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        For Susan

        My wee Starla’s second momma

      

      

      

      
        
        I’m so lucky you came into my life.

        Thank you for taking care of her when we had her.

        And thank you for being all that is you.
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        Harry

      

      

      Shitty police work was one of the ugliest stains on society.

      This was the thought Sheriff Harry Moran had as he sat in his ergonomic chair behind his desk at the sheriff’s department.

      He was staring at the two files in front of him trying to ignore the email that was up on the monitor of his computer.

      Those files were two of fifteen stacked on his desk.

      Each of those files had one thing in common: the shoddy, lazy or corrupt investigation overseen by Fret County’s last sheriff, Leland Dern.

      Dern was the man who came before Harry.

      Which meant Harry was the man who had to clean up Dern’s mess.

      Due to recent circumstances—the latest being a double murder that wasn’t properly investigated and an innocent man served prison time—a full and exhaustive, time-consuming and resource-heavy audit of every investigation under Dern’s tenure had been done.

      There were shambolic cases they’d had no choice but to file away. The police work hadn’t been up to Harry’s expectations of his department, but there was nothing that pointed to an injustice being done.

      Now, he and his team had to go back over those fifteen cases and hope what Harry expected—Dern playing favorites, taking bribes, looking the other way or preferring to go hunting rather than working—wouldn’t land them in lawsuits.

      He was starting with these two.

      He glanced at his monitor and felt his neck muscles tighten, which meant he again looked to the files and refocused.

      They were the two cases that intrigued Harry the most, because the woman who had connections with both lived a block away from his department, only a five-minute walk from where he sat right there at his desk.

      Lillian Rainier.

      He’d lived in the town of Misted Pines his entire life, and because of his job, he knew or knew of a great many people in all of Fret County, and he’d never heard of her.

      But Dern suspected, and investigated, her parents of a robbery sixteen years ago.

      The investigation stalled, because Sonny and Avery Rainier had disappeared. And then, the case had simply died. Nothing else had been done. Not an interview, not a single follow-up of a lead.

      A year later, Lillian married Willie Zowkower, a man Harry did know well.

      Willie was a low-level gentleman dealer and a high-level charming asshole who currently had three outstanding arrest warrants in Fret County.

      Recently, Willie had also disappeared.

      And Lillian hadn’t reported her parents, or her husband, missing.

      Harry’s gut was telling him something was up with Lillian Rainier.

      And what was on Harry’s computer monitor was telling him whatever that was, it was something bad.

      So, no. His gut wasn’t telling him anything. It was practically screaming at him to get off his ass, walk to her house and have a word.

      Since Harry wasn’t lazy, and he thought of law enforcement not as a job but as a calling, he got off his ass in order to walk to her house and have a word.

      

      It would be a good bet Harry had passed Lillian Rainier’s house thousands of times in his life, and he never noticed it.

      Standing outside it now, he wondered why.

      A small cracker box painted a pale yellow with white trim, sporting a green roof and a shocking-red door, there were profuse plantings of bronze, butterscotch and yellow button mums in appealing but mismatched terracotta pots dotted up the front steps and all over porch. An attractive fall wreath of leaves, berries and pinecones was on the door. A white picket fence rounded the property, and he could see the numerous rose bushes that likely ornamented that fence in the summer had been cut back in preparation for winter.

      There were two Adirondack chairs on the porch. They were painted white and had yellow, brown and green plaid lumbar pillows upstanding against the back of the seats, a wooden table with a lantern resting on top between them.

      No kitschy Sweater Weather! Or Happy Fall Y’all or Fall in Love! signs marred the neat, well-kept property.

      As he opened the gate on the fence and stepped foot on her front walk, that feeling in Harry’s gut intensified.

      Something was up.

      Something was about to happen.

      Something big.

      He walked up the steps to that bright-red door.

      He knocked.

      He stood in his uniform and looked through the box of six square-paned windows at the top of the door, when he sensed movement inside.

      And then there she was.

      She opened the door.

      The instant she did, the moment his eyes caught hers, Harry’s chest caved in, and his stomach curled up.

      Yeah.

      Something was about to happen.

      Something big.

      And he wasn’t ready for it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            ONE

          

          
            Fresh-Cut Flowers

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lillian

      

      

      I stared up and into the chocolate brown eyes of Sheriff Harry Moran, my heart in my throat, even though, when he’d made the announcement at the town council meeting that they were auditing Leland Dern’s files, I knew this day would come.

      I had answers to his questions.

      I doubted he had any answers to mine.

      But what was rendering me speechless, to the point I could feel gooseflesh raising on my arms, was that, from afar, he was an intensely handsome man.

      Up close, he was taller than I expected, his shoulders were broader, his jaw was sharper, his cheekbones higher, his dark brown hair more lustrous, and after whatever was going to happen with him being on my doorstep happened, I might construct a shrine so I could worship his thick, long, curling eyelashes.

      “Lillian Rainier?” he asked.

      I had to clear my throat because…because…

      He was just that beautiful.

      But now I had his voice, which was deep and imposing. An authoritative cop voice. A man’s-man voice.

      Further, it was saying my name, deep, imposing and authoritative. And the sound of it wrapped around something that was only mine made me have a highly inappropriate response.

      “Yes,” I forced myself to answer.

      “I have a few questions…”

      He hesitated, but I could fill in the blanks.

      He filled them in for me.

      “About your parents. And about Willie Zowkower.”

      Willie?

      That was a surprise, even when it wasn’t.

      “What’s Willie done now?” I asked.

      “Can I come in?”

      Sheriff Harry Moran…in my house?

      Every available woman (and some unavailable ones) from the age of eighteen (probably younger) to eighty (probably older) wanted Harry Moran in their house.

      “Ms. Rainier?”

      I jolted at his prompt, then I felt my cheeks heat because I was pretty sure I’d been staring at his mouth (I forgot to mention he had great lips, deliciously ridged, the bottom one full, the top one perfectly formed).

      I shuffled out of the way, keeping a hold on the door and sweeping my arm out in front of me as an added invitation.

      He came in.

      I tried not to mentally inventory my living room in an effort to decipher how a man I did not know would react to it.

      This was hard, because it was perfect. I’d worked my butt off to make it so.

      I just wondered what Sheriff Moran would think of it at the same time I wondered why I cared so much (and I did, I cared a lot).

      I didn’t have a ton of space to work with, but in my humble opinion, I’d done a great job.

      I closed the door behind Sheriff Moran and watched with unfathomable anxiety as he scanned the room.

      Cream sectional, not huge, but it fit great in the space and was ultra comfortable. Cream and brown checked curtains. White walls. Exposed wood beams on the ceiling. Wooden chests instead of tables so I had extra storage. An inspired (again, my humble opinion) array of toss pillows. Heavy-bottomed ceramic lamps sprinkling surfaces.

      This, along with the rest of the house, was accomplished through hours of trolling Target and World Market with splurges at places like West Elm and CB2. Not to mention, even more hours of painting, sanding, laying tile and all the rest.

      I considered my house—and my garden—my finest achievements.

      And as I stood there, stressed out waiting for a reaction, like Handsome Harry Moran would turn and give me a thumbs up for my endeavors, I realized he was having a reaction.

      His entire long, muscled frame had grown tight.

      “Sheriff?” I called.

      He jerked to face me, and full disclosure, over the years, I (and every available woman in Fret County, be they eighteen or eighty) had paid a lot of attention to our local official. We’d grieved for him when he’d lost his wife way too soon. We’d championed him when he’d gone head-to-head with Leland Dern. And we’d commiserated with him when all hell broke loose in Misted Pines (more than once), and all of that—serial killers (times two!) and deranged, homicidal fans—had fallen into his lap.

      And in that copious attention, I’d never seen him move awkwardly. He was a man who had command of his body, knew what it could do, and put it to use regularly.

      Something about that movement was both alarming and endearing.

      “You have a nice place,” he said.

      If feelings could bloom a flower, at his comment, my space would be covered with roses.

      I smiled at him. “Thanks.”

      His eyes dropped to my smile.

      My stomach dropped to my feet.

      He lifted his gaze swiftly, and I pulled myself together.

      “Would you like to sit down?” I asked. “And can I get you something to drink? I have coffee. Also tea. Some Crystal Light, the cherry pomegranate one. Fresca. I think I have a few La Croix, but I don’t know the flavors. Then I have boba. Green apple. It’s yummy.”

      Oh, my lord.

      Did I just run down every non-alcoholic beverage in my house and call boba yummy?

      His (yes, delightfully thick and arched) dark brows stitched together. “Boba?”

      “It’s tea. Bubble tea. From Taiwan. I mean, I don’t think the kind I have is from Taiwan, per se. But it originated in Taiwan. I think. It has tapioca pearls in it. That’s the bubble part. It sounds weird, but trust me, it’s super good.”

      Dang it.

      I was blathering again.

      At least I didn’t repeat the word yummy.

      “Tapioca in tea?”

      He looked revolted, and since that was definitely endearing, it made me smile, which made his gaze fall to my lips again. This time my stomach warmed and other places south clenched, but he quickly jerked his attention back up to my eyes.

      “I know, it sounds strange.” I shrugged. “There’s a lot in this world that’s strange to us, until we give it a go. Like anything else, once we try it, sometimes it’s awesome, sometimes, not so much. Trust me, boba is awesome.”

      “I’ll have coffee.”

      With that, he looked beyond me to my kitchen.

      I’d had a wall taken down, but if I wanted my house to remain standing, there were some supports I had to work around even if the great room I was after would never be all that great because of the strictures of space.

      However, I was noticing another reaction from Sheriff Moran. As he stared at my kitchen, he seemed to have frozen again, though his expression had changed.

      I didn’t know him, I couldn’t be sure, but I could swear it looked like…

      Longing.

      Startled, I turned to take in my kitchen.

      For the full front room, I’d gone heavy with the cottage-y, cozy farmhouse vibe.

      The kitchen had wood cabinets. A Belfast sink. The beams on the ceiling continued from the living room. I’d had another window cut in on the side of the house so there was lots of light. The back edges of the counters were lined with pots growing fresh herbs. Crocks and glass jars and canisters abounded (we could just say I wasn’t a minimalist—and fresh herbs made whatever you cooked taste a whole lot better).

      And there was a beautiful French pottery pitcher resting dead center on the farm table that sat in the middle of the kitchen space. The pitcher was filled with the fresh-cut autumn flowers I’d picked up on my way back from getting my morning coffee at Aromacobana. Dahlias and goldenrod and hare’s tail with some fountain grass (Jenna at Mistery Flowers and Gifts was an artiste, said me).

      I swung back to the sheriff, who still seemed in the thralls of that odd stupor.

      “Are you okay?”

      At my question, he visibly pulled himself out of whatever trance he was in and cleared his throat. That was a very masculine sound too.

      Man, I had it bad for Sheriff Moran. I knew this in a way, since it didn’t escape me the many times I saw him in passing, I had a crush on him (and it didn’t escape me because that crush was huge). But having him right there in my house was showing me just how bad I had it.

      “Fine,” he answered.

      I bustled to the coffee maker.

      “How do you take it?” I asked, opening the top of the Nespresso to drop a pod into it.

      “Isn’t that coffee expensive?” he asked in return.

      I glanced over my shoulder at him on another shrug. “I allow myself a few splurges.”

      Like the Nespresso. And a walk to Aromacobana nearly every day. And fresh-cut flowers.

      Seeing me in my environment, you wouldn’t know I didn’t have a lot. I’d learned to make it stretch. But everything around me, all that was me, had been the result of sixteen years of hard work, sacrifice, and penny-pinching.

      I was good now. Comfortable, not rolling in it.

      But it had been one very long row to hoe.

      “Right,” he grunted, giving me the impression he approved of me allowing myself a few splurges, just as long as they were a few, as in, within my means, at the same time he really hated the fact he approved of that.

      Yes, I read all of that in a one-syllable grunt.

      I just didn’t know what to make of it.

      “Just a little bit of cream,” he belatedly answered my question.

      I nodded and grabbed a mug, then went to the fridge to get some cream.

      I’d dolloped “just a little bit of cream” in his mug, and when the Nespresso started chugging, I turned back to him.

      He was standing by my farmhouse table, contemplating Jenna’s flowers.

      “I got those from Jenna’s,” I told him.

      His head pitched up like he was surprised anyone was there and his regard returned to me.

      “At Mistery Flowers and Gifts,” I went on.

      “They’re pretty,” he replied, again begrudgingly, like he didn’t want to admit it.

      “She has an incredible garden and greenhouse. Most of her flowers come from her own grows,” I informed him.

      “Mm,” he hummed, provoking another improper physical reaction from me.

      I was thinking that I shouldn’t be talking about Jenna and her greenhouse, considering he’d agreed to a cup of coffee, which meant he expected to be here for a while on whatever business he had (and yeah, I was in deep denial about part of that business, then again, I had a ton of practice putting myself in that space).

      I also suspected he was a busy guy and didn’t have a lot of time to chat about flowers with a strange woman.

      So I decided to help him get on with it.

      “You mentioned Willie?”

      After I voiced this question, I watched with some fascination as his entire being morphed from whatever he was experiencing in my house, back to something it was easy to read was far more comfortable to him.

      Law enforcement officer.

      “Your husband has several warrants out for his arrest.”

      I nearly rolled my eyes because this did not surprise me about Willie.

      However, more pertinently, I had to share, “Willie isn’t my husband.”

      He blinked.

      “We married when I was twenty. When I was twenty and three-quarters, I kicked him out.”

      The sheriff’s brows shot up. “But you didn’t divorce him?”

      “I tried. And then I tried. And I tried again. He dodged, and then he dodged and, of course, dodged again. Eventually, he disappeared altogether. I finally got one in absentia about a month ago after fifteen years of dealing with that mess.”

      “He disappeared, but you didn’t report him missing?”

      I heard the Nespresso stop, so I turned to it, stirred his cream, rested the spoon on the little spoon holder by the machine and walked the coffee to him.

      It appeared he took great pains not to touch my fingers when he relieved me of the mug.

      That kind of hurt, but I powered through it, mostly because it shouldn’t. I was nothing to him but an open case I hoped I could help him close (for more than one reason), and the idiot who married a felonious moron.

      “I said he disappeared,” I reiterated after he took a sip of the coffee (and I was pleased to register his expression of enjoyment on that first sip, but I buried how pleased I felt because again, it wasn’t mine to feel). “I didn’t say he went missing. Willie isn’t missing.”

      That got the sheriff’s full attention. “You know where he is?”

      I nodded. “He’s in Vancouver. He’s on his third wife, regardless of the fact he never legally divorced his first one. He was here last Christmas, and I think he’s been back since. I can’t know, because he avoids me like the plague, something I don’t get since he’s already moved on, illegally, but I suspect he keeps his visits home on the down-low because he has arrest warrants. Though I thought it was to avoid me. I also suspect he’s living up in Canada for the same reasons.”

      “That makes sense,” he muttered.

      “Obviously, his family doesn’t invite me to his welcome back parties, but I have friends who keep an eye out for him, due to all that divorce stuff. If I hear he’s back, I can tell you, if you like.”

      “Yes, Ms. Rainier, I’d like that.”

      “You can call me Lillian,” I offered.

      His beautiful chocolate eyes locked with mine.

      “Lillian,” he murmured.

      My skin tingled.

      I powered through that as well.

      “I don’t hear much,” I warned him. “The Zowkowers also weren’t helpful in my bid for divorce.”

      “That family closes ranks.”

      “Tell me about it,” I mumbled.

      That’s when those beautiful chocolate eyes hardened. “Have they been inappropriate with you?”

      “If you mean evasive, unhelpful, doing everything they can to make sure Willie isn’t found or papers go unserved, all to keep me tied to a man who has since married two other women, all for reasons I cannot begin to unravel, yes. They’ve definitely been inappropriate. If you mean something else, like being threatening or hostile, no.”

      “It’s likely they think, if you knew where he was, you’d turn him in.”

      I smiled at him. “That’s why you’re the sheriff and I’m not. You unraveled it in a second. Though, I didn’t know about the arrest warrants.”

      He took another sip of coffee.

      Moving on.

      I emotionally steadied myself.

      Because I could mentally avoid it like a pro, considering I’d been doing that for over a decade and a half.

      But the time was nigh.

      And I knew this was going to be the hard part.

      Strike that.

      The excruciating part.

      “You wanted to talk about my parents?”

      He studied me over the rim of his mug (that was just plain sexy, God, did I have it bad) before he lowered it, took a beat, then in a voice that was still deep and gorgeous, but now I didn’t like it, he suggested, “Maybe we should sit down.”

      I felt my heart squeeze as I stared at him, but I didn’t move a muscle.

      “Please,” he said softly, his voice even more gorgeous, and more terrible, “come sit down, Lillian.”

      I didn’t want to.

      I really didn’t want to.

      But I led the way to my living room.

      And we sat down.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWO

          

          
            Denial

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lillian

      

      

      I sat on the short end of the sectional, and Sheriff Moran sat in the middle of the long end.

      He took another sip of his coffee before he set it down on a coaster in the large tray I had on the cream square ottoman with navy pinstripes, which did double duty as a place to rest my feet and the coffee table where I set my drinks.

      “That coffee is really good,” he said quietly.

      Oh God, he was totally setting me up for bad news.

      I knew it, but for sixteen years, I refused to believe it.

      “Probably makes it worth the money,” he went on, still going softly.

      “And they recycle the pods,” I replied in a monotone, forgetting in this day and age any mention of climate change and doing things to alleviate it to a stranger put your chances at fifty-fifty that person would get up in arms about it. “Unlike the other pods, which are really bad for the environment.”

      “Gotta admit, I prefer our lakes and firs like they are, not consumed by fire or ravaged by drought,” he said.

      I liked his remark, a whole bunch, but I didn’t like the look on his face a whole bunch more.

      He started it. “I’ve had occasion, Lillian, to audit Sheriff Dern’s files.”

      “I know. You mentioned it at a town council meeting.”

      His eyes sparked with surprise, and I had no idea what that was about. I also didn’t have it in me right then to try to analyze it.

      “One of those files was the Dietrich robbery,” he told me.

      I knew this was about the Dietrichs.

      And that total dickhead, Dern.

      As I had to direct all my attention to shoring up my defenses, I said nothing.

      “Do you know the Dietrichs?” he asked.

      “My dad worked for them,” I said through stiff lips.

      “Do you remember hearing about the robbery?”

      Oh, I remembered all right.

      I nodded.

      “First, I want to say that the statute of limitations expired on that crime years ago, Lillian.”

      I didn’t care.

      Okay, sure, there was a possibility—a slim one—my dad committed that robbery.

      Robbery was bad, I knew it. Totally bad.

      That said, our illustrious sheriff was making things worse for my parents well before the robbery occurred.

      I just never believed (ever) my parents had one thing to do with that robbery. What happened after, I knew they thought they didn’t have any other choice.

      But right then, that wasn’t important.

      “The information in that file gave me some concerns,” he admitted.

      “What concerns are those?” I asked.

      “Your parents were suspects.”

      I closed my eyes.

      Sheriff Moran kept talking. “I can’t be certain, but it seems the jump to them as suspects was…suspect.”

      I opened my eyes, feeling something outside dread for the first time since he asked me to sit down. This being shock.

      “Sorry?” I queried.

      “Neither of your parents had a record. They were both well-liked in the community. I wasn’t a police officer then, but in looking at the file, I vaguely remember a good deal of anger in town that Dern was investigating them.”

      “My mom had an in-home daycare. She charged peanuts,” I whispered. “She loved kids. She hated how much daycare cost. One of the reasons they only had me was because they couldn’t afford more kids. So she took in a few kids for folks who had to work, but could in no way afford anyone kind and loving and responsible to look after their children. And Dad could do anything. Plumbing, electrical work, he was great with computers, had a green thumb. I think he was handyman to half of Misted Pines.”

      “Right,” Sheriff Moran said softly.

      “He didn’t charge an arm and a leg either,” I went on. “They weren’t…” I tried to find a way to describe all that was them and came up with, “Like that. They had each other. Me. This house. This amazing place where we live. They were both outdoorsy, active people. They didn’t need any more.”

      “Okay,” he murmured.

      “Sheriff Dern, he…he was close to the Dietrichs,” I said like I was admitting something, when it was not me who had something unscrupulous to admit.

      “I’m aware,” he replied.

      “And he had a…well, a…thing for my mom. Dad was…is a pretty laidback guy. But that upset him.”

      “Is?” He jumped on that. “Do you know where your parents are?”

      I shook my head trying really hard to keep the emotions blazing under the surface from erupting. “That Dietrich thing came up. Dern was being,”—I shook my head again—“it was a little scary.” Make that a lot scary. “And they, um…took off.”

      “Have you heard from them since?”

      I very much did not want my eyes to fill with tears.

      But my eyes filled with tears.

      “No,” I said so quietly, even I could barely hear it.

      Something warm and kind hit his gaze, even as he asked, “So they left sixteen years ago, and you haven’t heard from them since?”

      Left unsaid, And you didn’t tell anyone about it? Like law enforcement?

      I straightened my shoulders, took a deep breath, and pulled myself together.

      “Okay, I think I need to explain something,” I announced.

      Sheriff Moran reached for his coffee cup, sat back in my sofa and encouraged, “Please do,” before he took another sip.

      “Well…”

      How did I even begin?

      “First they were…” I couldn’t stop the small, sad smile that hit my mouth.

      I was also descending into memories, the happy kind, so I didn’t notice Harry Moran’s attention dropping to it or the way his long frame stiffened when it did.

      “They were really in love,” I said softly. “Like, I’ve never seen anyone that in love.” I looked at him, but I didn’t really see him as I shared, “They’d move the furniture in the living room just so they could dance. And they’d dance. It might be ballroom. Or disco. Or slow dancing. They’d go for it, whatever mood they were in. They’d sit out on the porch, just talking, but they’d be holding hands. I was, um…a little kid, then a teenager, and erm…we can just say the walls are thin in this house, and I couldn’t help but hear…certain things…and hear them…a lot.”

      “Right,” he said hurriedly to get me past that.

      “At the time, that being the time the Dietrich thing was happening, I just thought they’d gotten scared, and they’d run.”

      “Scared?”

      “Of Dern. Of being investigated for the robbery.”

      “So they took off, leaving you behind?”

      “I was nineteen, Sheriff Moran⁠—”

      He interrupted me. “Harry.”

      “Okay,” I said, feeling bashful (for goodness sake!). “Harry.”

      Something flickered in his eyes when I spoke his name, but he just nodded to prompt me to go on.

      “I was working at a gas station to save money to get my own apartment. Dad didn’t like that. Not the apartment part, working at the gas station. He didn’t think it was safe. I usually did nights, because it paid more, and he’d do nights too, driving by to check things out, coming in to hang with me. Eventually, he understood my need to do it. Mom really understood it. She’d sing The Chicks’ ‘Wide Open Spaces’ and say to Dad, ‘We know what that’s all about, don’t we, Sonny-mine?’”

      I took in another breath at that treasured memory, because Lord, did I love to hear my mother sing…and call my dad “Sonny-mine.”

      I let my breath out before I finished, “I was also taking online college courses to get my English degree. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to be a teacher or a librarian.”

      Neither of those happened, because suddenly, I needed to figure out how to keep a house, pay utility bills and feed myself on a gas station attendant’s salary.

      “So, in other words, they didn’t take you because they didn’t want to interrupt your life,” Harry boiled it down for me.

      “Yes, I think so.” I hoped so. “They planned. They took care of me. Like, they deeded this house to me.” I drifted a hand in front of me. “They put my name on the car. They gave me power of attorney to get to their bank accounts. There wasn’t much in them, but it helped when they…” I hated to say it, but I said it, “disappeared.”

      “And they didn’t come back.”

      “They didn’t come back,” I confirmed.

      “And you never heard from them?”

      Oh God. Oh God. Oh God.

      I was beginning to feel sick.

      “No, I never heard from them,” I told him.

      “And you didn’t report them missing?”

      Oh God. Oh God. Oh God.

      “Until recently,” I began to remind him, “you weren’t the sheriff, Sheriff Moran.”

      Understanding dawned on his face.

      “They were being framed,” I stated. “I know it.” I didn’t, but I was pretty danged sure of it. “Dern had a thing for Mom. Mom only had eyes for Dad. I don’t know if he ever tried anything with her, but I sense he did, because she was really afraid of him. Dad was super ticked about it, but he was a handyman, not the county sheriff. And Dern was the kind of man you didn’t pick a fight with, even if you were in the right. He was also the kind of man who got what he wanted, even if he had to deal dirty to get it.”

      “I know, Lillian,” Harry said soothingly.

      “I think,”—I lifted my chin—“I know that they’re good no matter where they are because they’re together. They might not know Dern isn’t sheriff anymore. They might not know it’s safe to come back.”

      This was all lame, and I knew Harry knew it by the look he was trying to hide on his face.

      “And I’ve never had the money to hire a private investigator to find them,” I declared.

      That was an outright lie.

      I didn’t want to know what such a person would find.

      My parents…they’d call.

      They’d write.

      I was in denial.

      Epic denial.

      Today, I had a feeling, I wasn’t going to be able to inhabit that space any longer.

      “We did it before,” I said this defiantly, determined to hold on to hope until the bitter end. “We lived in LA before we moved here. We loved it there. Mom and Dad, they’re both from the Midwest. They met when Mom accidentally rear-ended Dad. They got out of their cars, took one look at each other, and they were married a week later. They call it instalove these days. And it was. Mom would dig that term. She’d get a T-shirt with it and Dad’s face on it, she’d loved it so much. After they got married, they moved to LA , had me, and it was all Disneyland and Knott’s Berry Farm and Mom always getting excited because we could go see a movie in the Chinese Theater like it was any ole movie theater.”

      “That’s sweet, Lillian, but I’m not sure what you meant when you said, ‘we did it before,’” Harry noted.

      “Upped stakes and left,” I explained. “One day, in LA, we just upped stakes and left. Came up here. Dad almost immediately sold our car. I think they bought this house in cash. I was ten. They said it was time to slow down, find the quiet life. They didn’t want to raise their daughter in the mean city.”

      “But you suspect different?”

      I shook my head, but said, “I don’t know. It was just so sudden. At first, I was mad about leaving California and my friends. But then we were here and it’s so beautiful here, and they were so happy. It was impossible not to be happy with them.”

      Harry said nothing to that.

      “What I’m trying to get at is, this isn’t out of the norm for them. To decide to go and then just go.”

      Again…lame!

      “And leave you behind,” Harry said quietly.

      I pressed my lips together before asserting, “If they have each other, they’re fine.”

      Harry again was silent.

      “Why are you asking about this now?” I demanded. “Especially if the statute of limitations has run out.”

      “The Dietrichs reported quite a bit of their property was stolen in that robbery. Guns, valuables, even vehicles,” he told me.

      It was my turn to be silent.

      Harry shifted in his seat, and I did not at all like how uncomfortable he looked doing it.

      He finally settled and stated, “One of the guns reported missing was recently found in Idaho.”

      “Okay…” I said, not getting it.

      “Lillian…”

      He didn’t finish that.

      A chill glided over my skin.

      “What?” I whispered.

      “I need to ask you for a DNA sample.”

      Ice flooded my veins.

      “Why?” I pushed out.

      “I’m so sorry, Lillian,” he said gently. So, so gently, my stomach roiled. “The gun was found buried with two bodies.”

      I shot up and raced to the bathroom.

      I landed on my knees in front of the toilet.

      And I got sick.
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      It was on heave two when my hair was pulled back to be held at my nape and a warm hand landed between my shoulders blades and started stroking my spine.

      Great.

      I was vomiting in front of Handsome Harry Moran.

      “Get it out, honey,” he murmured.

      Great times two. I was now crying.

      Puking and crying.

      Two bodies.

      I bucked and sobbed and heaved again, the trifecta of sad, mortifying and gross.

      Eventually, there was nothing more coming out.

      When I rested my forehead against the seat, Harry flushed the toilet and urged, “Stay there.”

      I wasn’t going anywhere. Ever. I was never leaving that bathroom. Not ever.

      Regrettably, he returned and ordered gently, “Sit back, Lillian.”

      I sat back and avoided his eyes.

      I was embarrassed, yeah.

      Mostly, I was destroyed.

      He wiped my mouth with a wet cloth then handed me a La Croix.

      The tab was already popped.

      I took some in my mouth, swished it around, leaned in and spat it out in the toilet.

      Harry flushed it again.

      I sat back and took another drink then dashed at the wet that was leaking onto my cheeks.

      God, I hated vomiting.

      I could avoid Harry no longer, considering he sat on his ass in my tiny bathroom with me.

      Yes.

      He sat on his ass right there with me in my tiny bathroom.

      When I finally caught his gaze, he said hopelessly, “Don’t lose hope, Lillian. Those bodies have yet to be identified.”

      “I’ve been living in denial,” I mumbled pitifully.

      “Maybe. Maybe not.”

      “I’d sleep on an air mattress for the last sixteen years if I thought a PI could find my parents. I didn’t…I couldn’t…I⁠—”

      Harry saved me by cutting in. “Understandable.”

      “They’d call.”

      “All right.”

      “Or write.”

      “Okay, honey,” he whispered.

      My face scrunched, then I was sobbing again, but this time, doing it in Handsome Harry Moran’s arms.

      God, he was warm. Hard and strong and warm. I could burrow into him forever.

      And that was just what I did.

      Burrowed in.

      I wanted to pull away. He had better things to do with his time than comforting a woman on the floor in her bathroom. Perps to bring to justice. Drugs to confiscate. Jaywalkers to warn. Stuff like that.

      But I couldn’t stop crying.

      I was learning sixteen years of knowing—knowing—and not letting yourself believe pent up a lot of tears.

      “We-we should contact those re-records people. Idiot woman l-lives in denial for s-s-sixteen years. I bet I beat them all by a mile,” I said.

      Harry’s strong arms gave me a gentle squeeze. “Stop it, Lillian.”

      I shoved my forehead hard into his neck and murmured, “I always knew.”

      He rubbed my back and whispered, “Yeah.”

      We sat there, him holding me, me letting him hold me, and it seemed like we did it for a long time.

      Eventually, it hit me that jaywalking was dangerous, and someone had to levy a warning on those who did it, so I pulled out of his arms, swiped at my face again and lied, “I’m okay.”

      Harry got to his feet in a smooth, agile move that I really wanted to appreciate, but he was pulling me up and I had to concentrate on not falling down again, not to mention, I didn’t appreciate much right then.

      “Is there someone you could call?” he asked when we were both standing in my tiny bathroom.

      I nodded.

      “Can I call them for you before I go?”

      I shook my head. “I can do it. Do you want the, um…DNA sample now?”

      “Maybe tomorrow. Can you come by the department?” he requested.

      Another nod from me.

      He reached into his pocket, pulled out a little holder that looked like it was made of baseball glove leather. He flipped it open and slid out a business card. He handed it to me and I took it.

      “Call me and let me know when you can make it in. I’ll take the sample personally.”

      That was nice and all, but I’d hurled in front of him. I’d cried into his uniform (I could see the mascara smears on his shoulder, yikes!). I didn’t need to open my mouth and let him rub a Q-tip in it.

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      “We’re in this together now, Lillian.”

      Tears filled my eyes.

      I had friends.

      I had my grandparents, all getting up there in years, but still living and doing it in Indiana.

      But after my parents disappeared, I’d felt very alone.

      Enter Willie and me making the stupidest decision of my life.

      Now, Handsome Harry Moran was telling me we were in this together.

      I couldn’t hack it.

      “Don’t be nice to me,” I warned.

      Surprise slashed through his face. “Pardon?”

      “You’re going to make me cry again.” I flipped out a hand. “Being a nice guy and all.”

      “I’m afraid I can’t stop being that,” he said.

      “Fantastic,” I mumbled, and he smiled.

      There was no bright that could cut the dark that had very recently consumed my life. Or, I should say, very recently re-consumed it.

      Except that smile.

      He took me out of my amazement of that fact, and captivation with his smile, when he pushed, “You’re going to get someone over here?”

      I nodded.

      He kept pushing. “And you’re going to call me and tell me when you can come to the station?”

      I nodded again.

      “You’ll get through this, Lillian.”

      I wanted to believe that.

      But I wasn’t so sure.

      His voice dipped, and honest to God, the way it sounded, it felt like I was back in his arms. “I’ll get you through it, honey.”

      “You’re being nice,” I warned.

      He smiled again, reached out and touched the back of my hand like he was sending out a search party. He found what he was looking for, seeing as his fingers wrapped around mine and he pulled me out of the bathroom.

      Still holding my hand, he led us to the great room and asked, “Where’s your phone?”

      I looked to the kitchen counter.

      He drew me there.

      When he stopped us by my phone, I looked up at him. “Are you going to wait for me to call Kay?”

      Or Jenna, Janie or Molly.

      “No, I just wanted you in your pretty kitchen with your pretty flowers before I leave you.”

      Oh my God!

      This totally sucked!

      Years, I’d been watching this man, thinking he was the bee’s knees.

      I did not need to find out my parents were (very likely) irretrievably gone after denying for nearly two decades my parents were gone and then find out how much of the bee’s knees this guy was.

      He read my annoyed expression, I knew, when his lips twitched and he muttered, “Sorry, I’m being nice again.”

      “It’s irritating,” I snapped, taking odd comfort in being peevish rather than being a slobbering, wailing mess.

      He bit his lip, but that didn’t stop his smirk.

      I narrowed my eyes at it.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” he stated.

      Whatever.

      “Hang in there, Lillian,” he bid.

      I switched targets and narrowed my eyes at his eyes.

      “Right,” he muttered, openly fighting a smile.

      I watched him walk to the front door and I braced when he stopped at it and turned to me.

      “I’m so sorry, honey,” he said.

      He. Was. Killing. Me.

      “Go away,” I returned.

      “See you tomorrow,” he repeated.

      “Whatever,” I replied, this time verbally.

      He shot me another smile.

      And then Handsome Harry Moran was gone.
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      Harry’s thoughts were all over the place on his drive out to metaphorically bang his head against the wall at the Zowkower compound.

      He should be going back to the station. Getting his shit tight. Re-reading that email from Coeur D’Alene. Re-assessing what little they knew about the bones they’d found in that grave on the side of that mountain.

      But he didn’t because after meeting Lillian, it was now burned on his brain.

      Man. Woman. Both in their mid to late forties.

      Both died of gunshot wounds, and they knew that because they’d found the bullets in that hole with them, surmising they had once been in their bodies, along with bullets that had made the holes in the skulls.

      He tried to rein it in, the varied directions his mind was leading him, but he could still feel Lillian’s grief wetting his shirt, and Harry knew all about grief.

      So he was struggling.

      He’d been in this business a long time. You get to know people, how they think, how they work, the fucked-up shit they get up to, the stupid mistakes they make, the depths of denial they could dig.

      It didn’t take fifteen years in law enforcement to follow the trail of Dern dicking with Lillian’s parents, a clear frame-up happening with the Dietrichs (only for any investigation into that being mysteriously dropped when the Rainiers couldn’t be found), the Rainiers leaving town, and Lillian finding Willie, a good-looking bad guy with a way with the ladies, though he was the least of the trouble that was the mess of the Zowkowers.

      But Harry had fifteen years of law enforcement and all of that tracked.

      Something else tracked.

      Something he didn’t want to think about, but something he couldn’t stop thinking about.

      Twenty-five years he’d lived in that town with Lillian Rainier, and he’d never noticed her.

      He was five years older than her, so he wouldn’t have run into her at school.

      She said she’d come to a town council meeting, which likely meant she regularly attended, as did many residents of Misted Pines, and he couldn’t for the life of him place her there.

      How he didn’t notice a beautiful woman with long, thick auburn hair, sparkling green eyes and a fantastic ass, boiled down to two things.

      First, from the moment he met her, he saw no woman other than the one he’d made his wife.

      Second, a year into their marriage, his wife died, and when she did, he saw nothing and did nothing but take care of his dogs and do his job.

      Christ, he knew it at the time, which was the reason he got so damned pissed about it, but now it was crystal clear that his buddy, Doc, who’d gotten up in his face a year ago about this, was right.

      For all intents and purposes, Harry had died when Winnie did.

      When Lillian opened her door, it felt like someone hit him with a defibrillator.

      It got worse after walking into her house, seeing her comfortable living room that shouted Home! And her warm, busy kitchen that stated clearly someone cooked there and liked doing it.

      Fuck, it even smelled like cinnamon, rosemary and yeast. Like she’d just made cookies, a roast and bread.

      That kitchen was a kitchen any person on the planet would want to come home to.

      That kitchen was the kitchen, especially with the woman it belonged to, any cop would sell his soul to call his.

      Both the kitchen.

      And the woman.

      This took him to the next thing that was on his mind.

      That being, Willie Zowkower homed in on a young woman who found herself suddenly alone, and very vulnerable. Harry had no doubt he charmed her, took her hand in marriage, and then got his rocks off by fucking with her for fifteen years.

      And that pissed Harry off.

      It pissed him off so much, it was the years of suffering his loss that eroded the extremes of his emotion, the years of working under Dern that honed his level of patience into a weapon, that made him not blind with rage about it.

      Especially coupling Willie targeting Lillian with the fact that Dern had targeted Avery Rainier.

      One thing Harry could not abide was a cop abusing his position.

      He’d lived under that too, and he’d hated every fucking second of it.

      But whatever happened that made Sonny and Avery Rainier run had followed them to Idaho, and Dern was a son of a bitch, but Harry didn’t peg him as a murderer.

      He had to get a lock on it.

      He had no doubt Rita Zowkower, the matriarch of that clan—and considering the numerous run-ins they’d all had with her, she was known somewhat affectionately by LEOs as Ma Zow—was going to be the one who would open the door.

      She was sweet as sugar to your face, lethal as a snake if you threatened one of her boys.

      Going up against her, Harry had to have his shit together.

      He had no idea if hyena mommas acted like lionesses, but if they did, Rita would be their queen.

      She had five boys, Willie being the middle. And all those boys cut their teeth on everything from drag racing to joy riding to mailbox bashing to drunk driving, only to graduate to bar brawls and domestic disturbances, dealing, helping themselves to things that weren’t theirs, and one of them (the only one incarcerated, so far) experimenting with cooking meth.

      Although he had occasion to drive up the lane to the Zowkower place dozens of times in his career, as he did it this time, he saw something different.

      Lillian didn’t have a lot to work with. Harry had been in many houses like hers, and he knew what he saw was half of what she had. The rest were two bedrooms at the back.

      But she’d made every inch of it an alluring safe haven.

      Even her little bathroom, with its mix of exposed barn wood and white-painted shiplap on the walls, the claw-footed tub resting on ornate chrome feet under the back window, the droopy, fernlike trees growing out of pots in wicker baskets flanking the tub, the square bowl of a sink resting on top of a long vanity that was designed to make the most of the space, was welcoming and invited you to hang for a while.

      Rita Zowkower had done the same with the eight-acre compound that was her domain.

      If you didn’t know who lived there, you wouldn’t know this was the den of iniquity it was.

      The house was essentially a massive log cabin broken up by a foundation of stone. Hearty landscaping was perfectly clipped and augmented by beds and borders of bright annual flowers.

      He could see the fenced garden off to the side with late-growing pumpkins, squash and vegetables still verdant green. The fortified-against-predators chicken coop with fancy chickens right then pecking and tottering outside it. The pristine pole barn on the other side that Harry knew housed snowmobiles and ATVs.

      Harry owned four acres south of town. He kept it shipshape, but it hadn’t been a home since Winnie died. And he had to admit, Winnie was no homemaker.

      They’d had a deal. He did the cooking, because he liked it, she did the cleaning, because she enjoyed seeing the results of her efforts. He took care of the land; she took care of the animals.

      But there would never be any pots of button mums on his porch, or fresh flowers on his kitchen table, not because Winnie wasn’t energy and adventure and light and love, but because that simply wasn’t her thing.

      She’d loved daisies, so they’d had another thing: Harry bringing her daisies once a week. It could be a Monday. It could be Saturday morning when he’d run out and grab some for her. But Winnie knew, once a week, she’d get daisies from her man.

      So it was Harry that put the cut flowers in their home.

      He wondered now, with the Zowkower place spread before him, what Lillian could create with his land.

      And that was entirely fucked up.

      She’d just learned there was a good likelihood she’d lost her parents for good.

      And he was an emotional disaster.

      As he drove up and parked next to a shiny-clean, silver Ford F-350, he spied the woman of the manor walking out the front door.

      He knew she’d wear no makeup, but she had skin of a woman ten years younger. At her age, her hair couldn’t be that healthy blonde naturally, but it looked it, and the attractive ponytail it was pulled back into appeared fashioned by a professional’s hand.

      Over a tank, she was wearing an old, oversized flannel shirt that had probably been her husband’s, or one of her boys’. This topped jeans that had dirt on them, but they weren’t dirty. All of this covered the trim, fit, average-tall body of a woman in her early sixties, but if you didn’t know that, you’d think she was no older than her early forties.

      He got out of his cruiser and started toward the walk, raising a friendly hand.

      Rita crossed her arms and waited for him at the top of the steps but belied that closed posture by painting a welcoming smile on her face.

      Or, maybe it actually was welcoming.

      With Rita, you never knew.

      “Well, sheriff, you sure know how to brighten a girl’s day,” she called when he got closer.

      Rita Zowkower used everything at her disposal to keep her clan safe and free, including flattery and flirting.

      He stopped at the foot of the front steps, wondering if he had rifles trained on him, though he didn’t reckon he did. Her boys might be pissants, even her husband, but there wasn’t a stupid bone in Rita’s body. She’d never make that kind of mistake, no matter if Harry was there to haul one of her kin away. She’d figure out how to get him back without landing her clan in deeper water.

      Or, like the son of hers they caught, she’d sacrifice him for the greater good of the whole but get him the best attorney money could buy so he wasn’t away from the gang for long.

      He already knew this visit was a wasted effort, but Harry was coming to terms with a lot of shit that day, apparently, including equating his mother’s constant lament at how stubborn he was with just how long he held on to losing his wife.

      He shook off that thought and noticed Rita had work gloves sticking out of her back pocket, and he wondered if he’d interrupted her gardening or burying a body.

      Harry launched in with, “You probably know why I’ve come out this way.”

      “Told you before, don’t mind sayin’ it again, sheriff, my boy just upped and disappeared. Reported that to you months ago. Not sure he was even in this state when that assault occurred. Not sure where he is. Was hopin’ you’d find him.”

      She did indeed file a missing person’s report on Willie.

      She did that the day after twenty witnesses reported they saw Willie beat the absolute shit out of a man at The Hole, a bar on the outskirts of town.

      He now had more information, about bigamy, about Willie leaving the country, he just had to be careful not to throw Lillian under the bus when he used it.

      “This is what I’ve come out here about, Rita,” Harry lied. “Don’t want to get your hopes up, not certain how valid this information is, but got word Willie’s up north.”

      Nothing showed on her face. Not surprise, not what he knew she was doing: running down the possible culprits who might have let this information slip.

      “Up north?” she asked.

      “Canada. Vancouver way.”

      Again she gave him nothing, except, “Not sure what my boy would be doin’ up there. Got no family up that way.”

      “Well, facing an assault charge with a fair few witnesses who say it was him, on top of a drunk and disorderly and destruction of property, figure, with his record, he’d go about anywhere to escape the law.”

      There was a slight raise of her chin before, “Even an innocent man would flee, he fears his freedom taken away when he didn’t do anything wrong.”

      Harry figured that was absolutely true, considering it appeared like Sonny and Avery Rainier did just that.

      Harry lifted a boot and rested it on the step in front of him, but made no other move to get closer to her.

      And then he did what he’d never done since it happened, something he was willing to use to get Willie Fucking Zowkower in one of his cells and on a path to justice for putting a man in the hospital and pulling shit with Lillian.

      “Winnie and me,” he started quietly, and Ma Zow came out when he saw her take a soft, indrawn breath and the skin around her eyes gentled, “we didn’t have the time to start a family. But the way I loved her, I know the babies we would’ve made would be everything to me. Since I know I’d do the same for Winnie, I figure I’d do it for our kids, that being anything to keep them safe. Now it might go against the grain for you, thinking what’s safest for your boy is for him to turn himself in and answer for what he’s done.”

      When he saw the gentle seep out of her features, he changed tacks.

      “Or follow the path of justice that man who spent three days in the hospital deserves and find himself exonerated and free to be with his family if he didn’t do it. But things can get messy when we gotta call in other agencies, Rita, like me phoning up to Vancouver to get them to be on the lookout for your son. And if they find him, extradite him down here. Judges tend to get crotchety when someone strains the resources of an already thin law enforcement arm with an unnecessary and prolonged chase, paperwork, and all that shit. Things ease up a whole lot when someone comes forward to answer a few questions, or admit what they’ve done, apologize for it, and face up to the consequences of it.”

      It was a day of surprises, he noted, when it looked like she was considering this.

      He gave it a beat.

      She said nothing.

      So he sighed and shared, “My next step is a call up to Vancouver. You think on what I’ve said. We’ve got our eyes peeled and we’re gonna widen the net. One thing I reckon, we’ll have Willie home soon.”

      Only then did she give him something.

      Her mouth tightened as Harry took his foot off the step.

      “You take care of yourself, Rita,” he bid.

      “You do the same, sheriff,” she replied. And he had to hand it to her, there was warmth in her tone, like she meant those words.

      Then again, maybe she did.

      He jerked up his chin and headed to his cruiser.

      Rita Zowkower remained on the porch even, Harry saw in his rearview mirror, as he drove down her lane, turned at the end, and only then did he lose sight of her.
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      It was taxing even Harry’s patience to sit at his desk and re-read the Dietrich robbery file, especially the notes of the interviews Dern conducted with Lillian.

      Harry had read them before he met her, and they felt dirty to him then.

      He read them now in a different light, and now they read as filth.

      Dern had personally interviewed her at her home, which had to be daunting for Lillian, especially since he’d done it when her parents were at the station being interrogated, and she’d just been up all night doing a shift at work.

      After her parents had run, Dern had then pulled her into the station, when that was entirely unnecessary.

      It also was straight-up intimidating to a teenage witness who had no apparent connection to the crime outside her relationship with two suspects who had such a slender link to the offense, it couldn’t even be described as a thread. Further, she’d never been in trouble with the law and was vulnerable, considering her parents were the surprise suspects in a crime and had disappeared.

      And Dern had gone hard at her, clearly in an effort to break her in order to coerce her into saying something that would incriminate her parents.

      He’d done this even though there were no witnesses placing Sonny or Avery Rainier at the scene, and Sonny’s fingerprints being there were likely left after he did the many odd jobs that the Dietrichs themselves shared they’d hired him to do.

      Although Sonny’s prints were everywhere, they’d only found one of Avery’s. And it was so obviously placed, it was laughable, and it demonstrated how untouchable Dern thought he was.

      The Dietrichs had reported that Simon “Sonny” Rainier told them he was having money problems and had asked them for a loan. They’d further reported he’d not been happy when they’d turned him down. They’d shared his demeanor was aggressive and desperate.

      They’d shared this when no one, even Lillian, who had access to their bank accounts, which had three thousand in checking, and seven thousand in savings and a money market at nearly ten, corroborated their story.

      There had been no interviews conducted with informants that could tell them if Sonny or Avery dealt with local bookies, loan sharks or dealers to see if they had a debt that twenty grand couldn’t cover. Nor was there any evidence in the file that the police had gone to any stores or suppliers Sonny or Avery might be in arrears with. No friends or clients came forward or reported under interview that Sonny or Avery had mentioned money issues, asked for a loan, or had gambling, drink or drug addictions. And pulling their credit card histories showed they paid them off in full, every month.

      They obviously had a thing about debt, since they not only owned their home outright, they only had one car, and they owned that outright too.

      Lillian had given her mother and father an alibi, a thorough one.

      That evening, they were home and Lillian sensed nothing amiss. Her mother had made hamburgers and homemade fries for dinner, and Lillian had helped. There were caramel chocolate brownies with ice cream for dessert, and Sonny made those.

      They’d then watched TV, and Lillian had stayed up to study before she had to go to work. Her mother dropped her at work. Her protective father had called twice while she was at the gas station, and swung by to visit with her, sticking around for about forty-five minutes before he went home.

      As usual, her mom was up and had breakfast ready for Lillian by the time Sonny went to get his daughter and bring her home.

      Shortly after, both were picked up for questioning about the robbery.

      The night of the robbery, the Dietrichs had been at a party, gone from six thirty, returning at twelve forty-five.

      Lillian left for work at a quarter to eleven, and since Avery took her, the drop off caught on an outside camera at the gas station, it gave Sonny and Avery less than two hours to drive the twenty minutes to the Dietrichs, ransack their house, steal jewelry, crack open a safe and lift its contents, grab five rifles and four handguns, and drive away in a stolen Jeep and a Chevy Tahoe, at least one of them having to return to get their own vehicle, before the Dietrichs returned.

      It wasn’t an impossible crime, for, say, a career criminal.

      A husband and wife finding themselves in money straits pulling it off, including cracking open a safe, was see-through it was so thin.

      Sonny was caught on a surveillance camera inside the gas station, arriving at one twenty-seven, and he’d stayed, as Lillian had explained, until two-oh-eight.

      Harry had viewed that surveillance video and saw a tall, handsome man with dark auburn hair who didn’t seem to have a care in the world as he chatted with his girl, ate a pack of peanuts he bought at the station and chased them down with Fresca.

      Watching that video made Harry’s gut burn.

      This was a man who worked hard, that work physical, and he loved his daughter so much, he was up at one in the morning and hanging with her at a gas station because he wanted to do what he could to keep her safe.

      The man had to be out of his mind when he and his wife were forced to leave that daughter behind.

      And Harry wouldn’t even allow himself to contemplate what was going through their heads the moments before the bullets entered their brains.

      The picture was forming, and Harry was seeing they didn’t leave Lillian because they were all good just as long as they had each other.

      They left her because they knew the danger would follow, and she was safer at home.

      Preliminary interviews with Sonny and Avery done before they saw the writing on the wall and hauled ass, or got tweaked by what might turn out to be the severity of the situation if those bodies were actually them, and they again hauled ass, repeated the same things Lillian said…to the letter.

      And no matter how Dern tried to wear her down, both of Lillian’s interviews held up. There wasn’t the slightest deviation in her story, or how it corroborated her parents’.

      For some reason, Dern and/or the Dietrichs had targeted them.

      What Harry needed to know was…why?

      Did he think he could punish Avery not responding to his attentions by fucking with their lives?

      Or was this something uglier, shadier, deeper?

      Something that had to do with the Dietrichs, who were very clearly in on it, as they immediately pointed the finger at Sonny.

      The statute of limitations may have long since expired on the robbery, but considering it wasn’t investigated at the time, it had not expired on insurance fraud, and the Dietrichs had seen a big check after that robbery.

      And murder had no statute.

      Harry heard them coming before they arrived at the open door to his office, which had Harry reaching to his mouse and clicking to another window he’d opened earlier on his screen.

      He quickly scanned his bank balance again, before he closed the screen.

      And then Jason and Jesse Bohannan walked in.

      He’d called them because a sixteen-year-old crime he couldn’t move forward in any tangible way, one where there was no violence or loss of life, was not something he could, in good faith, spend his department’s resources investigating.

      At least, not until (or if) those bodies were identified and tied to a robbery in Misted Pines.

      But he could spend his personal resources on Jace and Jesse investigating it.

      What Harry knew was, whatever was going to happen, he was damn sure going to get a head start on it.

      Seemed it turned out to be good he’d lived a shadow of his life, spending his money on his mortgage, gas for his truck, food that kept him healthy, dry cleaning for his uniforms, and a new pair of jeans and a few shirts every couple of years, because he had a good amount saved up.

      Cade Bohannan’s boys were just barely in their early thirties, but considering their father was their mentor, they were still the best in the business.

      And they cost a whack.

      They were twins, and Harry had learned a long time ago how to tell them apart.

      Jesse was cocky as fuck and wore that like a badge of honor.

      Jason was so confident, he didn’t have to bother with any badge.

      Other than that, they were identical.

      “You called,” Jesse drawled after he’d folded his long body in one of the chairs in front of Harry’s desk, Jace doing the same in the chair beside him.

      Harry flipped the Dietrich file closed and shoved it across his desk at them.

      Jace leaned forward and took it.

      “Robbery. Sixteen years ago,” he began. “Clear evidence Dern was trying to frame a couple for the crime. He had a thing for the wife, she only had a thing for her husband. Could be, Dern didn’t like that much and intended to show her who had the power.”

      Jace’s lips got tight. Jesse’s eyes got hard.

      Like all of Fret County, the twins hadn’t been shielded from Dern’s corruption.

      “They hightailed it and haven’t been heard from since,” Harry continued. “Until the cops in Coeur D’Alene ran the serial number on a gun they found in a grave alongside two sets of remains. That gun was reported stolen in that robbery.”

      “Fucking hell,” Jason muttered.

      “This have to do with Sonny and Avery?” Jesse asked, and Harry’s back straightened.

      “Did you know them?”

      “Know their girl Lillian was the hot number in school,” Jesse said. “She graduated before we got there, but her legend remained.”

      Harry could see that.

      “And Dad dug Sonny,” Jace shared. “Dad’s a do-it-yourself kind of guy, but he’d call Sonny every once in a while, if he needed an extra man on a job he was doing around the house. It was a long time ago, you’d have to ask him, but think they’d share a drink on occasion.”

      “I do know Dad thought shit was off when they ghosted,” Jesse added.

      Harry scratched a conversation with Cade on his to-do list, but that already said a lot. Cade Bohannan was known as one of the best criminal profilers in history. If he had Sonny anywhere near his land, that meant Sonny Rainier was solid as a granite.

      “Do you know Lillian?” Harry asked.

      Jesse smirked.

      Jason watched him closely.

      Harry wasn’t surprised at these reactions.

      She was an attractive woman. He had a dick.

      And these two shared one brain, but they both used far more of that organ than the vast majority of people. They were sharp, shrewd, and between their ex-cop, ex-FBI profiler father’s tutelage and their natural God-given ability, they read practically any situation like it was typed in a book.

      “Know her, know her, no,” Jesse eventually answered. “Seen her around, absolutely.”

      “She got hooked up with Willie Z. Shocked the shit out of everyone. Then she took a half a breath and got shot of Willie Z, which no one found surprising,” Jason put in.

      He didn’t need it, but that corroborated Lillian’s story.

      “If you’re free, I need you in LA,” Harry stated. “Lillian says they lived there before they moved up here. She said the move was sudden, they upped stakes and left and bought their house with cash in Misted Pines. Real estate was a damn sight cheaper back then, but not that cheap. I want to know why they took off from LA and how they had the resources to set up here in MP.”

      Jason looked surprised. “You think they did it?”

      “As much as this guts me, for them, for Lillian, for anyone who cared about them, I think it’s their remains that were found in that hole, and I want every fucking i dotted and every t crossed when we find the fucks who took a loving couple away from their beloved daughter, their lives ending with multiple bullets in their bodies, before that happened they knew their love affair was at its tragic end and their daughter was going to be alone in this world. I want them exonerated even before anyone thinks to throw shit at them. Which means, once you’re done in LA, I want you in Idaho. Tell me when you’re heading there. I’ll let the locals know you’re on my team.”

      “This deputized shit?” Jason asked.

      “This is coming out of my pocket,” Harry answered.

      Jason’s brows winged up. Jesse’s shot down.

      “Harry, we ain’t cheap,” Jesse said quietly. “We’ll give you a discount, because you’re a brother, but you’re talking time, gas, maybe flights, maybe money to loosen tongues⁠—”

      Harry interrupted him. “At one thirty in the morning, Sonny would go to the gas station where Lillian worked just to keep her company and be sure she was safe.”

      Jesse shut his mouth, and this time, Jason’s eyes got hard.

      “If anyone has the barest fucking doubt that those two were involved in the Dietrich mess, I want it washed away,” Harry announced. “And I want answers for Lillian. She’s waited sixteen years to find out what happened to her parents. That’s long enough.”

      The twins exchanged a look, and Harry would give his left ball to know what that kind of thing meant between them, considering at the same time they looked back to Harry, and it seemed in the interim, silently, they’d agreed Jason was the one who would be tasked with asking the next question.

      It came quiet, curious…and hopeful.

      “You got something going on with her, man?”

      “No,” Harry answered.
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