself before he tripped down the narrow stairs as his heel caught on the edge of the step. He probably should have called first. It just seemed easier not to.

And maybe he wanted to see Witte again, a sly little voice in the back of his head jabbed. Just to remind himself how irritating Witte was, of course. The voice sounded an awful lot like him when he was being clever in interrogations. Javi could see why it bugged people.

He fished his phone and the square of notepaper out of his pocket and pulled up the messages app to text Cloister. Halfway through call the office, a rough voice, pitched to carry, interrupted him.

“Slumming it, Special Agent?”

Javi turned around and saw Witte making his way up the stairs from the beach.

A pair of faded jersey shorts hung low around his hips, and he’d slung a wrung-out T-shirt around his neck. He was tanned the color of whiskey, and his hair was wet and honey streaked, dripping onto his shoulders. Ink scrawled up over his ribs, but the pattern was shattered by a burst of pale white scar tissue.

Javi’s mouth went dry. So that’s what a bad decision looks like in the flesh. 

“Any news about the kid?” Witte asked as he stopped at the top of the steps. He pulled the T-shirt from over his shoulder and wiped his face on it. The dog shoved between his knees and sat down on his feet, tongue lolling out over sharp white teeth as it panted.

“Not yet,” Javi said. He lifted his hand to block the sun and squinted. “Can we talk inside?”

Witte stared at him for a second with his eyes narrowed. Then he shrugged and waved his hand at the trailer. “Sure. Let yourself in. Door’s not locked.”

Javi nudged the door open, stepped over the threshold, and ducked his head to avoid the frame. The trailer smelled better than he expected, and every surface was scrupulously clean and uncluttered. Not his idea of a living space, but he supposed it could be worse.

“We were the first two at the scene last night,” Javi said. He glanced around as he moved out of the way of the door. There was a scuffed-up MacBook on the kitchen table and a stack of books lined up along the window. An empty pot was shoved into the corner of the counter next to the microwave—the smoking gun of plant ownership for cops. He turned around to face the door as Witte hunched through it. “We’re coming up empty-handed at the moment, so I thought reviewing the initial search might help.”

“Sure,” Witte said. He scratched his shoulder absently as he shrugged. “Just let me clean up a bit. Bon Bon, stay.”

The crack of command curled under Javi’s balls and squeezed, making him bite the inside of his cheek in irritation. Witte wasn’t his type. Javi liked smart, well-read, academic types—elegant hands and easily led. Not six feet of brooding, blond, aggressively straight California redneck who looked like he cut his own hair.

Witte wasn’t pretty. He wasn’t even handsome. With that jacked nose and the harsh Dust-Bowl Germanic lines of his face, he was barely holding on to rugged with his fingertips.

So whatever it was about Witte that got under Javi’s skin, it wasn’t attraction.

Which was good, since Witte had ducked into the trailer’s cubicle bathroom and apparently didn’t believe in closing doors all the way. There was just enough space to catch movement, bare lines of hip, and the wet slap of a washcloth. But that wasn’t the point. Voyeurs didn’t peep because they wanted to see a naked person. It was the illusion of intimacy….

And, Javi reminded himself as he looked away, the only thing he wanted less than a trailer-park deputy was actual intimacy. He sat down at the booth-style kitchen table and realized that, while he had not been watching Witte, the dog had been watching him. It sat with its tail tucked around its feet and stared.

Javi looked away—he was sure he’d read somewhere that you shouldn’t make eye contact with dogs—and found his attention back on that distracting gap of door.

“Was there anything you saw up at the Retreat the other night that seemed out of place?” he asked. The reminder of why he was actually there made guilt pinch. There was a child missing, his friend’s family was under suspicion, and he was distracted by muscles and a tight ass. Irritation sharpened his voice. “Something you missed or left out of your report?”

Witte jabbed the bathroom door open with his elbow and stepped out, absently clutching a hand towel at his hip. He’d washed off most of the sweat, but sand still clung to his shoulders and knees. A scowl hinted around the corners of his mouth, making his eyes narrow.

“Are we trading notes, or am I defending my work?” he asked.

“Do you have something to hide?” Javi asked.

He regretted the words the minute they were out, but that was always too late. Witte had made him uncomfortable, and there was an unhappy little gremlin at the controls in his brain that wouldn’t settle until he returned the favor.

They missed the mark this time. Witte just shrugged.

“Course I do,” he said. “That’s why we have union reps. Do I need mine?”

“No,” Javi said. “You need pants but not a rep. Sorry. I’m tired. No one to send me home.”

For a second he thought the apology wasn’t going to be enough. Then Witte shrugged and disappeared into another room. Still didn’t close the door behind him.

“I do dogs, not detection,” Witte said. “I’m not sure what you want.”

To fuck. The answer popped into Javi’s head with such clarity that for a second he wasn’t sure if he’d said it out loud. It was only the lack of reaction from Witte that convinced him he hadn’t. The thought still lurked in his head, though less of a word and more a cluster of sensations—heat, hands, the clench of an ass around his cock.

Witte still wasn’t his type, but apparently that didn’t matter. He wanted him anyhow, and he was never going to. Even if Witte didn’t look like the poster child for straight jocks, Javi didn’t fuck where he lived. It made his life messier. So he gathered up the whole tangle of lust and shoved it into the back of his brain, out of sight and out of the way.

He cleared his throat and focused on more appropriate answers. “Was there anything about the family that struck you as off? That didn’t seem… genuine?”

Witte came back into the main area of the trailer, tugging an old Disney T-shirt down over his chest. His jeans were worn white along the seams and pulled tight across his thighs.

“I thought you said they were good people,” he said.

“I did,” Javi said. “I think they are. What if I’m wrong?”

The tic of Witte’s mouth betrayed that he’d been there himself. He glanced down, absently buried his fingers in the dog’s thick ruff, and finally shrugged one shoulder.

“I’m off today, anyhow,” he said. “Do you want to go up to the Retreat, and we can walk through it?”

It was a generous offer. Javi was grateful, but at the same time, the easy grace of the gesture rubbed him the wrong way. He wasn’t sure why. It could just be the unflattering fact that it made it harder to feel superior to Witte.

Sometimes Javi was such a prick it was hard to share his head with himself.

“I’d appreciate it,” he said.

He might be a prick, but he did have manners.
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