
  
    [image: Kizzie]
  


  
    
      KIZZIE

      A RUSCH CRIME STORY

    

    
      
        KRISTINE KATHRYN RUSCH

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: WMG Publishing, Inc.]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Kizzie

      

    

    
      
        But Wait, There’s More!

      

      
        More Mystery by Kristine Kathryn Rusch

      

      
        Also by Kristine Kathryn Rusch

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            KIZZIE

          

        

      

    

    
      Kizzie called Mike from school.

      He was in his Porsche, heading to the office late because he had put in what felt like a thousand hours the day before. The case had been a small one until it blew up, like cases sometimes did.

      He took the call at a stoplight in the center of town because he always answered Kizzie’s calls as close to the first ring as possible.

      “Uncle Mike,” she said, “Daddy’s at the school. I just saw him pull up.”

      The comment—and the fear in Kizzie’s voice—sent a responding jolt of fear through Mike. He made a U-turn the moment the light changed, ignoring all the cars that were coming toward him, and headed toward the Braunland Educational Complex, hoping he could get there fast enough.

      Kizzie’s father was Mike’s old fraternity brother, Luke Brocato. Luke had become someone unrecognizable in the past ten years. He had gone from a rather loud party animal to a ferocious attorney to simply ferocious.

      Mike Cummings had gone along for part of the ride—inseparable in college, later separated by law school itself as Luke partied more than he studied, then best man at the wedding gone wrong, and ultimately a named party in the divorce from hell, a divorce that, if one looked closely at the evidence, he had nothing to do with.

      Initially, Mike had nothing legally to do with Kizzie either, although at her birth, he had been chosen as her godfather. Luke had laughed at the name. Makes you sound like a Mafia guy, Luke had said with a big grin, because they both knew that, of the two of them, Mike was the one who never broke the rules, particularly after he passed the bar.

      Stop, Luke, Mike would say whenever Luke tried to do something shady. We’re officers of the court. We can’t do that crap anymore.

      As if Mike had wanted to do that crap before. He had never taken part in Luke’s schemes. That had been Luke’s biological brother, Gary, a man who seemed to have no boundaries at all.

      Mike looked at it all askance, even when he was in pre-law. He discovered early on that he loved the law more than he loved any single human being. Because of this, he never married. Girlfriends would get tired of his ceaseless study and willingness to dig deep into the most arcane corners of the law, looking for insight.

      You shoulda been a professor, Luke had said during one of their legal discussions just after law school. But Mike hadn’t wanted a professorship. He wanted a judgeship, most particularly on the court of appeals. And he wanted to be appointed. He didn’t want to work his way up, going through election after election while he served in places like family court.

      Family court, where, it was said, the best people were on their worst behavior.

      Hell, buddy, Luke said after Mike had said something about that, that’s why I work criminal law. The worst people on their best behavior.

      It seemed so simple then, before Amanda, before Kizzie, before the night of Kizzie’s birth when Luke had been too drunk to drive and passed out in the waiting room. He hadn’t even made it to the birthing suite.

      It had been Mike who took Kizzie, newly swaddled, from the nurse and handed her to Amanda, Mike who had learned all the Lamaze breathing and coaching techniques to help his own sister and got to use them a second time while Amanda struggled with labor. Mike, who had looked down at Kizzie’s unfocused blue eyes and little perfect bow of a mouth, saw the abundant black curls that most newborns did not have, felt the whisper of little fingers on his own gigantic thumb, and fell deeply, fully, and completely in love.

      Kizzie was his girl from that day, and she knew it. She preferred him to Luke. She would stop crying when Mike was around. She would fall asleep on his shoulder, let him feed her when she got fussy, giggled when he scooped her off the floor and swung her around, her little feet encased in footie pajamas extended out wide.

      It was Mike she called when Mom and Dad fought, Mike who would take her to pizza or his place while the warring couple supposedly settled their differences, and Mike who gave Kizzie and Amanda a home for the first month when Luke fought the divorce so hard that Amanda had no income at all.

      Mike wasn’t in love with Amanda. He’d never really liked her much, but he cared for her, the way a person cared for a sibling whose personality grated.

      But oh, that Kizzie. She was his, the child he never had. The child he wished he could have.

      He never told anyone that, but Kizzie understood.

      Which was why, at the age of eleven, voice thick with tears, she had called him and said, “Daddy’s here, and he shouldn’t be.”
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        * * *

      

      Damn straight he shouldn’t have been. Luke had lost the right to unsupervised custody the day he slapped Amanda across the mouth in the hallway of the Ernest A. Fidelio Justice Center just before yet another divorce hearing. She didn’t have to fake her response—the blood, the broken tooth, the bruising that started the moment Luke’s hand left her skin. He had done real damage, the kind that got a man in serious trouble when he did it outside of a courthouse.

      Inside, the trouble doubled. Then doubled again because Luke was an officer of the court.

      He was arrested for assault, Amanda was whisked off to the hospital, and Mike was the one who picked up Kizzie that day from school. Only nine at that point, and even then, she knew something awful was going on.

      Uncle Mike, she had said, can I just live with you?

      Yeah, him. The single, unmarried guy who hung around because he liked the kid. That wasn’t suspicious at all—at least not from a legal and law enforcement point of view.

      The authorities didn’t know the background, the history, the look in those unfocused blue eyes the day she was born, eyes that eventually turned a smart and savvy brown, with an intelligence so far off the charts that it had to be nurtured.

      He tried not to hate her parents who were more concerned with their own crap than they were with the brilliant daughter they were forgetting to raise.

      He understood what it was like to live Kizzie’s life, even though he never told her that. His warring parents had done the same thing with him and his little sister, ignoring them for the joys of domestic war. But at least he’d had a sibling who understood, who gave him someone to talk to, and who escaped with him the moment they figured out how to get their asses out of that house.

      Kizzie had no one.

      Luke’s parents were still married, but only because alcohol-induced stupors made even the most unpleasant relationship bearable. Amanda’s parents lived in Florida and visited once a year, seeing Amanda and Kizzie on their best behavior.

      Who the hell wants to be around those judgmental pricks? Luke would say from the beginning of that marriage, and so he never really developed a relationship with them, and Amanda never told them the worst of what she suffered under Luke’s temper.

      Amanda’s sisters tried, but they were wrapped up in their own lives around the country, lives Mike never learned much about. One sister, Georgina, tried to fund an escape for both Amanda and Kizzie, but to do that, Amanda would have had to give up everything she’d worked for here and move to North Dakota.

      It had been a good offer, and one Mike wanted Amanda to take. Georgina and her husband Karl were good people, with three girls of their own. They lived in Fargo, and he’d checked—it had a great school system.

      Moving there would have been best for Kizzie, but Amanda never thought about what was best for Kizzie. To Amanda, Kizzie was a burden, someone to drag through Amanda’s drama, and somehow was expected to survive it.

      Mike suspected Kizzie was smart enough to have survived it on her own, but she managed to survive it better because he was at her side.

      Uncle Mike, who knew the best ice cream shops. Uncle Mike, who let her cry on his shoulder. Uncle Mike, the only one with time to help on the homework. Uncle Mike, who had two guest rooms, one of which had slowly evolved into Kizzie’s home away from home—especially in the middle of some very dark nights before the divorce, when the screaming and the slapping and the hitting sometimes devolved into broken dishes and tossed furniture.

      No one said anything about Mike’s involvement in Kizzie’s life until Luke’s brother, Gary, became Luke’s divorce attorney. Gary was the kind of jerk lawyer who didn’t want to do the work; he’d rather cast aspersions and hint at malfeasance, something that worked with a handful of judges in the county.

      The rest hated seeing Gary walk into the courtroom, because they knew he’d file too many motions, pump up his bill, and do the minimum for his client—even when his client was his only brother.

      All Gary’s arrival on the scene did was show how far Luke had fallen. Once, he could have afforded the best divorce attorney in the county. Now, he could barely afford his incompetent brother.

      Amanda did have the best divorce attorney in the county, but only because Mike paid for her. Mike didn’t want Amanda to lose custody of Kizzie because of aspersions or an imbalance in the proceedings or because of some technicality.

      What he really wanted was for Amanda to escape this entire town with her daughter, but so far, Amanda had fought that, even though Georgina’s North Dakota offer remained on the table.

      The one thing—the only thing—Mike had managed to do was to get Amanda to write her will. Her divorce attorney, Serena Tomlinson, had helped him convince Amanda, saying, Without one, if something happens to you, she goes to Luke no matter what.

      That had scared Amanda enough to complete her will that very week, and she told Mike she had done that.

      Something happens to me, she had said, you make sure that will gets to court, before Luke tries anything.

      Mike promised, just like he had promised so many other things.

      Sometimes he felt like he was the only responsible one in the relationship…and it wasn’t even his relationship.

      Except with Kizzie. He wasn’t ever going to give up on Kizzie.

      Three days before Kizzie’s school phone call, Mike bitched about Amanda and Luke to his friend Jasper over beers at their favorite watering hole. Mike could confide in Jasper. Jasper was a forensic psychologist who knew Amanda and Luke slightly. Jasper had analyzed more divorcing couples for court than he could count.

      When Mike bitched, Jasper usually just shook his head. In this instance, though, Jasper leaned back, folded his meaty hands over his stomach, and launched into his professorial mode.

      Divorcing couples fall into a handful of categories, Jasper said with deliberate precision, the kind professors used for information-heavy lectures. The first category doesn’t need me. They want to get rid of each other, so they do a quickie divorce, divide the assets, and move on.

      Mike frowned. That wasn’t Amanda and Luke…or anyone else he knew.

      I bet that’s rare, he said.

      I don’t know if it’s rare, Jasper said, sounding slightly annoyed at being interrupted. I never see those folks. The others—well, if the divorce takes longer than a few months, then they’re still wrapped up in each other.

      That described Amanda and Luke perfectly. Both of them wanted to discuss the other over and above anything new in their lives. Mike hated it and sometimes thought that the main reason Amanda didn’t want to leave town was because she didn’t want to stop fighting with Luke.

      Usually, Jasper had continued, clearly seeing that he had Mike’s attention, the couple is still bound by strong emotion, only now that emotion is hatred.

      That fit. Mike had sighed and shaken his head. If not for Kizzie, he would walk away from all of this.

      Sometimes, though, Jasper had said, they are caught up in a game. The game usually involves one-upmanship and the desire to win at all costs.

      Mike had looked at him sharply. Is that what you think is happening here? he had asked.

      That was when Jasper had sat up, professorial mode gone. I hope not, he had said. Because those entanglements never end well.

      Mike shivered. What do you mean?

      I mean, Jasper said, in some of these cases, the goal is complete annihilation of the other.

      Mike’s mouth had gone dry. Do you mean murder?

      Usually that’s too simple, Jasper had said. Usually it’s a combination of financial, mental, and emotional annihilations. If you kill the other, then the game vanishes too.

      Mike had struggled to understand that. So the game is the important thing?

      Yeah, Jasper had said and looked pointedly at him.

      Jasper often looked pointedly at Mike when Mike was being obtuse. Mike was missing something; something important.

      You’re warning me, aren’t you? Mike asked, knowing he had missed a subtlety. Why couldn’t Jasper speak plainly? People were often elliptical, and Mike hated that. That was why he preferred research and the law library to clients and court. Research and the law were open to interpretation, but they were never elliptical.

      People who play games, Jasper had said, often divorce, but they don’t stop fighting. Everyone around them gets roped in.

      Even Kizzie, Mike had said.

      Especially Kizzie, Jasper had said. Kizzie is the prize.

      Mike literally bent over his beer, cupping the glass in his hands. The glass was cool but was warming under his touch. He no longer wanted a drink. His stomach churned, and he cursed himself for not seeing this.

      When Jasper pointed it out, it seemed so obvious. This felt like one of those moments in a first-year law school class where the professor presented a conundrum, had students discuss it, and then, when they had missed the point, explained it himself.

      It always felt like this, always felt like scales were lifted from Mike’s eyes, in the Biblical manner, anyway, and he could see clearly.

      There was no escape for Kizzie, no final divorce, no end to the fighting, not without some kind of intervention.

      Clearly, Georgina and her husband Karl knew that or sensed it, which was why they kept their offer on the table.

      If only Mike was more of a people-person. If only he knew how to slowly change a person’s mind, to get that person to come around.

      What do we do? he asked Jasper.

      Jasper had given him a sad, lost smile. There’s nothing we can do, Mike. They’re adults, and Kizzie is their child. She’s subject to their choices. We have no legal way to intervene.

      Mike had pushed his beer glass away. You deal with these kinds of things all the time, don’t you?

      Sadly, yes, Jasper had said, taking a sip of his beer.

      How do you do it? Mike asked.

      I don’t love them, Jasper said. They’re my clients. I stay as emotionally uninvolved as possible.

      What do I do? Mike asked.

      Nothing, Jasper said. Absolutely nothing.

      Mike did not accept nothing. He could not accept nothing. Nothing meant that Kizzie’s life was always going to be hell, and she might even become part of an annihilation scenario, whatever that meant.

      He couldn’t allow that.

      He knew how to stop a game. It was simple. You walked away.

      He would have walked away if he were on his own. He didn’t need to see friends annihilate each other, whatever that meant.

      But he wasn’t on his own. And Kizzie couldn’t walk away.

      So, he had to figure something out. He needed his big, gigantic brain to come up with a solution.

      And for him, solutions always started with research—the kind of research he was deep in the middle of when Kizzie called for help.
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        * * *

      

      The Harry S. Braunlund Elementary School was part of the Braunlund Educational Complex that stood on top of a ridge in the center of town. The Educational Complex included a middle school (named after Harry S.’s wife, Martha E.) and a high school (named after Harry S.’s father, Harold Raymund).

      The Complex was surrounded by parking lots and athletic fields. There were no other buildings nearby. The closest neighborhood was halfway down the hill and went off into the distance.

      The Complex had been designed in the 1970s with only one major road in and one major road out. Locals knew to avoid that road at 7 a.m and 3 p.m, when it was filled with buses and cars from the high school kids privileged enough to drive their own.

      Twice a day, elementary school parents lined the parking lot in front of the Harry S. school. The young parents—the ones whose oldest (or only) child was in their first year at Harry S.—often stood outside their vehicles nervously awaiting or dropping off their child.

      There were private schools in the city that were among the best in the state, but Amanda hadn’t been able to afford the tuition, and Luke had said repeatedly from the moment Kizzie approached school age, Why the hell would we pay for a school when there are perfectly good free ones around here?

      On that, he wasn’t wrong. The idea behind the Education Complex had been simple: consolidate all of the city’s public schools into a central location, hire the best teachers, and free up the kids to learn.

      That the consolidation also stopped court-mandated bussing during the Civil Rights Era wasn’t mentioned, nor was the fact that the Braunlund family got all kinds of massive continuing perks from the state government for donating the land and the initial building costs to the city.

      Still, sending Kizzie to the Complex had been one of the few things about her childhood that Mike had agreed with Luke on. Otherwise, Mike would have put up the tuition—and he considered it. But he researched the private schools and found that they actually lacked a lot of the amenities built into the Complex.

      He hadn’t really thought about the Complex and the fact that it had been a choice until that morning, as he sped up the hill, cursing himself for not getting Kizzie into a smaller school, one with a lot of security and a snobbishly closed campus.

      The campus at the Complex was terrifyingly open, designed in a day when no one thought about mass school shootings or bombing schools that children attended—although someone should have thought of it, given all the bombings that had gone on at universities all over the country as the Complex had been planned.

      As he drove, all Mike could think about were the doors everywhere on the Harry S. building. Because the building sprawled across nearly three blocks, there were at least two mandated exits in each wing—often more. He knew that the state fire code meant that the windows—of which there were also a bunch—could serve as exits as well, but that was in case of fire, which was all anyone thought about when this damn building was built.

      No one thought about keeping people out, just about how people inside could escape should the situation become dire.

      As he drove to the school, he tried to call Amanda’s attorney but was told she was in the middle of a deposition and unavailable. He told the legal secretary that Luke was at the school and was not allowed there. He knew the legal secretary well enough that she would deliver a note into the deposition, but the note might not be enough. It might be too late. It might not be urgent enough.

      So, as he winged his stupidly expensive Porsche, which he had bought on a whim after landing his first big job, toward the ridge, he was glad for the horsepower but wishing he could somehow levitate himself up there.

      The Porsche was too old for good Bluetooth connectivity to his phone, so he had the phone in a cradle on the center console between the seats. He had the phone dial the principal’s office, and demanded to talk to Principal Hallenback herself, even though Mike had no real standing, and told her that Luke was somewhere on the property and there was an order to keep him away from Kizzie. Mike also reminded Principal Hallenback that there was a restraining order against Luke, and that the family would take serious action if Kizzie’s father was allowed to take her off school grounds.

      Principal Hallenback promised that she would have security beside Kizzie at all times—which Kizzie was going to complain about later, because what kid wanted her friends to know about all of her problems?—but Mike accepted that as a solution.

      The principal had run this drill before, with other parents. She also knew that Mike was listed as a secondary contact if Amanda couldn’t be reached. Mike was cleared to pick Kizzie up from school or to act in Amanda’s stead.

      Luke wasn’t supposed to get near his daughter on campus at all.

      Mike was halfway up the hill when Principal Hallenback called back.

      “We can’t find her,” Principal Hallenback said. “But we do have eyes on Mr. Brocato. She is not with him. In fact, he’s waiting in my outer office because my secretary has told him that she will see what she can do to bring Kizzie to him.”

      “What?” Mike asked. He wasn’t sure which event his what? applied to—the fact that Kizzie couldn’t be found, or that someone had promised to give Kizzie over to Luke.

      “Don’t worry,” the principal said. “My secretary is lying for me. I’m not at the office. I’m helping security find Kizzie.”

      Mike hung up without saying goodbye. He had the phone redial Kizzie.

      “Where are you?” he asked.

      “Bathroom,” she said, her voice still thick. She was in tears. “He can’t come into a girl’s room, right?”

      Sometimes he forgot how young she actually was, not to mention the fact that, in some ways, she was more his child than anyone else’s. He remembered what it was like to be ten and wonder why people did not follow the carefully crafted rules of each situation. In her mind, boys were not allowed in the girls’ bathroom, ergo her dad wouldn’t look for her in one.

      Mike wasn’t going to explain that to her, not now, not yet. “I’ll be right there,” he said. “I’m almost to the school now.”

      “Hurry,” Kizzie said. “I don’t want to see him.”

      Me either, Mike thought, but didn’t say. Instead, he said, “I know, sweetie. We’ll keep him from you.”

      As if that was a promise Mike could keep. Too much depended on other people. But he didn’t say that. Instead, he made her tell him which bathroom she was in, and redialed the principal, letting her know and warning her not to have security go inside that bathroom. It would scare Kizzie too much.

      He wanted to keep the poor girl as calm as possible.

      He needed to keep himself as calm as possible, but his heart wasn’t listening. He kept hearing Jasper’s voice, repeating the word annihilate. Mike had no idea why Luke would show up at the school when he knew he was forbidden to get near it, and knew that it would impact his assault charge and maybe even get his bail rescinded.

      Mike had been on edge since that conversation with Jasper, and this event—whatever the hell it was—had amplified the feeling into something akin to panic.

      As he got to the Complex, he saw only a handful of cars in the various parking lots, with the most in the high school lot nearly a quarter of a mile away. Only the teachers’ cars were in the elementary school lot. There didn’t appear to be any parental vehicles at all, which surprised Mike.

      He had thought he would see Luke’s P.O.S., the car he ended up with as the work dried up for a volatile attorney who was fighting a charge of aggravated assault. The POS was a sedan with a half-finished paint job, and a dent in the back bumper. The tires were bald, and there was a crack in the windshield.

      There was no way to mistake any other car for the POS.

      The fact that Luke hadn’t parked out front really bothered Mike. Something crawled and itched at the back of his mind. Luke had to be alone, right? He no longer had friends to help him.

      Unless Gary was here too.

      Mike shivered.

      Maybe Luke had simply parked around the back, where no one could see him, so he wouldn’t have been prevented from entering the building. There was a narrow parking strip back there, and since Kizzie had called, she had probably seen, through one of the large classroom windows,  Luke pull up and park.

      Luke wouldn’t have done that to steal her away, unless he really had lost his mind. The school had security cameras everywhere. Luke had to know that if he tried to sneak Kizzie out of the building, the police would have arrived quickly. Luke’s POS didn’t have the horsepower to outrun them, even if he thought that was a good idea.

      But the idea of Luke parking in the back of the building bothered Mike a lot. The classrooms on the back had the biggest windows, because they overlooked a veritable forest—the rest of the Braunlund land that hadn’t been donated to the Complex.

      Kids could—and did—get lost inside of that forest. There were trails—if the narrow paths that went through the trees could be called trails—and someone with knowledge of those trails could get over the ridgeline fairly easily.

      Luke knew the ridgeline and the trails. Heck, so did Mike. Both men had gone to school at the Complex, and they knew the ins and outs the way any kid who had attended public school in the city knew about the various hideaways in the area.

      That thought did not reassure Mike.

      He didn’t go around back, though. He squealed his Porsche to a stop near the front door of Harry S., and got out, almost forgetting to lock the damn car. He was so inside his head that he didn’t immediately think of the usual precautions that he took here.

      Kids stole cars that were unlocked, particularly the cars that looked like they were worth stealing. His Porsche was worth stealing because of its sports car status, even though it wasn’t worth as much as the ugly boxy cars the teachers drove. And his Porsche was old enough that any kid with a modicum of hotwiring skills could take that car with just a few minutes of effort.

      He locked the car, thought for a moment about pretending to be calm, and then decided the hell with that because he wasn’t calm, not at all.

      He jumped the curb and ran toward the school. He launched himself into the big entry, four doors across, all glass, and stepped into the so-called airlock between this and another round of doors.

      The smell of dry air and gym socks greeted him, along with the faint odor of peanut butter. Normally, the smells would have made him smile, but they didn’t right now. He needed to get to Kizzie. He didn’t know what he was going to do with her, but he was going to have to do something.

      That would problem would rise to the top of the list once he knew she was safe. One step at a time; that would be the only way to get through this morning.

      Kizzie had told him that she was in the girls' bathroom on the second floor near the center of the school. He took the stairs leading up to that bathroom two at a time, even though his legs protested.

      Running like this didn’t help his heart, and he didn’t like the way his belly fat jiggled as he moved. He wasn’t that overweight—maybe twenty pounds—but he was more out of shape than he had ever been in his life.

      A person didn’t think about how much being in shape mattered until they were in a situation like this. He had always thought he could power through, but now he was getting to the point where powering through wasn’t even a damn option.

      He had no idea how he had gotten here. How any of them had gotten here. Kizzie crying in a bathroom, afraid of her father for god’s sake. Mike unable to reach her mother who was not making any sensible moves in her divorce, not any more.

      And that word annihilate. Damn Jasper for even bringing it up.

      Classes were in session, and the school had that studious hush that all schools had when the kids weren’t in the hallway. Mike checked his watch: it was only 10 a.m. although it felt ever-so-much later to him. Morning recess didn’t start until 10:30, and then it went by grade, starting with the youngest. The oldest kids—the group Kizzie belonged to—no longer got a recess, just a really long lunch.

      So he had a little time to get her out of here if he needed to before kids flooded the hallway.

      The hallway seemed vast and out of proportion. The water fountains and lockers were all short, built for little kids. There were a few chairs outside of doors, as if someone had placed them there for the hall monitor, and even those chairs were too small.

      The rest of the hallway was extra wide with high ceilings. The combination of the small lockers and the high ceilings made this part of the building seem even bigger than it was.

      He passed room after room after room, all of them filled with kids at desks, looking straight ahead or heads bent over something. He didn’t see anyone in the hall or anyone who seemed out of place.

      Until he rounded the half corner to the center stairwell area. There was a wide area here, where kids sometimes congregated. The largest bathrooms on this floor were against the wall in the back. There were three—a boy’s room, a girl’s room, and a single-stall bathroom that had been modified for handicap access.

      One of the school security guards, a burly man with black hair and a well-trimmed beard, stood in front of the girl’s room, arms crossed. Mike recognized him. The guard manned the entrance in the mornings, along with a colleague, and the kids liked him. They called him by name and teased him and weren’t afraid of him at all.

      Which, Mike was once told, was necessary for guards at an elementary school. They had to be tough enough to scare “the bad guys” whatever that meant but gentle enough to comfort the tiniest student on their very first day.

      “Principal Hallenbeck is in there,” the guard said when he saw Mike.

      “And Kizzie?” Mike asked.

      “Yeah,” the guard said.

      Mike was going to ask how he knew, and then he heard the ever-so-faint voices. A woman’s voice, soothing and calm, and a child’s voice—Kizzie’s voice—hiccoughing in panic.

      “What about Luke?” Mike asked.

      “I haven’t seen Mr. Brocato,” the guard said. “Last I heard, he was in the principal’s office.”

      Mike nodded, and walked around the guard. The guard shifted slightly so that he could see Mike and the hallway.
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“...Rusch’s crime stories are exceptional, both in plot and in style.”
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