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To Bea Coriell
         


	

    
	
		Chapter One


Momma was wrong.
         

Good things didn’t happen to good girls.

Tears seeped from Lia Grant’s eyes, and she inched a bloodied hand to her cheek and brushed away the dampness. She couldn’t see the tears. Or the blood.

Too dark.

But she felt the slickness running down her palms and wrists, the slivers of wood biting into the fleshy nubs of what was left of her fingers, and the heaviness pressing down on her chest, flattening her lungs.

Yes, Momma was wrong. Bad things happened to good girls.

A thick, heavy fog crept across her body, pushing her deeper into the earth.

She always tried to be a good girl, just like Momma wanted. Church every Sunday. Straight As in her first year of nursing studies. A job as a volunteer greeter at the Cypress Bend Medical Center. But that was far away from the dark, cold place where she now lay.

In a box.

Underground.

Somewhere on the bayou.

Chunks of earth thudded onto the wooden box that encased her body. She pressed her face to an ill-fitting corner and breathed in the sweet decay of the swamp above, a place where kites and warblers cried, gators splashed, and people walked and talked.

And breathed.

She pushed back the fog. Fought for another ragged breath. “Let me out. Please let me out.”

The thudding stopped, and a voice from above said, “I’m afraid that would be against the rules.”

Rules? There were rules that governed bad people doing bad things?
         

A scream coiled in the pit of her stomach and rushed up her throat. She beat her fists against the rough-hewn lid of her tomb.

Thud.
         

She kicked her sneakered feet.

Thud.
         

She bucked her hips and shoulders, her body a battering ram. Soupy earth oozed through one of the uneven seams, blotting out a ribbon of blue. She clawed at the sky. “No! Come back!”

Thud. Thud!
         

The whispers of air seeping through the gaps thinned. The fog pressed harder. She inched her arms above her head, easing the ache in her lungs. Something clattered, like bones rattling in a coffin. Was it a hand? A foot? An elbow? Dear God, she was falling apart.

She spread her fingers and found something cold and hard, small and square. Not a bone. More like a deck of playing cards. Did the devil who’d buried her alive want her to amuse herself as she suffocated?

Her sticky fingers slid over the small box, and a half breath caught in her throat. A phone. Had her captor dropped a phone? Would a phone work underground? She fumbled with the power button.

Light, glorious light, glowed on the face.

“Momma, oh, Momma! I’m here. Your good girl’s here.” Lia Grant reached up from her cold, dark grave and with bloodied fingertips punched in Momma’s phone number.

*  *  *


Grace: 345. Bad guys: 0.

Grace Courtemanche always kept score, a relatively easy task at this point in her career.

“Hey, counselor, one more picture.” A photographer from the Associated Press motioned to her as she stepped away from the microphone centered on the steps of the county courthouse.

Grace turned to the photographer and smiled. Lips together. Chin forward. Left eyebrow arched. Her colleagues called it her news-at-eleven smile, and tonight it would be splashed across television screens and newspapers throughout the Florida panhandle, right next to the stunned mug of Larry Morehouse. Morehouse, the former commander-in-chief of the state’s largest ring of prostitution houses masquerading as strip clubs, had just been slammed with a few not-so-minor convictions: conspiracy to engage in prostitution, coercion, money laundering, racketeering, and tax evasion. As lead prosecutor, Grace had dealt the blows, swift and hard, and she’d loved every minute of the fight.

Her step light, she wound through the buzzing crowd to the offices that housed the team of prosecutors from Florida’s Second Judicial Circuit. She pushed the button on the elevator that would take her to her third-floor, garden-view office and to defendant Helena Ring. Ring was the twenty-four-year-old meth user who’d given birth to a son in a rest stop toilet off Highway 319 and left the newborn to die amidst human waste. Florida v. Morehouse was over, and she couldn’t wait to dig into Florida v. Ring.
         

The phone at her waist buzzed. Call display showed RESTRICTED NUMBER. She banished the call to voicemail where it would be saved so she could forward it—and the six others she received today—to the sheriff’s department. Again she jabbed the elevator button. The calls from restricted numbers had started months ago when the Morehouse camp had approached her with a bribe, suggesting she offer the whorehouse king a deal down. She laughed then and now. The day she took a bribe was the day she dined with alligators. Both were dumb and dangerous, sure to bite you in the ass. With the elevator stuck on the second floor, she spun on her gray sling backs and took the stairs.
         

Inside her office, a man sitting in silhouette on the windowsill bent in a sweeping bow. “I shall buy you furs and chocolate bonbons and place diamonds at your feet,” her boss, Travis Theobold, said.

She switched on the light. “I’m sure your wife will take issue with that.”
         

“Nah. She knows you too well.” A man with a mop of silvery hair and a politician’s easy grin, her boss served as the state attorney for Florida’s Second Circuit. “Damn, Grace, you buried that son of a bitch and made us look brilliant.”

Some called her a justice-seeking missile. Those with less tact called her the Blond Bulldozer. In her youth her father had simply called her a winner. For the briefest of moments, she raised her gaze heavenward and allowed the corners of her mouth to tilt in a grin that wasn’t practiced, a little girl smile that came from a heart some defense attorneys claimed she didn’t have.

See that, Daddy, I won. 
         

“Why don’t you knock off for the day? Come to Jeb’s with the rest of the team and celebrate?” Travis asked.

“Can’t. Helena Ring needs my immediate attention.” She settled behind her desk and switched on her computer.

Travis cupped his hand over hers. “You’re off the Ring case.”

She jammed her hair behind her ears. She must not have heard correctly. “Excuse me?”

“It’s about the bribe.”

“You mean the one Morehouse’s people offered and I didn’t take?” She made no attempt to keep the sharp edge out of her voice. She was fed up with Morehouse and his minions.

“This morning I received information about a bank account in Nevis in your name. Deposit records show a six-figure transfer from one of Morehouse’s companies.”

In her dreams. Until payday she had a whopping fifty-six dollars to her name. “This is clearly a twisted case of identity theft.”

“I agree, and when we’re done investigating, I hope to rack up a few more counts against Morehouse, but for now, I need you on vacation.” He held out his hand and waggled his fingers. “Keys, please.”
         

She recoiled as if those fingers were five baby cottonmouths. “You can’t be serious.”

His hand slithered closer.

Ten years ago, when her personal life had been slammed with a class five hurricane, this job had been her refuge, a safe place to land, a solid foundation on which to rebuild.

“Work with me on this,” Travis said. “Anyway, after the Morehouse case, you deserve a vacation.”

Her computer stared at her with its giant, unblinking blue eye. In the decade she’d worked at the SA’s office, she hadn’t taken a single vacation day. “Exactly what do people do on vacation?”
         

Travis gave her a devilish grin. “How about something with your new housemate?”

“Hah!” Last week her new housemate ruined her favorite silk suit, and this morning he broke the back door. “He’s about to be evicted.”
         

“How about your new place? Doesn’t construction begin soon?”

A hint of a smile chased away her scowl. Four months ago she’d been a player in a bidding war for the old Giroux place, twenty prize acres of land on the Cypress Bend River near Apalachicola Bay. There she planned to build her dream home, a two-story Greek revival with tennis courts and a tire swing.

Another win, Daddy. See it?
         

Travis had a point. It might be good to be home for a few days to oversee the start of construction. “Earth movers begin clearing tomorrow morning,” she said.

“So go home, drink champagne, and celebrate that you, dear Grace, are living the dream, that you are one of the privileged souls who gets everything you ever go after.”

A face with eyes the color of a July sky flashed into her head. No, not everything.

She jerked open her briefcase, dug through the mountain of papers, and finally unearthed her keys. As Travis plucked them from her hand, her phone vibrated again. With a jab and a glare, she sent the call to voicemail.

“Another Morehouse crank?” Travis asked.

“Eight calls today from a restricted number. Fits his M.O.”

“You’ll report this to the sheriff’s office?”

“Of course.” She was independent, not stupid.

“Seriously, Grace, be careful out there. Your new place is remote, and with Morehouse in jail, his people are riled.”

With Travis’s footsteps fading in the hall, she turned to her computer and flexed her fingers. If she was going on vacation, Helena Ring was going with her. She typed in her pass code and hit, Enter.
         

Denied.
         

She rekeyed the information.

Denied.
         

After ten years, her boss knew her well. “Okay,” she said with a laugh, “I’m going on vacation.”
         

She turned off her computer, and her unknown caller buzzed again. Cranks thrived on reaction, but she might as well see what she could get for the sheriff’s office. “Grace Courtemanche.”

A pause stretched along the line followed by a sharp intake of breath, almost a gasp. “G…g…grace, is it really you?” The voice was soft and female, low and scratchy. “I’ve been trying to reach you, but no one answered. Got your voice mail. Over and over. Why, Grace, why didn’t you answer your phone?”

The words pricked at the base of her neck. “Who is this?”

Raspy breath. “L…Lia Grant.”

“Listen, Lia Grant, or whoever you are, I—”

“It’s cold. And dark. I can’t breathe.” Hollow rattling poured across the line, like stones rolling about a wooden box.

“I don’t know who you are or what you want—”

“Help! I want help. I’m in a box. Underground.” A cracked sob, as if the caller’s body had been torn in two, followed. “I need your help.”

Grace ran her fingers along the scattered pearls at her neck. Not just help. Your help. Which made no sense. Grace didn’t know Lia Grant, had never heard of Lia Grant, and there was no reason for Lia Grant to call her if she was in trouble.
         

“Please, Grace, help me.” The whisper burrowed deeper, the hushed words bone-chilling cold. If this was the Morehouse camp orchestrating another crank call meant to unnerve her, they’d hired a damn good actress. “Tell Momma I tried to be a good girl. I tried…” Another strangled sob poured out of the phone followed by a long, broken wheeze.

Cold shot across Grace’s body, freezing any further arguments. “Lia?”

No words, just a faint push of breath.

“Lia. Where are you?”

More breathy whispers.

“Lia, talk to me. Tell me where you are.”

Click. 
         

The lights on Grace’s phone flickered out. Lia Grant was gone. The air in her office thinned. No, Lia Grant was not entirely gone. She called up her voicemail, her heartbeat quickening at the eight messages. She pushed, Play.
         

Beeeeep. Dial tone.
         

Beeeeep. “Um…my name is Lia Grant and I need your help. Please call me as soon as possible. This is”—cracking voice—“an emergency. Um…thank you.”
         

Beeeeep. “It’s Lia again. Call me. Please.”
         

Beeeeep. “Listen, Grace, I need your help. This is going to sound crazy but someone put me in a box and…and buried me. The box isn’t airtight, but it’s getting harder to breathe. I’m not sure where I’m at, somewhere in the swamp, maybe near Apalachicola. Please call me. Please.”
         

Beeeeep. “Dammit, Grace, pick up your stupid phone!”
         

Beeeeep. Sob. “I’m sorry for yelling. I’m in a bad place, Grace, really bad.”
         

Beeeeep. Dial tone.
         

Beeeeep. Cough. “Hey, Grace. It’s me again. Lia. The phone, it’s dying.” Choky sob. “This may be my last call. Please call my momma and tell her I love her. God bless.”
         

Click.
         

The tendons at Grace’s wrist strained under the heavy silence. In her ten years with the State Attorney’s office, she’d encountered real fear and real terror in the voices of victims who’d been violated and in the whispered truths of witnesses who’d come face-to-face with evil. And there was something about Lia’s voice, something grave and desperate and real.
         

An uncharacteristic tremor rocked her hand as she retrieved her contacts on speed dial.

“Franklin County Sherriff’s Department, Criminal Division,” a cheery voice answered. “How can I direct your call?”


	

    
	
		Chapter Two


Gulf of Mexico, Off Florida Coast
            


Hatch Hatcher adjusted the jib, propped his bare feet on a five-gallon bait bucket, and tilted his face to the sun-soaked sky. He had steady winds, low chop. Should be straight-line sailing. At this rate, he’d arrive in New Orleans with time on his hands.
         

He ran a hand through his hair. Too long. He should probably get a trim before his presentation in the Big Easy. He was giving a talk to regional law enforcers on crisis negotiations and would be representing the Blue Suits. He tugged off his T-shirt and balled it under his head. Or not. He grabbed an icy longneck from the cooler at his side. Natalia lived in New Orleans. Clara, too. He uncapped the beer. His was a good life. A job he loved, beautiful women in every port, and time to travel the world on a boat called No Regrets.
         

He raised his beer, toasting the sun and sea.

His satellite phone rang. Caller ID showed a number from Cypress Bend. The bottle froze midway to his mouth. He knew one person in Cypress Bend, but she wanted nothing to do with him. She’d made that clear ten years ago when she’d sent him sailing from Apalachicola Bay. His fingers tightened around the bottle, the veins in his forearm thickening and rising.

Nope. Not going there. Because he wanted nothing to do with her, either.

He pushed away the past. Gathered in the peace.

Always peace.

As he reached for his fishing pole, the call went to voicemail and he noticed the blinking light on the phone. One other message, this one from the Box, headquarters for the FBI’s Special Criminal Investigative Unit. His team. He couldn’t ignore that call.

“Hey, Sugar and Spice, miss me?” Hatch said when his teammate Evie Jimenez answered the phone. Evie was the SCIU’s bomb and weapons specialist, and he loved getting her fired up.

“I refuse to feed your gargantuan ego,” Evie said. “You may have every woman east of the Mississippi charmed by that syrupy drawl, but not me, amigo. Speaking of your ego, we got a call from Atlanta PD. The kid you talked into giving up his boom box at the high school got a seriously mentally ill designation. He’s in a treatment center and getting his life together. One of the Atlanta news stations wants to do a feature on you.”
         

“Tell ’em I’m on assignment.” Hatch’s role as a crisis negotiator was simple. Get in. Defuse. Get out. “Park around?”

“Yep, but he’s in the communications room with some techie. Computer crashed again.”

Hatch grinned around another swig. The Box was a huge glass, chrome, and concrete structure on the rocky cliffs of northern Maine, and while the SCIU’s official headquarters looked like an ultra-modern marvel, it had a notoriously cranky computer system.

“I’m returning his call,” he said. “You know what he wanted?”

Evie paused, which sent warning sirens blaring through his head. His fiery teammate never paused for anything.

“Okay, Evie, what’s up?”

Another beat of silence. “Have you checked your e-mail?”

“Not today.” Technically, not for a few days. His work featured long, intense moments of negotiation with men and women in the throes of crisis, insanity, rage, or a soul-sucking combination of all three. So when time allowed, Hatch set sail, which was why he’d ended up with Parker’s team. His boss understood his need to disconnect. Hatch had spent the past week anchored near the sugary sand dunes of Islamorada in the Florida Keys hunting for buried treasure.

“Then you haven’t heard about Alex?” Evie continued.

“Alex?”

“Alex Milanos.” The quiet stretched on. “Your son.”

A burst of laughter shot over his lips. “Good one.” He was careful about these things. He didn’t do long-term commitments, and his disastrous relationship with his old man had cured him of any parental longings.

“This isn’t a joke, Hatch. A woman from Cypress Bend contacted the Box and insisted on talking to you. Parker finally took her call. Name’s Trina Milanos, and she claims her daughter, Vanessa, knew you, as in the biblical sense, and that Vanessa’s thirteen-year-old son is yours.”

Hatch studied an icy bead on his longneck as if it were a tiny crystal ball. Vanessa Milanos? He couldn’t picture a face. The name didn’t ring a bell either, and he certainly didn’t associate it with Cypress Bend. Cypress Bend was Princess Grace’s kingdom. Grace Courtemanche was royalty, and he’d told her that every night as they lay intertwined on the deck of No Regrets, drenched in sweat and moonlight.
         

But this call from Cypress Bend had nothing to do with Grace Courtemanche. Some other woman claimed he had a thirteen-year-old son. He did the math. The timing could work. In his college days, he’d spent a number of summers on St. George Island, one of the barrier islands below the Florida panhandle. He’d taught sailing to kids at a posh summer camp, and before the summer of Princess Grace, he’d had a string of women on his boat and in his bed. But he was careful about these things.

“At the risk of being blunt, I don’t leave bits and pieces of me around,” he told Evie.

“That’s part of the problem. Sounds like Vanessa Milanos wanted you in the worst way, and she admitted to her mother that since she couldn’t have you, she’d settle for a piece of you. She sabotaged your efforts at protection. Take a look at the picture in the e-mail. Same shaggy blond hair. Same baby blues. Same killer dimples. Plus Parker, being Parker, had a rush DNA test done.” Evie paused. “It’s a match, padre. He’s your son.”
         

Hatch’s throat constricted, and he stretched his neck, trying to ease the way for words. As a crisis negotiator, words were his tools, his constant companions, always at the ready.

“There’s more, Hatch,” Evie added. “The granny needs you in Cypress Bend pronto. It appears your son has gotten himself into trouble. He’s in jail.”
         

*  *  *


Grace needed a bomb. Nothing fancy. Nothing complicated. Just something with the ability to blow up the attitudinal Ford compact she now called her own. She unbuckled her seatbelt, reached across her car, and took a hammer from the glove compartment. Hitting something sounded good.

“’Nother dead battery, Miss Courtemanche?” The security guard that prowled the government buildings clucked his tongue as he walked up beside her.

“This month it’s the starter.”

“Man, you didn’t have problems like this when you owned that fine Mercedes. Now there was a car. You need some help, counselor?”

Help me!
         

Then call me! Grace shot a look at her phone on the dash. Ringer on. Fully charged. And painfully silent. No more calls from Lia Grant. And no update yet from the deputy at the sheriff’s department who promised to look into the calls immediately.
         

“Thanks, Armand, but I can take care of it myself.”

An hour later and with Lia Grant’s voice still echoing through her head, Grace turned onto a rutted road winding into the swamp and drove to a one-bedroom shack with a sagging front porch and rusted metal roof. Feathery cypress branches filtered the retreating sun, but even the seductive cover of lacy shade couldn’t soften the wretchedness of her new home. She climbed the rickety porch steps and tripped over a knobby column of white. Another bone, this one a grisly joint speckled with bits of dried flesh.

“Dammit, Allegheny Blue, how many of these do you have?” An ancient blue tick hound sprawled in front of the door opened a cloudy eye. He heaved himself up and rested his head against her thigh. She nudged him away with her knee. “Don’t even pretend we’re friends.”

She tossed the bone into a trashcan on the porch, where it clunked and rattled among the dozen already there. “No more bones.”

Her new housemate licked his lips, sending a line of drool across the hem of her skirt, and followed her inside where she reset the alarm, not that the shack held anything of value. Most of her furniture and home electronics were in storage. But her boss was right; her new place was remote, a good half mile from her closest neighbor, hence the security system.
         

With Blue at her heels, she filled the dog’s food dish with dry chow, softened with warm water. When he looked at her with drooping eyes that had seen way too many doggy years, she said, “You’re going to die of clogged arteries. You know that, don’t you?”

He licked his lips.

She sighed and opened the refrigerator.

It’s cold…Help me!
         

“I did!” Grace grabbed a piece of cooked bacon and slammed the door. Another wave of frosted air prickled her skin. “Okay, after the ninth call.” She tore the bacon into bits and threw them in Blue’s bowl. “What more am I supposed to do?”
         

Winners do, Gracie, and doers win. Not Lia’s words. Her daddy’s.
         

She breathed in his calm and confidence. “You need my help, Lia? Fine. You got me.” She set Blue’s bowl on the floor with a clank. The old dog thumped his tail against her leg and dug his nose into his dinner.
         

Grace dug out her phone and called Jim Breck, the internal security chief and her go-to guy with a local wireless phone company. The SA’s office regularly turned to him for wiretaps and call records.

“Counselor Courtemanche, why does it not surprise me that you’re working after hours?” Jim said. “Haven’t you heard there’s life beyond the office? Things like families and hobbies.”

She laughed. “Not for souls like you and me, Jim. Now, did someone from the sheriff’s department contact you this afternoon for a call search?”

“Not yet.”

Probably because the deputy didn’t have Lia Grant screaming in his ear. “I need to know the subscriber’s name and contact information on a series of calls I received.”

“Got the paperwork?”

No, and she wasn’t likely to get a subpoena, not while on vacation. “This isn’t an official investigation,” she said.
         

“Sorry. Can’t move forward without a subpoena.”

Sometimes you had to bulldoze past a few roadblocks. “I received nine calls from a stranger begging for my help. This whole thing could be a series of crank calls from associates of a convicted felon who’s been harassing me. Or it could be a young woman in danger and running out of time. I’m seriously leaning toward the latter.”

Jim said nothing. She said nothing, letting her track record speak.

“Let me see what I can do,” he finally said. An excruciating two minutes later he came back on the line. “Interesting.”

Without a subpoena, they were walking a fine line. “Can you verify the subscriber’s name?” Grace asked.

“No.”

“Can you verify the subscriber’s address?”

“No.”

No surprise there. “Can you verify it was a prepaid phone?”

“Yes.”

“And let me guess, the subscriber is listed as Mickey Mouse.”

Jim cleared his throat and said with a cough, “Clark Kent.”

Much like Allegheny Blue and his search for bones, Grace couldn’t let go. “Where was the phone purchased?”

“Retailer in Port St. Joe.”

“If I give you the time of the calls, can you tell me the location?” She rolled her shoulders and flexed her wrists, a warm-up of sorts, like in tennis.

“Caller didn’t activate GPS functionality, but according to the Call Data Record, the call came off the Cypress Point cell tower. It’s an OmniSite covering a three-mile section. Topo map shows dense swamp, a handful of high-end resort properties, and a few residences.”

Her wrists stilled mid-circle as she peered at the shades of gray outside her kitchen window. Lia Grant’s calls had been made within three miles of her home. Creepy coincidence? She gave both hands a shake. Even more reason to keep digging.

After thanking Jim, she called up a search engine and searched for “Lia Grant” and “Florida.” A dozen hits turned up, including one about a young woman who lived in nearby Carrabelle. Within fifteen minutes Grace had a full page of notes on the nineteen-year-old nursing student, including a current address and—she grabbed her cell—a phone number.

After eight rings, a groggy voice came on the line. “’lo.”

“Lia Grant, please.”

“Lia’s not here.” Yawn. “Who’s this?”
         

“Grace Courtemanche. She called me this afternoon.” Nine times. “I’m returning her call.”
         

“You spoke to Lia today?” Something rustled, and when the voice spoke again, all fuzziness was gone. “I’ve been trying to reach her all day. Last night she had a volunteer shift at the hospital, and she borrowed my car but hasn’t returned it. If you talk to her, tell her to get her ass and my wheels home.”

“I’ll be sure to relay the message.” Because Grace was going to find this girl. She phoned the Cypress Bend Medical Center, and the woman manning the welcome desk said Lia had not shown for her volunteer shift.

“Quite odd for Lia,” the chatty woman said. “Although she’s young, she’s a responsible little thing, a real good girl.”

Tell Momma I tried to be a good girl.
         

Grace hung up and reached for her purse. “No, Lia, I’m not going to talk to your mother because you’re going to tell her yourself.” The lump of dog struggled to his feet. “You’re not going with me. You shed and drool, and you stink.” She opened the front door and Blue lumbered past her, a slow-moving avalanche. “Dammit, Blue! Get back here.” He plodded across the drive and planted his butt near her car. Tonight she didn’t have time to fight. She opened the passenger door. “The vet said you’re supposed to be dead by now.”

This time her car started on the first crank, and Grace took the route from Lia’s apartment—the place she was last seen—to the medical center—the place where she never showed. She crept along the two-lane highway bordered by swamp, pine forests, and a deserted oyster processing plant that reeked of long-dead fish. No stalled vehicles. No signs of foul play.

The employee section of the hospital parking lot had two security lights, both burned out. She aimed her headlights at the rows of cars, slamming on the brake when she spotted a blue hybrid. She checked the license plate number Lia’s roommate had given her. A match.

“This is too easy,” Grace said to Allegheny Blue as they got out of the car.

The hybrid was locked. No obvious damage, but between the front tires, Grace spotted something white and knobby, like one of Allegheny Blue’s bones. She dropped to her knees, gravel digging into her shins, and pulled out a white purse. Sitting on the backs of her heels, she dug out a wallet with a driver’s license and held it up to her car’s headlight beam. Blunt bangs and a toothy grin with a slight overbite. Grace ran a trembling finger over the name.

Lia Marie Grant.

*  *  *


“Get prints off each door, the steering wheel, and passenger seat,” Grace told the evidence tech from the Franklin County Sheriff’s Office. “Also, get some more lights out here. There’s blood on the asphalt we need to get typed.”

“Yes, ma’am.” The tech rushed to his van.

“My people know how to do their jobs, counselor.”
         

Grace spun and found Lieutenant Isabel Lang, the head of the FCSO’s Criminal Division, standing behind her with her arms crossed. Grace wasn’t a law enforcement officer, but thanks to the personal invitation from Lia Grant, she was on the hunt. “This is a priority case, lieutenant. We have a young woman missing and probably endangered.”

Lieutenant Lang slipped her phone from the holster at her belt. “Which is why I’m taking the lead.”

Excellent. The lieutenant had been with the department only a year, but Grace had worked with her on two cases. Lang had been rock solid, both in the field and on the stand.

Surround yourself with the best, and you’ll become the best. Daddy.
         

“You know this girl?” Lieutenant Lang asked as she scrolled through notes on her phone.

Grace had wracked her brain, recalling names at work, in the news, even at her former racquet club. “Never heard of her. She called me by name, but she could have gotten that off my voicemail. No connections that I know of.”

“I’ll have the boys hunt down the girl’s family and friends and get a search crew on Cypress Point. I want you to forward me her phone messages. Then I want you at home with doors locked.”

“I’ll be more use to you in the field. I know that area better than most of your men.”

“All well and fine, but you’re my only link to this girl. I need you safe and ready to answer your phone if she calls again.”

Grace gave a single nod. No time for counter arguments. And no worries about missing any calls. She had excellent coverage throughout Cypress Point. She pushed slow-moving Blue onto the passenger side seat and turned to the darkened swamp. “Keep breathing, Lia. Keep breathing.”


	

    
	
		Chapter Three


Grace nosed her car to the edge of a bayou spiked with branches that reminded her of bony fingers clawing out of the water. Lifting the binoculars from her chest, she searched the shore for the tip of a wooden box, disturbed earth, footprints, any sign of Lia Grant. Next to her in the passenger seat Blue lifted his head. His nose twitched.
         

“Must be bacon out there.” The dog—allegedly one of the best hunting hounds in the Southeast—had been snoring like an airboat at full throttle for the past hour.

His ears perked, and he jumped to his feet, aiming a low growl out the driver’s side window. She followed his gaze, squinting through spirals of fog to a stand of shivering shrubs. She tapped her brakes. The headlights flickered. “Don’t you even think about dying on me,” she warned her car.

The dog leaned across her, his growl deepening. The shrubs shook. Leaves tumbled to the earth.  Blue bared his teeth. His body convulsed.

“Take it easy, old man.” She dug her fingers into the folds of his neck and scrubbed. “I can’t handle you and the car dying on me out here.”
         

Blue stretched his neck and let loose a long, low bellow. A branch snapped, and a dark, lean shape darted on two legs from the shrub toward a stand of pines. She shoved aside Blue to get a better look. The moon glinted off a piece of shiny metal. A belt buckle? The blade of a shovel? Her heart hammered the pearls dangling from her neck.

Blue planted his front paws in her lap and leaped out the window, a narrow missile of muscle and gnashing teeth. He bayed, the rumble rattling the night, as he chased the shadowy figure up a tree. Grace jammed the car in reverse and aimed the fading headlights at the stand of pines. The lights flashed off the silver.

She banged her fists on the steering wheel. “Congratulations, Blue. You just busted a garbage-loving bear for possession of a can of baked beans.” Grace shoved open the door and slogged through decaying leaves and twigs to the pines. She grabbed the dog by the collar. His tail thumped her leg. “Glad one of us had fun.”

She dragged him toward her car when a shrill noise cut the night. Bull frogs and crickets silenced. The bear stopped rooting in the can.

“Was that a pho—”

Rrrrrring!
         

The back of her neck prickled. Blue growled. She spun toward the ringing sound, which came from an ancient cypress tree with buttress roots the size of her shack. “Who’s there?” Grace demanded.

Rrrrrring!
         

Every muscle in her legs tightened. “Lia? Is that you?” Someone could be calling the young woman’s phone, which meant the girl and the box that held her could be nearby, just inches below her feet. Grace ran toward the tree. “Lia! It’s Grace. I’m here to help. If you can’t talk, make some kind of noise.”

Grace tucked back the sides of her hair, praying for a bang or clatter or even a whisper of breath. Blue stood at her side, his head jerking from side to side as he sniffed the air.

Rrrrrring!
         

Grace and Blue jumped in tandem. This time the sound came from behind them.

“What the—” Grace turned and squinted.

Rrrrrring!
         

Dampness slicked her palms. The sound came from a group of saw palmettos thirty feet up the bayou. Was it a searcher? Someone out frog gigging or poaching game?

She wiped her palms on the front of her trousers. “I’m with the Franklin County State Attorney’s office. Indentify yourself.” Grace’s words were steady, her tone calm but commanding. Never show your fear. More solid advice from her daddy.
         

Every sense on overdrive, she waited. Blue jabbed his nose in the air, here and there and everywhere, like he was searching but couldn’t find a scent.

Seconds ticked. She scoured the area for shifting fronds, listened for slurping mud. A minute dragged by. Two.

Rrrrring!
         

The ringtone shot up her spine like a ramrod. Blue yelped at the sound, now coming from a tangle of bushes behind her.

Rrrrrring!
         

Enough of this twisted version of phone tag. She ran to her car, grabbed her phone from the dash, and punched in Lieutenant Lang’s direct number. “Get your people on the Gilbert Bayou road, third turnoff, ASAP,” Grace said. “I found something.” Keeping her eyes on the tangle of bushes, she inched to the back of her car and squatted near the trunk, the bayou eerily silent.

The silence was wrong. Death and decay filled the bayou, but it was still a living, breathing world of creatures of the land and sea and air. She should be hearing something.
         

Next to her, Blue’s nose stilled, and his ears perked.

Then came the words, soft and at the back of her neck. “Quiet as a cat. Into the black.”

Grace spun. The bayou spilled out behind her, puddles of blue and black ink. She squinted through swirls of steam but saw no one.

*  *  *


“Try over here.” Wiregrass stabbed at Grace’s ankles as she poked her way along the shore to the saw palmettos.

Lieutenant Lang swept the high-powered spotlight across the slick mud and rotting leaves. “No footprints, no flattened grass, no broken branches.” Which had been the pronouncement for the past fifteen minutes, ever since Lieutenant Lang and two deputies had arrived in search of a fast-moving phone.

Grace studied the blue-black bayou. “Then he must have been on the water.”

Lieutenant Lang swept the light in a low, slow arc, illuminating bony turtle heads and flesh-colored salamanders. “No signs of a boat docking. So how did he get to your car and behind the Cypress tree? This isn’t making sense.”

No, nothing about this evening was making sense.

Quiet as a cat. Into the black.
         

What did those words mean, and how was the person with the phone moving through the area without leaving a trace? More importantly, did any of it have anything to do with Lia Grant?

“Hey!” A deputy near the ancient cypress tree waved both arms. “Found some freshly broken branches over here. Bring the big light.”

Grace and the lieutenant ran to his side, the beam slicing at the inky shadows before landing on the ground in front of the deputy. He swatted at loose leaves near the buttress roots.

Grace dropped to a squat. “A big cat,” she said on a rush of deflated air.

Lieutenant Lang pushed a handful of springy curls from her face. “Grace, it’s possible a big cat made that sound. This section of the Point is full of them.”

“It was a phone,” Grace insisted.

“Or a wild hog.”

“It was a phone.”

“Or a bird or insect.”

Grace slipped her hands behind her back and locked her fingers. “Fine. Let’s call the sound an act of nature, but what about the voice?” Quick as a cat. Into the black. “An animal or the wind didn’t say those words.”
         

Lieutenant Lang swept the spotlight across the clearing. “Then where’s the trace evidence? The footprints? The tire tracks? Any sign that a human has recently walked through this area? You’re a prosecutor. You know the importance of evidence.”
         

“You want to talk evidence? We have Lia’s phone calls to me, the abandoned purse and car, and the call data report showing Lia’s calls came off the Cypress Point cell tower. Except for this”—Grace jabbed her hand at the spot where she’d heard the voice—“no one has seen or heard anything unusual on the Point tonight. What else do we have?”

Lieutenant Lang paused a moment before nodding to the deputy. “Get some more lights on this place, and I’ll get a man on the water. The person out here may or may not be Lia’s abductor, but he may have seen something.” She turned to Grace. “And you, counselor, get home and rest. I have every available uniform searching for this girl.”

Grace shook her head. Not until she heard for herself Lia Grant breathing. “I’m fine.”

“Yes, counselor, we’re aware of your superhuman abilities, but your dog could use a rest.”

“He’s not my dog.” Grace glared at the dog then groaned. He sat at her side, his front right paw lifted off the ground. She inspected his foot. He hadn’t torn off the pad, but he’d split it open.

Back at the shack, Allegheny Blue struggled up the porch steps, plopped onto his side, and closed his eyes. With a sigh, she sunk onto the swing and kicked off her sling backs, now caked with swamp mud and decayed leaves. She’d been in such a hurry to search for Lia, she hadn’t changed out of her suit. After a little rest, she’d change clothes and grab something to eat. The sun would be up in a few hours.

She scrubbed at the ache in her neck. This wouldn’t be the first all-nighter she’d logged in this week. Thanks to Morehouse, she already had clocked in two sleepless nights. She pushed off, and the swing’s gray, weathered wood creaked like an old man’s bones. Grace found comfort in the rattles and squeaks. In a psych class in college, she’d learned repetitive motions such as swaying or swinging released endorphins, which sent little shots of happy through a person’s body. She tucked her legs under her and rested her head on the back of the swing.

When she was young, her daddy had hung a tire swing from a sturdy branch in the giant oak that stretched across most of the front yard of Gator Slide, her childhood home. With no brothers or sisters and few children in the upscale neighborhood, Grace usually played on the swing alone, and on good days, with her mother.

*  *  *


“Hey, Momma, give me a giant push,” Grace remembered calling to her mother one evening as she swung from the arms of the giant oak.
         

Momma left the porch step where she’d been waiting for Daddy to come home from work. “Have you been a good girl today?” Momma asked with a big smile.
         

“The bestest!” Gracie said.
         

Momma grabbed the rope swing, dropped a kiss on Gracie’s head, and pushed with all of her might.
         

“Wheeeee!” Gracie flew through the air, her ponytails flying behind her. “Higher. Push me higher!”
         

“You’re already so high, Gracie, you can almost touch the stars.”
         

“To the stars! Push me to the stars!”
         

“And what will you do when you reach them?” Momma asked around a laugh.
         

Gracie scrunched her face in deep concentration. Then she let out a happy squeal. “I shall pluck them from the sky and make a bright, shiny necklace for you, so you’ll never be afraid of the dark again.”
         

Her mother’s smile slipped away. She clutched the rope, drawing Gracie to her chest as she darted a glance over each shoulder. “They’re everywhere, Gracie. The bad people are on the streets, in our neighborhood, beneath our home.” Her mother’s delicate fingers clawed into Gracie’s shoulders. “They’re watching me, following me, touching me while I sleep. Make them go away, please, please make them go away.”
         

Early on, Gracie learned it was the things unseen—the shapes shifting in the shadows and monsters under the bed—that scared Momma. She hopped off the swing, took Momma’s hand, and turned on the porch lights, the light over the garage, and the bright tennis court lights. She settled both hands on Momma’s cheeks. “The bad people aren’t here, Momma, not tonight. It’s just me, and I’ll protect you.”
         

With Momma smiling again, they ran back to the giant oak. When they reached the tire swing, Gracie balled her hands on her hips. “Someone broke my swing!” One frayed end of the rope dangled from the tree while the other was curled like a water moccasin on the ground next to the tire.
         

“Probably those Dickens boys two streets over. Little heathens.” Momma patted Gracie’s head. “But don’t worry, Gracie, Daddy can fix it.”
         

Gracie rolled her eyes at Momma’s silliness. “I don’t need any help, Momma. I can do it myself.” With a huff, Gracie headed for the garage and a new rope.
         

That’s when she heard a soft voice say, “Quiet as a cat. Into the black.”
         

*  *  *


Something hard and heavy and foul-smelling slammed onto Grace’s chest. Her nose wrinkled. Dog. Wet dog.
         

Her eyelids flew open and she pushed Allegheny Blue off her chest. Beneath her, the porch swing lurched. She blinked. The sun had peeked over the horizon and early morning rays glinted off Blue’s sopping fur and the pool of water seeping across her porch.

“Nooooo!” Darting from the swing, she fished out her key and threw open the door. A wave of water rolled over her ankles. She splashed her way to the kitchen where water shot from one of the exposed pipes running up her kitchen wall. She grabbed the wrench on the windowsill and cranked the valve underneath the sink. The geyser tapered to a trickle and finally stopped, but the damage was done.

The plumber had warned her the first time that she needed to have the plastic pipe replaced with copper tubing, but she didn’t have the money for new plumbing. Hell, she didn’t have two spare copper pennies to rub together.

She squeezed the water out of her hair. This morning was not starting out well, but then again—she ran a flattened palm down the back of her neck—last night hadn’t ended well.

Quick as a cat. Into the black.
         

She’d heard those strange words after hearing the ringing phone in the swamp. Then they invaded her dreams. She grabbed a dishtowel and swabbed the water from her face and hands. Dreams. Not reality. The conversation with her mother on the tire swing and the broken rope had been real, but she didn’t remember anyone whispering anything about a cat and black.

She dropped the towel onto Blue and toweled his head and neck. This whole thing with Lia Grant was getting to her. She scrubbed his chest and back and all four legs. Which meant she needed to get back on the hunt.

Within twenty minutes, Grace fed Blue and got him settled on the front porch, set up fans to air out the shack, and put in a call to the sheriff’s station. Still no sign of Lia Grant.

“Keep breathing, Lia. Keep breathing.”

Her car started on the second crank. Just past the myrtles, she spotted a bright yellow truck with a grading blade and a tractor with a ditch digging arm. Construction equipment, AKA dream builders. Thanks to Lia, Grace had forgotten construction on her new home began today. But the dream would have to wait, because right now, Lia Grant could be living a nightmare. Emphasis on living. Lia said the box wasn’t air tight, and Grace envisioned streams of air snaking through the seams and keeping her alive.
         

As she sped around a corner, she slammed on her brakes to avoid hitting a sheriff’s department SUV parked in the middle of the road. Her ribs contracted, squeezing her heart. Lia. Something must have happened.

Grace jammed the car in park and dove out the door. No deputy. No construction workers. She followed a trail of fresh footprints along a patch of camellia bushes and spotted a man in a hard hat leaning against a ditch digger. She tapped his shoulder.

The construction worker jumped, letting out a breathy curse. “Whoa there, Miss Courtemanche! You scared the snot out of me.”

“What’s going on? Why is the sheriff’s department here?”

“Delbert over on the back hoe found something. Has everyone a little spooked.”

“Lia Grant? Did he find Lia Grant?”

“That little gal who’s missing? Nah. Don’t think it’s her. Least I hope not.”

Her chest tightened. “You don’t think? What’s going on?”

“Delbert was digging stumps and found some old bones in one of the sand hills.”

Grace’s ribcage let go of her heart. “Of course you’re going to find bones around here. Lamar Giroux’s hounds spent sixty years burying them.”

“Not these kind of bones, least I hope not.” He led her through the camellia patch to a shallow ditch where a half dozen construction workers and a sheriff’s deputy stood in silence.

“What kind of bo…” Her voice trailed away as she studied the land where her new tennis court was scheduled to be built. Poking up from No Man’s Land, the section between the baseline and service line, was a human skull.


	

    
	
		Chapter Four


Excuse me, Agent Hatcher, but your son is ready for you.”
         

Hatch’s fingers froze midway through the inch-thick folder the Franklin County Sheriff’s Department had gathered on thirteen-year-old Alex Milanos, his son.
         

“Normally we don’t keep children overnight,” the clerk continued. “Not for something like this, but his grandmother didn’t know what to do.”

And I do? Hatch ran a hand through his hair.
         

He’d docked No Regrets at the Cypress Point Marina in Apalachicola Bay early this morning and hitched a ride to the sheriff’s station where he now sat in a small conference room wondering how the hell a thirteen-year-old kid could have amassed an inch-thick rap sheet. And not just any kid. His kid, one he didn’t know existed until twenty-four hours ago. He ran his other hand through the other side of his hair. He was still getting his head wrapped around the idea of being a father, and here he was expected to act like one. Was he supposed to give the boy fatherly wisdom? Tough love? A boot in the ass? The floor shifted beneath his feet.
         

“Alex is in one of the holding rooms, Agent Hatcher. You can talk to him there.”

He was supposed to talk with this boy. That he could do. He thumbed through the mountain of papers. Alex was his son, but he was also a kid in a crisis situation, and in those cases, Hatch had plenty of miles on his dock shoes.
         

Hatch took a final look at Alex’s file. Truancy. Underage driving. Curfew violations. The latest infraction: The boy and two unknown accomplices broke into Buddy’s Shrimp Shack and lifted forty bucks from the register. As they tried to escape, the manager nabbed Alex. The other two got away. The kicker was that the manager agreed not to press charges if Alex would ID his fellow delinquents. The kid refused. On top of that, Alex had taken a swing at the deputy bringing him in.

Hatch slapped shut the file folder. This kind of crisis he could handle. “Let’s sail.”

The clerk, a twenty-something named Susie who had a sunny smile to match her bright yellow heels, led him down the hall toward the holding area. “Are you really one of Parker Lord’s guys?” When he nodded, she leaned toward him as if to tell a secret. “You know he’s one of ours, a Florida legend. Agent Lord first worked human trafficking in Miami, but I hear he’s become a real maverick, butts heads with FBI brass on a regular basis. Is it true he answers only to the president?”

Hatch scrubbed the stubble at his chin. Parker Lord was called many things: maverick, mad man, God. And although his boss worked for the FBI, he served justice, which could never be fully embodied in a single institution or one man with presidential powers, both of which had proven sorely fallible over the years.

“Parker Lord answers to his conscience,” Hatch said. So did the entire SCIU. It was what set them apart. And it ruffled a whole hell of a lot of feathers. Not that any of his team cared much about pillow ticking.

Hatch followed the clerk through a keypad entry door when something crashed at the far end of the hall, followed by a shout. He ran down the hall, pulled up beside a holding room, and inched his head around the doorjamb to see a red-faced deputy standing in front of a kid with shaggy blond hair. The kid’s lip curled in a snarl, and the chip on his shoulder was so big it cast a shadow over the entire room. Definitely Hatch’s flesh and blood. And the kid apparently had the same teenage disposition Hatch once had.

God had one cruel sense of humor.

Alex’s hand jerked, and he poked a jagged chunk of wood at the deputy. From the looks of the broken chair in the corner, Hatch had a damn good idea where the kid had found his improvised weapon.

The deputy, a bear of a man with two chins, pointed his index finger at the kid. “Put that down, boy, before someone gets hurt.”

Alex’s fingers tightened around the splintered chair leg. “Don’t tell me what to do! I’m tired of everyone telling me what to do.”

“Make a few good choices, and folks’ll talk a might different to you.” The deputy slid a club from his belt.

Hatch ground his back teeth. Idiot. And he wasn’t talking about the boy.
         

“Fuck you, dickhead!”

The deputy tapped a club against his thigh. “I think someone needs to take soap to that mouth of yours or maybe a strap to your backside.”

Wrong words. The whole thing was wrong. Hatch stepped into the center of the doorway. “Yea, fuck him, fuck the whole thing.”

Alex looked up. The wood slipped from the boy’s hand, but he grabbed it before it hit the ground. “Shut up! I don’t need nothing from you.”
         

Hatch needed coordinates. He needed to know exactly where this kid stood. “You know who I am, Alex?”

Those eyes narrowed into slits, as if trying to block out as much of Hatch as possible. “Granny told me she was going to call the old man. Said that since you were some high and mighty FBI guy, you’d take care of everything. I told her don’t bother because you’re nothing.” He jabbed the splintered chair leg at Hatch. “You hear that? You’re fucking nothing to me!”

The words crept past the badge and slammed into the center of Hatch’s chest. He took a step back as Alex’s anger, wave after wave of rippling heat, filled the room. The deputy lifted the club, and Hatch gave his head a shake. Words hurt, but they were also the most powerful weapon known to mankind.

“You’re right.” Hatch leaned against the door frame. First listen. Then empathize and build rapport. Finally exert positive influence. Hostage Negotiating 101. The kid needed to be in control, or more precisely, Alex Milanos needed to think he was in control.
         

Hatch tipped his head toward the deputy who wore a nametag that read W. FILLINGHAM. “You want Deputy Fillingham here to give you some room?”
         

The boy shrugged one shoulder then the other. “Uh, yeah, that’s what I want, for Deputy Dickhead to get off my ass.”

With a tilt of his head, he motioned the deputy to walk toward the door. The lawman trained narrow eyes first on Hatch then the kid. Now, Hatched mouthed the single word. The deputy backed out.
         

Now time to distract the boy from that giant pot of anger and resentment he was brewing. Hatch took a bright yellow scarf from his pocket and snapped it in the air. He made a fist with his other hand and tucked in the scarf. Waving his fist in the air, Hatch opened his fingers one by one and revealed an empty palm. The kid stared at his hand, which gave Hatch a moment to study this thirteen-year-old in crisis. Alex Milanos was no longer a boy, but not quite a man. He was in that awkward, in-between stage where nothing fit. Not his clothes, his words, his emotions. Everything was off kilter.

Hatch took a seat at the table centered in the room. He opened the fist of his other hand, and a royal blue silk scarf floated to the table.

Alex tapped the scarred wood against his leg. “This is bullshit.”

Hatch flattened the scarf on the table.

“The break-in—hell, no one got hurt. We didn’t even have a real weapon, just a little pocket knife.” Alex swallowed hard. “A stupid one I used at Boy Scout camp, and the only time I had it out was to pick the lock.”

Hatch folded the scarf three times and nodded thoughtfully.

Alex waved the stick around the holding room. “This is stupid. All this for forty bucks.”

No, this wasn’t about forty bucks. This was about one angry, screwed-up kid who just wanted to fit in.

Alex’s hand shook, the stick bobbing. “It wasn’t even my idea. I told the guys we wouldn’t get anything. The shrimp shack doesn’t keep much money in the cash register on a weeknight, but I went along, and I was the one who got caught. The deputy said he’d release me if I squealed, but I can’t do that, can’t rat on my guys.”

“It’s important to look out for your buddies. I don’t blame you for keeping quiet.”

The stick grew still. “You don’t?”

“My guys, my team, I’d do anything for them.” It was the dead truth. Hatch would put his life on the line for his teammates, and he had, many times, and they for him.

Alex slumped into the chair across from him. “I’m in big trouble, aren’t I?”

Finally. An opening. “Depends on what you do from here.”

The chair leg in Alex’s hand clattered to the table. “Am…am I going to prison?”

“Nah, the state of Florida doesn’t imprison thirteen-year-olds for taking forty bucks from a shrimp shack.” Hatch casually reached across the table, palmed the chair leg, and slid it to his lap. “But you can do time in juvie for threatening a peace officer.”

The boy’s Adam’s apple bobbed. “Oh shit.”

“That about sums it up.”

“Granny is going to kill me.”

“Yep, pal, I’d be pretty concerned about that, too.” Hatch waited. The kid’s actions and the repercussions of those actions needed to pound his head, loud and painful, like the sound of the chair crashing into the wall.

Hatch fingered the scar on the right side his jaw. He’d weathered a few crashes, poundings, too, most of them of the self-destructive nature, but lucky for him, he also had a great aunt Piper Jane who’d hauled his sorry, fifteen-year-old ass out of juvenile detention and onto her thirty-five-foot Tartan. Together, the two of them had sailed around the world.

Those first few months he pulled ropes until his palms bled, buffed teak until his shoulders flamed, and went hungry because he burned his dinner on the galley stove. For more than a year, his life was the sun and sea and sails. No time for stewing and brewing. Somewhere around the Canary Islands his blisters turned into calluses. At the Suez Canal he officially went from deck hand to first mate. And by the time they sailed past Bali, Hatch knew the secret to the perfect pan-seared grouper. Keep scales on one side. Baste with butter twice.

That sail and the sailor behind it had saved his life. Unfortunately, Great Aunt Jane Piper was docked in the Sydney Harbor, which left him holding the compass for Alex. God help them all.

Hatch cleared his throat. “Well?” He held his breath, surprised at how much he wanted the answer to that question.

Alex studied a scab on his elbow. “What would you do? Being FBI and all?”

The tightness stretched across Hatch’s throat eased. Alex had made some piss-poor choices, but he wasn’t dumb. “First I’d tell that deputy I made a bad choice and apologize for threatening to break a chair leg over his skull. Then I’d hand over the names of my two buddies. Then, pal, I’d get down on my knees and pray there’s an organization in town that needs a whole hell of a lot of community service this summer.”

The kid picked at the scab, and a dot of blood trickled down his elbow. Hatch handed him the blue scarf. Alex’s lip curled, contorting his face. Hatch lifted both hands. Okay. He was backing off.

A minute ticked by. Another.

Time to close the deal. Hatch stuffed the scarf in his pocket.

“Fine.” Alex swiped the blood on his jeans and looked Hatch in the eye. “I’ll do it.”

Hatch shot prayers of thanks to God, the boy’s Granny, and anyone else who’d been guiding his son these past thirteen years. Alex was in choppy waters and rudderless, but he wasn’t completely lost. Not yet.

“Hey, that magic trick with the scarf.” Alex spat the words. “I know how you did it. It’s fucking stupid.”

*  *  *


Grace’s construction crew had left, replaced by members of the county’s forensic unit who’d roped off a section of the construction site with crime scene tape and colored flags. With tiny shovels and feathery brushes, they sifted through sandy soil, unearthing bones.

Old bones, Grace assured herself as she paced along the crime scene tape. Denuded of all flesh and gray in color, these bones could not belong to Lia Grant, who was still missing. She’d wanted to head into the swamp at sunup to continue the hunt for the girl, but the detective investigating the grave demanded she stay put until he had a chance to question her about the bones.
         

Not bones, but a human being. The person cradled in the earth where her dream home would be built had once been a living, breathing human being. Until now. Until her. Her feet stilled, sinking into the damp earth. In the courtroom she was no stranger to uncovering old skeletons rattling in defendants’ pasts, but there was something disturbing about putting down roots over someone’s grave.

A siren wailed and lights flashed as Lieutenant Lang pulled up to the excavation site. She hopped out of the SUV and jogged to Grace’s side. “Any ties to Lia Grant?”

Grace shook her head. “Not that I’m aware of. Still no news on Lia?”

The lieutenant wore wrinkles, swamp mud, and grim lines around her mouth. “Not a damn thing. I stopped by to see if this buried body might shed light on the one I’m looking for.” Lieutenant Lang ducked under the crime scene tape. “Pretty desperate, huh?”

Because Lia Grant may be running out of air. Grace followed the lieutenant. “With the sun up, we can get more searches on the Point.”

“Absolutely.” Lieutenant Lang picked her way through the camellia bushes.

“And we can get some deputies over to the medical center where Lia’s car was found.”

“That’s the plan, but first, the bones.” The lieutenant stopped at the depression and nodded at the tech from the forensics team. “What do you have?”

The man in the pit dusted the sand from his hands. “Given cranial development and femur length, definitely an adult. Pelvic tilt and girth suggest a female.”

Like Lia. Grace knotted her fingers behind her back.

“How long has she been here?” Lieutenant Lang continued.

“Hard to determine at this point. Years, probably at least a decade.”

“Anything unusual found with the body, like a phone?” Grace asked. If that was the case, they could be looking at a serial offender. A shiver rocked her spine at the thought of madness multiplied.

He shook his head. “Nothing yet, but we still have a lot more dirt to move.”

“Any religious symbols or markings?” Lieutenant Lang studied the surrounding area, which consisted mostly of camellia bushes and a few sycamores. “It’s possible Grace’s crew stumbled on the Giroux family cemetery.”

“Not likely,” Grace said, even though she would prefer her crew had discovered a family’s burial plot, a place where the dead rested peacefully amid flowers, shade trees, and prayers of the living. “Lamar Giroux lived here for more than sixty years. No wife, no kids.”

“But we did find this.” Another forensic tech held up what looked like a small black pebble. “Bullet slug. Discovered it lodged in the back of the skull.”

Lieutenant Lang raised her weary face to the sky and let out a tired laugh. “You’re doing wonders for my job security, Grace. Got any other buried bodies I need to know about?”

Grace was about to laugh—because with all she’d been slammed with in the past twenty-four hours, she needed to laugh—when she sucked in a gasp. “The bones.”

With a tight knot in her stomach, she led the lieutenant from the construction site, past the black gum and myrtles, and to her shack, the one with the sagging front porch and a dented metal garbage can. She lifted the lid with one hand and pointed to Allegheny Blue with the other. “He’s been digging them up and dragging them home for months now.”

The lieutenant took a step back. “What kind of place is this?”

This was the land coveted by developers and half the town, the earth she’d paid for with every dollar she could scrape together, the place where she wanted to put down roots. Her home.

“You should probably head into town for a few days,” Lieutenant Lang said. “Until we find out what’s going on here.”

Were there other human skeletons on the property, literally under her feet? Did any of this have to do with Lia Grant? The idea shook her to the bone. The brutal reality was Grace had nowhere to go. Her parents and grandparents were long gone, and she had no brothers or sisters. She had colleagues at work and tennis partners at the club, but not the kind she could phone and ask to crash in their spare bedrooms. She spent most nights with case files and her computer, which led to limited romantic entanglements. And she had no money to rent a hotel room.

She settled the lid on the garbage can with barely a clank. “I’ll be fine, Lieutenant, right here.” For now she had no choice but to stay on her land amid the garden of bones.

*  *  *


As Hatch and Alex walked out of the sheriff’s station, the boy was quiet, but his gait, the set of his face, spoke volumes. Correction. Only three words.

Fuck you, world!
         

Hatch knew that hateful glare, the swagger, the attitude, and the words. Hell, he’d shouted them on a regular basis when he’d been Alex’s age, and his old man had answered with the back of his hand. A ghost of pain rammed his jaw.

But Hatch would never raise his hand to his child, any child. He had other resources. “You want to stop and get some lunch before we go to the cemetery.”

Alex kicked at an empty soda can that went flying across the parking lot, nearly missing a small blue Ford pulling into a space near the front door. “I want you to go to hell.”

Hatch jammed his hand into his pocket and took out the keys to the SUV he’d sweet-talked out of the front desk clerk. Welcome to a whole new generation of father-son dysfunction. “Fine, we’ll meet with Black Jack and—”

A woman in matched pearls the color of frosted ocean swells stepped out of the blue car, and Hatch forgot what he was going to say. Hell, he forgot to breathe. The edges of the world blurred and dimmed. His heart slammed his chest, rattling his ribs.

He opened his mouth. No words, except for the tiny voice in the back of his head.

Back away from the pearls, and no one gets hurt.
         

He wanted to laugh. He should have laughed, but he couldn’t. His throat was too dry, too tight. The woman tugged at the pearls, as if she, too, couldn’t breathe. At last she cleared her throat and managed to say on a breathy rush, “Theodore.”

The boy at his side asked, “Who the hell is Theodore?”

The blonde didn’t move. Hatch didn’t breathe.

Alex stabbed his elbow into Hatch’s gut. “And who the hell’s the hot chick in pearls?”

Hatch focused on the jab, on the pain, on the distraction. After removing Alex’s elbow from his ribcage, he winked at Grace Courtemanche. “I’m Theodore, and this is Grace, my wife.”
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