
  
  [image: image-placeholder]




  
  
      
        
          Skin and Bone

          Digging Up Bones: Book 2

		      
          TA Moore

        

        
          
          Rogue Firebird Press

        

      

    


  
  
Acknowledgements



To my mum, the Five, and Lady—the first dog and the smartest dog.  







  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        CHAPTER ONE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        CHAPTER TWO
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        CHAPTER THREE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        CHAPTER FOUR
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        CHAPTER FIVE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        CHAPTER SIX
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        CHAPTER SEVEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        CHAPTER EIGHT
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        CHAPTER NINE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        CHAPTER TEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        CHAPTER ELEVEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        CHAPTER TWELVE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        CHAPTER THIRTEEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        CHAPTER FOURTEEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        CHAPTER FIFTEEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        CHAPTER SIXTEEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        CHAPTER NINETEEN
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        CHAPTER TWENTY
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        EPILOGUE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Readers love TA MOORE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Fullpage Image
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  
Copyright




Published by Rogue Firebird Press 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of author imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Skin and Bone

Copyright ©  2019 by TA Moore | Cover Art by Tammy Moore

All rights reserved. This book is licensed to the original purchaser only. Duplication or distribution via any means is illegal and a violation of international copyright law, subject to criminal prosecution and upon conviction, fines, and/or imprisonment. Any eBook format cannot be legally loaned or given to others. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the written permission of the Publisher, except where permitted by law. To request permission and all other inquiries, contact Rogue Firebird Press at mailto:books@roguefirebirdpress.com

NO AI/NO BOT. Rogue Firebird Press does not consent to any Artificial Intelligence (AI), generative AI, large language model, machine learning, chatbot, or other automated analysis, generative process, or replication program to reproduce, mimic, remix, summarize, or otherwise replicate any part of this creative work, via any means: print, graphic, sculpture, multimedia, audio, or other medium.

We support the right of humans to control their artistic works.

http://www.roguefirebird.com/

Paperback ISBN: 978-1-954159-42-6 | Digital ISBN: 978-1-954159-41-9

Second Edition 2024








  
  

[image: image-placeholder]

CHAPTER ONE





The storm blew in with the commuters at sunset, a wet slap of weather that made the roads treacherous and made everyone forget how to drive. It wouldn’t stay long. Based on the forecasts, it would have blown on down the road to the bright lights of San Diego by tomorrow. Plenty would be left a bit wetter, not much wiser, and full of freshly dented cars. 

Unfortunately for Janet Morrow, she had the bad luck to go missing tonight.

An idiot in a shiny bug-sized car cut across the lane in front of the Challenger as Cloister took the turn onto Hot Springs Road. Cloister hit the brakes and spat out a curse between his teeth. In the back, Bourneville whined her objection to the sudden maneuver as she slipped on the plastic-covered floor. The driver of the bug jabbed a finger up at Cloister through the window as he fishtailed precariously toward the off-ramp.

It had been a long shift. Cloister clenched his jaw and resisted the part of himself that had learned how to deal with conflict at his stepdad’s heels. It didn’t matter how many times you punched someone, they never actually learned, so he didn’t follow the bug car off the road. Besides, he had a job to do.

“He’s gonna kill himself anyhow, Bon,” he said as he leaned forward to squint over the windshield. The rain was heavy enough to make it difficult to see, a stream of water so dense it seemed as though someone had turned on a tap. The occasional flash of lightning lit the night like garish fireworks but didn’t help visibility at all. “Sometimes you got to be the better man, right?”

She barked at him.

“Fine,” Cloister said. “Better man and/or dog. Happy now.” She barked again.

Cloister did make a note of the man’s license plate. He wasn’t that good a man.

The turnoff for Delacourt appeared suddenly out of the rain. The tarmac was already striped with rubber streaks, and the barrier was scraped red with paint from someone’s driver’s-side door. Tomorrow would be a good day for body shops in Plenty.

“Shit,” Cloister muttered.

He flashed the blues—a splash of color bounced off the wet road— and cut across the road as the truck behind him braked obediently. He felt the way the tires slid as he took the turn over wet road and spilled oil. A lighter car with a driver who hadn’t learned to drive on shit Montana country roads, and he might have ended up in the gully with the angular red—what it hadn’t left on the barrier—Prius.

A heavyset deputy, his identity obscured under a drenched slicker that drooped down to his nose, tried to wave Cloister on his way with a flashlight. He jogged up to the car when Cloister pulled to the side of the road instead.

“…is under control,” he said. From the voice and acne-scarred chin, Cloister identified him as Collins and dropped the window an inch, enough for the wind to blast in a cold spray of rain. “Just move….”

“I would if I could,” Cloister said. “What happened?”

The call on his radio said there was a missing girl and a car accident on Delacourt. Mel hadn’t had time to give him any more details. Rain always made for a busy shift.

“Oh, it’s you, Witte.” Collins pushed his hood back and roughly wiped his hand over his face. He flicked rain and snot off his fingers against the window. “Sorry. It’s the rain. Can’t see my hand in front of my face.”

“Yeah, I nearly missed the turn,” Cloister admitted. “Where’s Tancredi?”

Collins turned and pointed the flashlight down at the Prius. It picked out Tancredi like a pointer. She was hunched under her jacket as she taped plastic over the door of the car. The flicker of light against the paintwork caught her attention, and she turned around, squinted into the rain, and gestured urgently for Cloister to come down and join her.

 “Want me to close the road?” Collins asked hopefully. It would get him in out of the rain.

Cloister thought about it, but after a second he shook his head. “Not yet,” he said. “Just keep any cars that come this way moving.”

Once Collins got out of the way, Cloister pulled in tight on the shoulder with his tires nudged right up to the crumbled edges of the tarmac. He got out of the car and slammed the door. The rain hammered down on him as he ducked around the back to get Bourneville.

She gave him a reproachful look when he unclipped her and lifted her out into the rain. It soaked her heavy coat into sodden black elflocks and made her waterlogged ears droop at the tips. She sneezed and pressed against his leg as he set her down. It shouldn’t be possible to get any wetter, but Cloister swore he could feel her damp soak into his pants.

“She all right?” Collins asked suspiciously from what he thought was a safe distance. He was scared of dogs, particularly Bon, for some reason.

Cloister clipped Bon’s lead to her harness and affectionately scrubbed her damp head. He felt her ribs push against his leg as she heaved a put-upon sigh. “She doesn’t like to walk in the rain,” he said. “Once she knows it’s work, she’ll be okay.”

He could see where the Prius had gone off the road. Deep, muddy ruts sliced through the scrubby, sun-bleached grass and down the hill in two uneven lines until they terminated under the ragged rear tires. Cloister gave the tracks a wide berth as he started down the slope. The loose, slippery dirt was like quicksand under his feet. He had to scramble to stay ahead of it, and the length of the leash played out to give Bourneville the freedom to make her own way down.

“Watch out,” Tancredi warned him dryly as he skidded down into the bog at the bottom. “It’s treacherous.”

He was already wet, but the water that spilled over his boots and soaked into his socks was colder.

“Thanks.” He spat water off his lips and raked his wet hair back from his face. He could see the nose of the Prius was half-sunk in the rising puddle. The cracked headlights were filled with mud, and the front wheels were buried up to the axles. “What happened?”

Tancredi held out her hand. He grabbed it and helped her squelch up out of the puddle. She kicked her boots against a rock to dislodge the heavy clods of mud welded to them.

“It looks like she just went off the road,” Tancredi said. She blinked water off her lashes and reached into her pocket to pull out a bagged driver’s license. It took her a second to wipe the water off the plastic and check the ID again. “Janet Morrow from Ithaca, New York. Cute kid.”

She handed the wallet to Cloister.

The leather had obviously been in the water, but the laminated picture on the ID was still clear enough as Tancredi pointed her flashlight at it. Cute was an understatement. Photo Janet had a mass of loosely braided red hair, a smooth oval face, and big eyes that were, according to the New York DMV, gray. She was beautiful and nineteen years old—good for selfies, not so much for a girl lost in the dark in an unfamiliar town.

“Did someone call it in?” he asked.

“AAA,” Tancredi said. She took the wallet back and tucked it into her jacket. “She called them to come and get her, but when they asked her where to pick her up, she said at the gas station on down the road. She probably wanted a coffee before she had to speak to someone.”

Cloister raised his eyebrows.

Tancredi pinched her lips together in disapproval. “There’s an empty hip flask on the passenger’s seat, and she did drive off the road. But when the tow truck got to McGuire’s, she wasn’t waiting for them. After a while they drove back down the road to look for her, and they found the car, but no sign of Janet.”

“Her parents?”

Tancredi shrugged the extent of her knowledge on that. Thunder growled overhead in a long, drawn-out groan like an unhappy stomach. Tancredi grimaced, waited until it stopped, and then went on. “I figure she couldn’t get back up to the road here,” she said, “so she tried to find a shortcut. Only in the dark and with the rain, if she got turned around, she could end up going miles in the wrong direction.”

That was an exaggeration. Even if she walked in circles, she’d eventually find herself somewhere. The danger wasn’t that Janet would walk into the desert and her bones would disappear into the sand. It was that she’d break her ankle in a pothole and spend the night out in the cold.

Or she’d run into someone who’d take her out into the desert and leave her there.

Delacourt used to be a quiet enough area, but then new neighborhoods and roads rewrote the map. Cut off from the lifeblood of the town and bypassed by the incomers, the businesses closed and people moved. It was a dying neighborhood, and that attracted trouble.

Cloister glanced down at Bon, who was pressed against his leg, her ribs sharp on his calf as she snorted the occasional pointed sneeze. He nudged her with his knee.

“Bourneville,” he said. Her ears pricked, and she looked up at him, all keen nose and alertness. “Ready to do some work?”

That was the magic word. She scrambled up onto her paws and eagerly wagged her tail, her misery at the rain forgotten. The heavy whip of it slapped against Cloister’s legs as he reached down to grab her harness just in case she caught a scent and hared off without him. She leaned her weight against his arm, eager to go.

“Did Janet leave anything else in the car?” he asked Tancredi. “Jacket? Sunglasses? You know the drill.”

She nodded and splashed back into the puddle. The light of her flashlight bounced around in the dark as she slogged back to the Prius.

“Can she even track in this?” Tancredi asked over her shoulder as she wrestled open the dented back door. She stuck the flashlight into her mouth to free up her hands, her words half-garbled as she finished. “It’s godawful.”

Cloister shrugged. “It could have been better conditions.” He caught the jacket that Tancredi tossed to him. It was already wet, the cheap faux fur that covered it matted and sticky under his fingers. The cuffs were stiff with half-dried mud. “Bon’s tracked in worse, though.”

The scent would be strongest on the inside of the coat, at the neck and sleeves where sweat and skin had rubbed into the lining. Cloister bundled the coat up in his hands and crouched down so Bourneville could stick her nose into it. She huffed and snorted at it for a second and then sat down to look at him attentively. Her haunches were already bunched, the muscles tight under the thick coat as she waited.

Cloister kept his hand on her harness as he scrambled back to his feet. He tossed the coat to Tancredi.

“We’ll do our best,” he said. Then he let go of Bourneville’s harness and barked out the track command. “Such!”

Bourneville lurched to her feet and cast around in the mud and trodden-down mat of grass around Cloister’s feet. She circled him twice, wider each time, and whined in frustration when she didn’t find anything. Either Janet hadn’t tried to scale the muddy slope at all, or her scent had already washed away.

When she didn’t find anything after her final sweep, Bourneville stopped and looked expectantly at Cloister.

He snapped his fingers and gestured across the muddy pool that had half drowned the Prius.

“Voraus,” he ordered briskly. “Go round.”

Bourneville whuffed eagerly and lunged into the pool of water. It was almost to her stomach as she forged through it and splashed up the other side, her leash drenched as it dragged behind her. Cloister followed her with considerably less ease as he slogged through the mud at the bottom.

While he waded across, Bourneville gave Tancredi’s feet a quick sniff. She barked once as she caught the heavy whiff of the coat Tancredi held bundled up in her arms, her tail up in a tentative wag.

“Bourneville, no,” Cloister said sharply. He cupped his hand in the signal that should send her around the car. “Go round.”

The denial made Bourneville sigh. She shook her head hard enough to make her ears flap and dropped her nose to the ground again as she padded around the car. Tancredi shifted and ducked her head down to wipe her face on her shoulder.

“If she doesn’t find anything,” she said, “do you think Special Agent Merlo would approve the use of some of the Feds’ tech? The drones he used on the raid in the foothills last month, they have infrared. He showed me how they worked.”

She sounded impressed. Cloister wasn’t sure if it was with the tech or with “Special Agent Merlo.” His conscience nudged him that he couldn’t really blame her if it was the second. Cloister had been more than happy to make a fool of himself over Javi the last few months, up until he decided to see what would happen if he screwed everything up instead. He couldn’t even remember what the fight was about. That was a lie. It was about Javi’s lunch with that hot PI and the beer he hadn’t wanted to have with Cloister. But they hadn’t spoken since.

It had been a week—not even a week yet—but Cloister knew the terms of his relationship with Javi. He knew he’d fucked things up and that he did it at least partially on purpose. That’s what he usually did.

They hadn’t been dating, exactly, and they hadn’t even been not- dating that long. Cloister still felt the pinch of pain, like a charley horse in his emotions, when he thought about it being over.

Cloister clenched his teeth against the ache and impatiently shoved it to the back of his head. It wasn’t the time. He had a job to do, a dog to run, and a lost girl to find. If he wanted to, he could pick at his scabs later.

“Infrared wouldn’t be any good in this,” he said as he gestured toward the heavy, unsettled sky. “I doubt the drones could even get up, anyhow. Maybe tomorrow. If we don’t find anything, you can ask him. It can’t hurt.”

She frowned unhappily and nodded as she folded the coat over her arm. “Hope we won’t need to.”

Before Cloister could say anything, Bourneville barked once—a low, guttural noise strangled with enthusiasm. He gave Tancredi a quick reassuring smile.

“Hope so.”

He reeled the long wet strip of the leash in as he jogged over to where Bourneville stood over a pock in the dirt. It could have been nothing, or it might have been a rain-blurred footprint.

“Good girl,” Cloister praised as he slapped her shoulder. “Good dog, Bourneville. Now such.”

She gave herself a quick shake to shed a coat full of water and loped forward, her nose down to the invisible trail that scooped and meandered across the sodden stretch of the median and onto the uneven pavements of neglected streets.
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CHAPTER TWO





The outskirts of Plenty were scored with dead streets like urban cellulite around the bloat of the new neighborhoods. Some were razed and rebuilt by an eager developer. Others were left to die as the gutted buildings sagged in on themselves and the tarmac chipped up from the streets. 

Cloister unclipped the flashlight from his belt and flicked it on as he walked. The puddle of light in front of his feet was enough that he could avoid the worst potholes in the road, but it didn’t distract Bourneville. She ranged ahead of him at the end of her leash as she tried to keep track of the rain-diluted scent.

Twice she lost the trail completely, and they had to backtrack through the rain for her to find it again. It took longer each time as she tried to find the attenuated scent where it clung in damp pockets in the gutters and clumps of litter. It had been easier for her on the wet strip of waste ground between the roads, where the smell settled in puddles and caught in the tangled grasses. As the area got more built-up around them—strips of fenced-off concrete and uneven pavements—the trail didn’t get a chance to stick. Instead it was washed away down the clogged drains or blown away across the wide expanse of road.

It was still possible, but every time Bourneville lost the trail, it was less likely there’d be enough of it for her to pick up again.

Lightning cracked down out of the sky and struck somewhere in the maze of abandoned buildings. Cloister grimaced and rubbed his eyes as he tried to blink away the afterimages smeared behind his lids. By the time he scrubbed away the blurs of light, Bourneville had doubled back on herself again.

“Damn it,” Cloister muttered.

He reached for his radio. “Dispatch. It’s Witte. Any chance Tancredi’s 10-57 has made her way back on her own?”

There was a pause, and then Mel’s familiar voice fought its way through the crackle of static. 

“No. If there’s no sign on your end, call it a day and go back to your car. If Tancredi’s right, the girl will sober up and stumble home.”

Cloister pulled his hand down over his face and flicked away the water as he loped after Bourneville. It was a pointless gesture since the rain dripped back down out of his hair. He didn’t feel optimistic about his chances of finding Janet, but…. He thought about the selfie-ready driver’s license photo and the impractical neon faux-fur jacket she’d left in the car.

She was nineteen, and she was lost. It wouldn’t be any comfort to her that it was her own fault. If something happened to her, it wouldn’t help Cloister sleep either.

“I’ll give it five more minutes.” He reached Bourneville and crouched down to fuss over her. It wasn’t her fault she’d lost the scent. She pushed her head under his hand and huffed her disbelief of that. “She’s just a kid.”

“Five minutes,” Mel allowed with a sigh. “No more. There’s other calls.”

The radio cut out.

Cloister pulled Bourneville into a rough one-armed hug and scratched under her chin. “Good girl,” he assured her. “One more try.”

He gave her a last, affectionate thump on the shoulder and scrambled to his feet. As he flicked the beam of the flashlight around, he wondered what way would a nineteen-year-old go in the dark and the rain.

Something low and bigger than a cat reflected red eye-shine back from an alley. It was probably a racoon. There were coyotes in the area—there’d been an uptick in missing cats and litters of coydogs in the neighboring houses—but they usually gave Bourneville a wide berth. Racoons didn’t give a damn.

He went to the left. Every time Janet turned, it was to the left. Bourneville ranged in a loose arc around him as she searched for one last sniff of Janet. There were a few lights in the surrounding buildings, the last holdouts against the area’s collapse, and a few dusty curtains twitched on second floors. Around there it was enough of a burden for people to mind their own business. They gave other people’s a pass.

Cloister stretched out the five minutes closer to ten, but the trail was gone. Even Bourneville had started to flag, tail down and ears flat, and she kept looking back at Cloister for direction.

“I know,” he sympathized. “But it’s not your fault, Bourneville. You’re a good dog.”

She heaved a massive sigh and gave herself a shake. It made her coat stick up in messy, wet spikes and shook the length of the leash back to Cloister’s hand. He sighed and reached for the radio to tell Mel he was on his way back.

It wasn’t much of a scream—it was distant and strangled. If Cloister had been on his own, he might have dismissed it as part of the storm or a pissed-off bird. He’d been jarred away more than once by what sounded like mass murder and was just a couple of gulls in a fight over a fish.

Bourneville had better hearing. She whined and pricked her ears as she leaned into the leash.

“Wait,” Cloister said sharply. He didn’t know what had happened, and he didn’t want to send Bon in blind. She could scare Janet or get hurt herself, or both. Some of the buildings were just empty, but others were gutted.

He kept the tension on the lead as he closed the distance between them. Unusually for her, Bourneville ignored his voice and strained forward. The harness dug into her shoulders as she threw her weight into it to drag them both forward.

“Hey. No.” Cloister twisted the leash around his arm and anchored it under his elbow. It wasn’t easy to hold on to her. He was a big guy. The bones came from the Wittes—his dad’s family ran tall and mean—and running away from his problems kept him lean, but Bourneville was seventy pounds of muscle and no reserve. He hauled her back and gave her a shake to get her attention. “Fuss, Bourneville! Now!”

He’d trained her himself. She knew the English commands, but it was the German he used for work. “Heel” was a suggestion. “Fuss” was the word of God. Bourneville subsided obediently, but her attention stayed pinned out in the dark where the noise had originated. It was silent out there now, at least to Cloister, but something out there kept Bourneville on alert.

Cloister nudged her with his knee. She didn’t look around at him, but her ear flicked toward him to catch what he said. “Bring,” he said and let the tension off the lead.

It was what she wanted to hear, and she took off at a run. Cloister let her outpace him, but not by as much as usual. He stayed on her heels across the road and around a primer-colored truck left to rust on the dented rims of its tires.

The rain cut off as they reached the underpass, which was ripe with the smell of piss and spray paint. Rats scattered at the intrusion, fat bodies and skinny tails squeezed back into the shadows, and the covey of tramps huddled against the rain watched him with sharply unfriendly eyes. A halfhearted mutter of resentment spluttered out of them and then faded again.

Cloister couldn’t blame them. On another day he might have been down there to move them on, although no one ever had a good suggestion for where the dusty homeless should go.

One shabby bundle of shirts and newspapers huddled at the other side of the underpass lurched away as they approached him.

“There was a ghost here,” he croaked. His eyes were wild under a grease-felted cap of wiry gray hair, and he’d been beaten up recently. Blood crusted in the rough stubble on his jaw, and his nose probably hadn’t faced that way until recently. He pressed himself against the wet concrete, his face turned away. “I told her she was a ghost, but she didn’t believe me. Poor fucking ghosts, right? Thinking they’re alive. Maybe we’re the ghosts. Wouldn’t that be great? We’re the ones who really died. Pass the word and fill the goddamn glass.”

His legs gave out under him before Cloister had to do anything. The man sank down, his hand already out to grope for a bottle of dubiously labeled gin, and he started to laugh hysterically. On the way past him, Bourneville growled a rumble of warning just about audible in her chest.

Then they were out in the street again, and Cloister grimaced as the rain sluiced down over his face. He ducked his chin and wiped his face on his shoulder. Behind them, the homeless man still muttered his excuses into the wall.

Suddenly Bourneville wrenched his arm to the right and gave two clear, quick barks—her “found it” tell. It was a good thing Cloister hadn’t given up.

Janet Morrow lay in the middle of the road like someone had dropped her there. Her bright rag-doll red hair was sprayed out over the concrete, and her feet were bare. Cloister’s stomach twisted with the usual sour regret at being right.

It was the Witte luck. If you had a bad feeling about something, you were probably right, but never about anything good. It was never a lucky guess at the lottery or a feeling about a fast horse, just bad breakups and broken bodies in the rain.

Not Bourneville’s fault, though.

“Good job,” he praised her. “Best dog in the department. Platz.”

He added the hand gesture for emphasis—down—and Bourneville obediently flattened herself against the pavement. She rested her chin on her paws and focused on him as she waited for her next command.

Cloister jogged over the road and crouched down next to Janet. The red on the road wasn’t all her hair. Rivulets of blood had run out from under her head to mix with the rain. Her clothes were stained and torn, her shirt ripped open to expose pale skin and a jade green lizard tattoo that wriggled up under her grubby gray bra.

She hadn’t expected anyone to see that, Cloister supposed.

“Hey, Janet,” he said, just in case she could hear him as he pressed his fingers under her jaw to check for a pulse. “My name’s Deputy Witte. I’ve been looking for you.”

Her skin was the same temperature as the rain, and it was clammy. For a long second, there was nothing, and then Cloister felt the flutter of blood move through her throat. She was still alive. He sat back on his heels and thumbed the call button on his radio to get the update to the station.

“… need a bus to Ash Street in Delacourt.” He glanced around quickly for an easy landmark, and his eyes fell on the parking lot opposite. He squinted to make out the grimy sign in front of the empty shops. “In front of the Conroy Galleria. We’ve got a head trauma, signs of assault, and she’s nonresponsive. I’m—”

Bourneville barked again. It wasn’t communication this time. It was an angry, low-pitched volley that sounded like it came from somewhere deep in her chest. When Cloister looked around, he saw the pickup, its headlights off, racing down the street toward him.

“Hey.” Cloister stood up and waved his arms. The beam of the flashlight flashed over the windshield of the car and picked up the hooded silhouette of the driver. He yelled. “Sheriff’s Department. Stop. Back up.”

Instead the driver flicked the main beams on—like a ground-level flash of lightning that blinded Cloister—and hit the gas. The engine revved harshly under the hood, and the car picked up speed as it barreled down the road. Off to the side, Bourneville barked furiously, pinned in place by Cloister’s command.

The driver had seen him. If there was any doubt about that, it was banished when the vehicle course-corrected on the road so it would hit them straight on.

Fuck.

Cloister threw his torch at the windshield. It hit butt-first against the glass, right in front of the driver’s face, and cracks spider-webbed out from the point of impact to the corners of the screen. The driver flinched, and the car slowed down for a second as they took their foot off the gas. It wasn’t much, but it would have to be enough.

Before the driver could recover, Cloister crouched down and grabbed Janet by the arms. She was floppy as he hauled her up off the tarmac, and her head lolled back on her bruised neck. He wasn’t even sure if she was still alive, but it would have to be enough that she might be. He manhandled her up and tossed her limp body out of the road and onto the pavement. She flopped gracelessly as she landed, arms and legs bent awkwardly under her like a discarded doll.

Cloister threw himself after her and almost made it. Most of him made it. It could have been worse.

The edge of the grill clipped his hip and bounced him up onto the hood. His shoulder hit the window, and the side mirror caught his elbow and then broke against his thigh as Cloister rolled off onto the pavement. His head bounced off the curb with a hard, hollow crack, and his head filled with gray static and nausea.

He heard the car engine shift into idle as it pulled up to the curb. Then a door opened, and Bourneville gave a guttural growl that rattled around her chest and threw herself at the door. The weight of her against the metal slammed it shut, and she growled again and tore at the metal until the driver gave up and drove away.

She would chase it. Cloister clawed through the blur of pain and rattled brain to come up with the right command. “Komm,” he rasped out. His voice cracked on the word, and he tried again. “Bourneville! Komm!”

Bourneville’s nose was cold, and her breath hot as she snorted concern and confusion into his ear.

He didn’t hurt. Cloister had been there before, in the dull, stupid moment of shock, and he knew that wasn’t actually a good sign.

“Do me a favor, Janet,” he muttered. “Don’t be dead. Okay? Otherwise this was stupid.”

Nearly as stupid as the fight with Javi. Cloister didn’t know why his brain decided to rub that salt into his wounds right then, but he didn’t have the energy to fight it. It hadn’t been the fight, really, just the silence after it that dragged.

Oh, there it was. Cloister tilted his head back against the pavement and grimaced his eyes shut. It had started to hurt.
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CHAPTER THREE





Javi Merlo decided he wanted to be an FBI agent when he was nineteen—old enough not to harbor romantic illusions that the job would be anything like it was on TV. He did his research, withstood pressure from his family, who would rather their son aimed to be the youngest Mexican-American DA in Washington County, changed his major, and plotted his career path with the understanding that there would be more bureaucracy than gun battles. 

Somehow he still managed to underestimate the amount of paperwork the Bureau required on a daily basis just for working there. It didn’t matter if you wanted to get married, get divorced, investigate a multinational drug cartel, or spend a week in France. There was an appropriate form you had to fill out first.

That it was mostly online these days only meant it was a pain in a different part of the neck.

Javi finished the transcript of his interview with a small-time drug dealer’s girlfriend—the black eyes hadn’t dented her loyalty, but the baggie of coke in her baby’s diaper bag was the last straw—and then stamped his digital signature on three wiretap requests. They went into the queue for approval, and Javi leaned back in his chair. He rubbed the back of his neck and glanced over at the narrow stack of paper and cardboard files on the corner of his desk. They’d been there for a week while he whittled down his actual workload to the point where he could justify time wasted on a favor.

He snorted at himself and reached for the first file. After the sheaf of digital documents he’d just worked through, it felt pathetically slim to be someone’s tragedy—just a manila folder and the bare minimum photocopied reports. It looked like Plenty PD had done their usual piss- poor job on the investigation.

Sometimes Javi was tempted to go back through the archives. He knew the San Diego Sheriff’s Department had cleaned house in town five years earlier, but he wanted to know when the rot had set in. Because even—he checked the date on the file—ten years ago, Plenty’s police department hadn’t even bothered to look like they tried unless there was something in it for them.

Javi chose to ignore the irony that he’d taken an interest in the case because it would give him a reason to call Cloister after their fight—or, preferably, for Cloister to call him. That would make it a lot easier for Javi to continue to play fast and loose with his “one-night stands only” rule. And it wasn’t as though Cloister had said he wanted more, just that Javi didn’t get to ditch him for a better offer.

It would probably have gone better if Javi had explained that Sean had a client who claimed to have witnessed a murder. Instead he got his back up and reminded Cloister that Javi’s life wasn’t his business. The “fine” Cloister spat at him as he left was the last thing they’d said to each other.

If he had to make the call…. Javi opened the folder and frowned at the badly printed photo stapled inside. When they first met, he thought Deputy Witte had a hero complex, that he needed to play cowboy and save the day. But Mrs. Kreusik had been eighty-four and terminally ill when she went missing, and her neighbors had filed the missing person report, not her stepkids. No one would care if she was found or not, but Cloister still wanted to bring her home.

It wasn’t healthy, but it was… kind.

Javi grimaced at himself. His sex life was a lot simpler when he thought Cloister was just a hot ass attached to an uncomplicated redneck. Now he had to decide what was more important—friendship or fucking. If Javi made the first move, that would be the end of any more hookups with Cloister. You didn’t try to patch things up with a fuck buddy. That was for friends and boyfriends. Javi was no one’s idea of boyfriend material.

If he were—Javi closed the file and tossed it back onto the deck for another day—the “friend or fuck” question would probably be easier to settle.

Enough. It was too late to call anyone, even night owls like Cloister, and Javi had actually cleared his backlog of paperwork. He should go home before that changed.

Javi signed out of the computer and got up from his desk. Someone rapped on his door as he pulled his jacket from the back of his chair. When he turned toward the door, he saw an indistinct figure on the other side of the glass, where admin had left the reception lights dimmed.

It was unlikely that anyone who wasn’t meant to be there had gotten through the security downstairs.

“Come in,” he said.

The door opened, and Deputy Tancredi hesitated on the threshold. “Agent Merlo,” she said. Then she grimaced and tried again. “Agent.”

“Deputy,” Javi said. He shrugged his jacket on and tugged it straight over his holster. “What brings you up here? Did you hear from the academy?”

She looked startled, as though he’d gone off script, although her ambition to join the Bureau was all they talked about.

“No. Not yet.” She ran her hand over damp frizzy hair to flatten it down. “I, um… don’t want to step out of line, Agent. It’s just… um… I thought you’d want to know.”

Javi’s stomach curdled with expectant tension as he filled in the rest of the conversation for himself. It was one he’d had before. He wasn’t in the closet, but he preferred discretion to PDAs in the hallway, and that encouraged the gossips who thought they had something on him. At least with Tancredi, he supposed she might actually think he wanted to know, not just be curious to see his face when he heard the slurs.

“If someone has a problem with my sexu—”

“No,” Tancredi blurted. Color bright enough to camouflage her dark spray of freckles spread up her face from her throat. “It’s not that. Or it is, but not— Deputy Witte was injured on duty. He’s alive. He’s not in danger, but I knew you and he…. I thought you’d want to know.”

Javi stared at her. He’d been so ready to get angry, his temper already revved up and prechilled, that it took him a second to shake it off. When it was gone, he was left with a bitter metallic taste in his mouth and a frustrated knot of emotions he had no desire to untangle.

“Thank you for the heads-up,” he said coldly. “Is there anything else?”

Tancredi stared at him for a second and then thinned her mouth in disapproval and shook her head.

“No, sir,” she said. “I just thought you’d care.” She slammed the door behind her as she left.


      [image: image-placeholder]The last—and first—time Javi visited Plenty Community Hospital, he’d been dehydrated, bruised, and pumped full of hallucinogens by a serial kidnapper. The wards were less of a hellscape when you were sober. 

“So what exactly happened?” he asked Lieutenant Frome as they walked briskly along the white-and-blue hospital corridor. There was a sick weight in his chest, but he kept his voice tight and appropriately concerned. “Was Deputy Witte targeted?”

Frome fastidiously rubbed alcohol sanitizer between his knuckles. “It’s obviously too soon to say for sure,” he said stiffly. “However, the working theory is that it was a hit-and-run. Not the only one tonight either. The roads were wet, visibility was bad, and Deputy Witte was just unlucky. We don’t need the Bureau’s support on this one, Agent Merlo.” The ranking officer in Plenty might appreciate the resources the

FBI could bring to bear against the escalating drug problem in town, but that didn’t mean he wanted them to interfere in other cases. Javi’s old partner had said that Frome had his eye on the sheriff’s badge, and you didn’t get that sort of promotion if the Feds got credit for all your successes.

“I hope not,” Javi said. “However, since Witte has worked with my office on a number of raids on local drug labs, I’d like to make sure that this isn’t retaliation. You’ll keep me in the loop on the investigation, Lieutenant?”

The request made Frome pucker his mouth with resentment, but he had to give ground. The FBI had an agent there because drug cartels used Plenty as a funnel for trafficking into the US. If Javi pushed that angle, Frome had no grounds to cry jurisdiction on the crime.

“Of course,” he capitulated. “I doubt there was any premeditation involved here. Witte’s good at what he does, but if the cartels were going to attack anyone, there are more high-profile targets. Tancredi’s been front and center more than once, and she’s a rising star. If they were going to go after anyone, it’d be her.”

Javi nodded. “Still,” he said. “I’d like to stay on top of the case.”

“Like I said, of course.”

Frome paused outside a private ward and frowned at the deputy stationed outside the door. The man was slouched back in one of the hospital’s aggressively uncomfortable plastic chairs, his eyes closed and his head tilted back against the wall.

“Collins!”

The deputy grunted himself awake, blinked at Frome, and then bolted awkwardly to his feet. He rubbed the back of his hand over his mouth.

“Sorry, sir,” he muttered as he blinked hard. “Long shift.”

Frome shook his head. “Go home,” he said. “Witte’s fine. Get some sleep and tell Tancredi to do the same.”

“Yes, sir,” Collins said. He gave Javi an embarrassed look and muttered another “Sorry, sir” as he hurried off down the corridor.

Frome pushed the chair out of the way and rapped his knuckles on the doorframe, although he didn’t wait to push the door open.

“Witte, the special agent here wanted a—” He stopped when he took in the room. “What the hell are you doing, Deputy?”
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CHAPTER FOUR





Cloister sat on the edge of the bed in a pair of well-worn, unbuttoned jeans and a rucked-up hospital gown. He’d managed to get one boot on, but the left was giving him trouble, mostly because of the heavy pristine- white cast on his left hand. He didn’t look up as he grunted to answer Frome. 

The hard knot of tension that had been in Javi’s stomach since Tancredi closed the door to his office finally relaxed. He’d imagined a lot worse than a clean hospital room that was probably nicer than Cloister’s trailer—at least it had a TV—and a single cast.

Blood on the floor and the sheets and the machines that someone had finally turned off. Handfuls of bloody gauze and stained lengths of tubing shoved into the corners. The smell of it—blood and meat. Bits.

Javi swallowed the old bile in his throat and impatiently swept the thoughts away. It obviously wasn’t that bad, he decided with a prickly mixture of relief and anger. The idiot had probably tripped over his dog and fallen into the road in front of someone’s car.

“I’m going to get dressed, get Bourneville, and go home,” Cloister said as he finally wrenched the boot up over his heel. “I’m fine.”

Frome scoffed. “The doctors say differently, Witte,” he said. “Since they’ve got a medical license, and you have a GED, I’m going to take their side. Get back in the bed.”

Cloister straightened up. “I’m fine.”

Once Javi caught sight of Cloister’s face, it was obvious that was a lie. A stitched gash ran from the corner of his eyebrow up into his hair, outlined in puffy blue-and-red bruising, and a raw graze skimmed over his cheekbone. He was going to have a black eye soon too. The puffiness had already settled under his eye. It just needed to color in.

The roughly broken nose predated tonight. It had been a feature as long as Javi had known Cloister, but it still contributed to the overall “just lost a fight” look.

For some reason, that just put Javi’s back up more.

“You don’t look it. You look like shit,” Javi said dryly. He crossed his arms and raised his eyebrows. “What happened? You forget that this isn’t Sheep’s Head, Iowa, and didn’t look both ways before you crossed the road?”

Frome winced at the question and shot Javi a hard look. “That’s enou—”

“Sheep’s Horn, Montana,” Cloister interrupted with an amused correction. “And trust me, I’d rather get hit by a city truck. At least it’s not covered in cow crap. Nothing better to do tonight, Special Agent Merlo?”

“They can wait,” Javi said. “I wanted to check that this wasn’t anything to do with the cartels.”

Cloister braced his long legs against the floor and gave Frome a hard look. He had the sort of harsh and raw-boned face that lent itself to grim even without the bruises.

“I’ve already told the lieutenant my theory,” he said. There was a hint of challenge in his voice.

Frome shook his head. “You’re not on the case, Witte,” he said. “You are the case. We’ll investigate. If there’s any evidence, we’ll find it. Now stay here and talk to Agent Merlo while I go and find your doctor.”

He gave Javi a slight nod as he turned and ducked back out the door. The go-ahead to ask Cloister some questions, Javi assumed. Frome gave himself too much credit if he thought Javi needed his permission.

“So what was your theory?” Javi asked.

Cloister shrugged and clumsily dragged off the thin paper robe. Under it his torso was mottled with bruises from his shoulder down to where they disappeared under the loose waistband of his jeans. They cut through the old tangle of scars and ink on his ribs, lost under the old damage.

“You’re not on the case either,” Cloister pointed out as he got up off the bed. The way his muscles moved under bare skin, faded from his usual whiskey-dark tan down to amber gold, made Javi distractingly aware of how long it had been since he’d touched that skin and tasted the sweat and salt of him.

Cloister grabbed the department-issue T-shirt—or it was once, before years of salt air and laundromat wash cycles bleached it down too far to pass muster—off the base of the bed and shook it one-handed. He dragged it clumsily over his head, and his voice was muffled under the faded cotton as he fought with the sleeves. “It’s not a federal matter, and Frome isn’t going to ask for your help on this one.”

“And I thought you weren’t good with authority.”

Cloister snorted. He finally got his cast through the sleeve and dragged the T-shirt down over his head. His dark-blond hair stuck up in unruly clumps, as though he’d just gotten out of bed, and he combed his fingers through it absently as he looked around the room.

“Yeah, well, it’s like you said,” he drawled. Javi waited. He already knew that whatever Cloister said was going to piss him off. It was never nice to get your own words thrown back in your face, especially when it reminded you what an asshole you’d been. Cloister hitched his jeans up with one hand and grabbed his wallet and keys out of the bedside table. “My life’s not your business.”

Javi was right. That wasn’t what he wanted to hear. The fact that Cloister was right only made it worse. Those were the terms of engagement, but Cloister was supposed to be the one kept at arm’s length.

It wasn’t exactly fair. Javi knew that. It wasn’t fair to get angry at Cloister for getting hurt either, but it was a lot easier than having to actually feel any of the other options, the ones that meant he’d have to pick at old, angry scars to let the poison out.

Anger felt a lot better than that, and it would get the same job done. Javi closed the door behind him and stalked over to the bed.

Right up until the point he grabbed a handful of T-shirt and got into Cloister’s face, he’d intended to snap at him. The harsh, impatient words were all lined up on the back of his tongue, but once he dragged Cloister in that close, it seemed like a waste of time not to kiss him.

After all, an hour ago Javi’d thought he might never get to kiss Cloister again.

So he did. It was a rough, frustrated slash of his lips, prickled with temper and a day’s worth of stubble. Cloister’s mouth was stern under his for a second, and then it softened into the kiss. He tasted faintly of blood and orange juice, a sharp sweet-salt tang on his tongue.

It would have been easy enough to push him back onto the bed, onto the stiff mattress and flat pillows with his jeans shoved down over his lean hips and the old T-shirt shoved up so Javi could explore the bruises with his mouth. It was too late to have the “just be friends” talk anyhow, so why not.

Even the thought that Frome would walk in on them had a sort of perverse appeal that twisted possessive heat in Javi’s stomach. Public sex wasn’t his kink, but it had rubbed him the wrong way to have to appeal to Frome to get in to see Cloister. Frome might be the ranking officer in Plenty, but that didn’t mean Cloister needed his protection— not from Javi.

Luckily Javi’s common sense was stronger, and he quashed the urge before it could get away from him. After the mess in Philadelphia, the last thing his career needed was another scandal.

“Your life is your own business,” Javi growled as he broke the kiss. He reached around and shoved his hand down the back of Cloister’s jeans to cup the firm curve of his ass. He gave it a rough squeeze, hard enough to make Cloister’s breath hiss between his teeth. “But your ass is mine. So tell me why you threw it in front of a car.”

Cloister leaned back against the bed and studied Javi for a long, pensive second. Then he curled the corner of his mouth in a halfhearted stab at his usual wide, open smile. He scratched absently at the knot of stitchwork over his eye.

“It was actually a pickup truck.” 

“Does that matter?”

Cloister shrugged crookedly, careful of his broken arm, and let the grin widen. “I wouldn’t want you to think I was taken out by a Prius.” He glanced past Javi’s shoulder at the door and pushed himself off the bed again. “Tell you what. You give me a lift home, and I’ll tell you what happened.”

His jeans slouched dangerously low as he moved, just about caught on the sharp flare of his hip bones. He grabbed them and absently hitched them up as he limped toward the door. Javi frowned at the breadth of his shoulders.

“You could have a concussion,” he pointed out.

“I’ve had a concussion before. All they do is monitor you.” Cloister shrugged. “I can do that for myself. It didn’t kill me when I was fifteen, and it won’t now.”

He had to let go of his jeans to reach for the door, and they sagged back down again. Despite himself, Javi watched the denim slide down. He was as dry mouthed as he had been the first time he saw the taut upper curve of Cloister’s ass. He dragged his attention away and tried to brush his scattered thoughts back into a straight line.

“You have a broken wrist and a head injury,” Javi argued. “You can’t just go back to your trailer.”

Cloister got the door open and yanked his jeans back up before they slipped low enough to constitute a crime. “Watch me,” he said as he looked back at Javi. “I don’t care how I get out of here—you can give me a lift, or I can get a taxi—but I’m not going to be here when Frome gets back. It’s up to you.”

He leaned back against the doorframe as he waited. Javi always appreciated the long lines of Cloister’s body, the elegant bones under a bruiser’s muscle, but right then it looked as though the door were holding him up. If that exhaustion didn’t convince Cloister to stay, Javi doubted he’d succeed.

And… it had been a long time since Javi thought about that night in the ER. He’d rubbed it down like old wood until the details blurred—all except the blood—and sunk it as deep as he could. Hospitals didn’t give him pause, but having someone he liked in the hospital—even if they were a stubborn idiot—obviously did.

“Fine,” he surrendered. “My car’s outside. Do you think you can make it that far?”

Cloister made a dismissive noise and pushed himself off the door. “It’s a broken wrist and a few bruises,” he said. “You should see the other guy.”


      [image: image-placeholder]The sign in the café window said No Dogs Allowed and, in additional Sharpie underneath, No Exceptions, but the bleary-eyed waitress at the counter took one look at them, at Cloister still branded with the Sheriff’s logo across his chest, and visibly decided not to bother. She just showed them to a booth with a Formica table worn in wide, rough circles where graffiti had been scoured off. It was aggressively kitsch. The café had opened only two weeks earlier, moved into the shell of a bookshop that had dried up and blown away. 

But it was supposed to serve good coffee, and that was all the authenticity Javi cared about. 

“Still raining out there, huh?” the waitress commented as Javi dried his hands on a napkin. “If this keeps up, I’ll be swimming home.”

Javi stifled the urge to make a withering comment in response to that banality. It was a canned comment that Mabel, from her name tag, had likely repeated to every table since the storm broke that evening. She probably wanted actual engagement even less than Javi did.

It wasn’t her fault that Cloister had nearly gotten himself killed. All she wanted to do was get them coffee and go back to reading her phone behind the till.

“Coffee,” Javi said as he stripped off his jacket. The cuffs of his sleeves were soaked from the dash through the rain, and he folded them back from his wrists to dry. “Black, no sugar.”

She huh’d and scribbled that in her pad. Then she looked at Cloister. “What about you, hon?”

Cloister sat back against the cheap vinyl booth, slung one arm over his dog as though she were his date, and squinted at the menu mounted on the back wall of the café. He absently scratched under Bourneville’s chin as he thoughtfully cocked his head to the side.

“The cinnamon hot chocolate,” he said. “Is the cheesecake special any good?”

Mabel twisted around as though she had to see the item written down before she could remember. “We’re sold out of that, I’m afraid. How about a slice of red velvet cake instead? Everyone loves that.”

“Just wrap that up, and I’ll get that to go,” Cloister said with an easy smile. “Thanks, Mabel.”

She chuckled and put her hand over the badge. “The owners gave these out with the uniforms,” she said. “My name’s Kimberly. I’ll go get you your drinks and something for your cute friend.”

With a last warm glance at Cloister, she turned and headed back to the counter. The rubber soles of her sneakers squeaked on the damp floor. Evidently the sodden mop propped by the door wasn’t enough to keep up with the rain outside.

Bourneville whined—a pathetic ow-wow-ow noise—and shoved her nose into Cloister’s neck. She thumped the underside of the table with her tail as she huffed mournfully and pawed at his arm until he showed her his cast. She sniffed it and then tried to apply her teeth to the edge of it.

“See,” Javi said. “Now you’ve upset the dog.”

Cloister rolled his eyes at him and saved his cast from Bourneville. “They wouldn’t let her into the hospital,” he said as he twisted his hand into her thick black ruff. “She was just worried.”

“She wasn’t the only one,” Javi said. The words came out harder than he expected and sharp with the sullen dregs of anger he couldn’t shake.

It made Cloister look at him askance over the table, but Javi couldn’t explain it away. He didn’t even know what he was angry at— that Cloister was hurt, that he cared Cloister was hurt, or that Cloister didn’t seem angry about any of it. Whatever it was, the sentence hung, prickly and awkward, between them until Javi pushed the subject back to Cloister’s story. “So you think the car hit you deliberately?”

He didn’t think Cloister was going to let him get away with it, but then Kimberly came back with their drinks and a plastic-wrap-covered slab of cake that could double as a doorstop balanced on her arms. By the time she doled them out, along with a handful of dog treats for Bourneville, the moment had passed.

“I think they tried to hit the girl,” Cloister corrected him as he pocketed the treats. “I was just in the way. No one hates me enough to try this hard to kill me.”

“You’re a cop. You’ve got to have made some enemies.”

Cloister shrugged and stretched awkwardly over the table to steal Javi’s coffee. “I find lost old ladies and chase down the occasional dealer,” he said. “Nobody likes the guy who set the dog on them, but the meth head who punched his wife’s front teeth out isn’t going to lure me into an elaborate trap. He’s going to piss in my gas tank. Ask me how I know?”

He pushed the cup of hot chocolate, its pile of cinnamon-sugar- dusted cream at a precarious angle, over to Javi’s side of the table. Bourneville diverted her attention briefly from the waiting treats to eye the cream. When it didn’t spill, she put her pointed nose on the table and stared at the treats as though she could will them closer to her tongue.

“You could have just ordered coffee,” Javi said.

“Or you could have just ordered the chocolate,” Cloister pointed out as he grabbed a handful of sugar packets from the overflowing bowl by the window. He took his coffee thick enough with sugar that it was practically cake. He fumbled one-handed with the sachets as he switched back to the night’s events. “There’s no way that anyone could predict I’d get called in to find Janet. If Collins had been on his own, he’d have just slapped a ticket on the car and called it a night. No. They wanted to finish the job on Janet. I was just in the way.”

“Nothing personal,” Javi said.

He was being sarcastic, but Cloister just nodded as he tipped sugar into his coffee. “Exactly. But that makes what happened to Janet attempted murder, or murder if she dies, and Frome would… prefer it weren’t.”

For the first time, Cloister’s voice hardened with something like anger. He just shrugged off his brush with someone’s bumper, but he didn’t want anyone to do that to Janet. Someone had done a real job on Cloister at some point. Maybe more than one someone.

The low bar Javi had set for himself to pass was not to add his name to the bottom of that list. It was why he should have made the call, made a friend. Instead he scooped most of the cream off the top of his cup and dumped it on top of Cloister’s coffee.
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