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         On autopilot, Vicki reached up to grasp the necklace that had become her touchstone.

         

When her fingertips found an empty spot on her chest, she felt the empty spot in her heart. She had to find the necklace. It was the last gift Alison had given her.

         She approached the counter. “I’m Ms. Hanson, Bell Hanson’s mom. I was told I needed to fill out paperwork, but I could swear that I—”

         “Yes. Have a seat and someone will be right with you.”

         Vicki took a chair and told herself it was nothing. You are safe now.

         The office noise buzzed around her. Needing a distraction, to relax, she looked at the latest breaking news on her phone. But there was no relaxing. Not when two uniformed cops walked in.

         She held her breath as the officers moved to the counter. It’s nothing. It’s nothing. It’s nothing.

         The woman at the front desk got up to greet them. They spoke in hushed voices, then the receptionist looked up and motioned at Vicki.

         The officers started toward her. She didn’t move, just sat frozen, her heart hitting against her breastbone. A voice inside her screamed, Run!
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            Women are like tea bags. You never know how strong they are until you put them in hot water.

            —Often attributed to

Eleanor Roosevelt

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Prologue

         

         Juan held the camera and filmed his wife as she spoke. Angie had come up with this idea of making videos for their unborn daughter so that when she grew up she would know how wanted and loved she was at the start.

         “I love you, baby girl, and I love your daddy.” Angie spoke to the camera. “This is me and you before you were born. See?” She pulled up her shirt and showed the basketball-sized bump from her seven months of pregnancy. She grinned up at him. Her love for their baby was so bright that sometimes it hurt to look at her. “We’re so happy to be having you.”

         Juan stared at his wife of two years. Love shone from her blue eyes, and a smile of pure happiness added a glow to her expression. A halo of blond hair rested on her shoulders. She was indeed an angel. His angel.

         He wasn’t sure what he’d done to deserve her, but if fate ever realized it’d screwed up and tried to take her back, he was prepared to fight. And fight dirty. He was keeping her. She made the bad things in his past feel small. She made the bad things he saw every day feel less horrible.

         She waved him forward. “Now put the camera on the stand and come be in the video.”

         “I’ll ruin it.”

         She made her cute face and gave him a come-here wiggle with her index finger. “Don’t be shy.”

         He did as she said, because telling her no was impossible.

         She wrapped her arm around his waist. “This is your daddy. Juan, say something to your daughter.” She playfully bumped him with her hip.

         “I’m camera shy,” he said, but it was a lie. The truth? This whole parenting thing made him nervous. It wasn’t that he didn’t love the idea of having a child. It just didn’t feel real. Sure, he’d placed his hand on his wife’s middle and felt the baby move, he’d seen the fuzzy sonogram video that showed the child was a girl, but it still didn’t feel…true.

         And that worried the hell out of him, too. He saw what Angie felt for their unborn baby. As hard as he tried, he couldn’t tap into those emotions.

         Ricky, his older brother and a father of two, assured him it’d change when he held his daughter in his arms. He hoped like hell Ricky was right. He hoped losing his parents the way he had hadn’t somehow damaged him and prevented him from being the kind of dad a kid deserved.

         “Juan.” She touched his arm. “Say something.”

         “Okay.” Pause. “I think you’re going to be the luckiest little girl in the world. Your mama makes everyone she loves feel special, like they have everything they’ll ever need. She’s smart and so beautiful. And I’m sure you’ll grow up to be just like her.”

         “Right,” Angie said. “Like you aren’t easy on the eyes.” Angie looked into the camera. “Your dad’s friends call him Pretty Boy. He even did TV commercials while he was going through school.”

         “Don’t tell her that.” He’d only done it to pay tuition.

         Angie laughed. “But I don’t love him just because he’s a hottie. The day I met him he was getting a kitten off the roof of my apartment building for an elderly neighbor. He was kind to the kitten. He was kind to the neighbor, who was being a pain in the butt. And as a cop, he still helps people every day. It’s why I fell in love with him then, and why I love him even more now.”

         Juan leaned down and kissed her.

         The kiss lingered. “Okay.” Angie pulled back. “Let’s cut off the video.”

         “And then what?” He waggled his brows.

         She stopped taping, pushed a few buttons to send the video to the cloud, then shot him a sexy smile. “If you get the tools and put the crib together, you might get lucky.”

         “You want to tape that, too?” he teased.

         She swatted his ass.

         He laughed and went to the garage to get his tools. Their new puppy, Sweetie, followed him out.

         He’d just found the wrench when his phone rang. Anonymous number, it read. He still took the call. “Yeah?”

         “You didn’t think you’d get away with it, did you?”

         The voice, Guzman’s voice, yanked the joy right out of his chest. How had the gang leader gotten this number? It could mean only one thing: his cover was blown.

         He’d taken one step toward the door, toward Angie, toward everything that mattered in his life, when a massive blast blew him back. The wall of the garage imploded, throwing him over his car.

         “Angie? Angie? Angie.” Her name fell from his lips like a litany. For one second, he could swear he heard her call his name. Felt her sweet touch to his face. He got to his feet. The taste of his blood thickened his tongue. His ears rang.

         Disoriented, he fought his way out of the collapsed garage. Pieces of his roof were scattered over the lawn. Fire claimed what was left of his house.

         “Angie!” he screamed, and ran inside.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

         

         Three years later

         I love you, baby girl, and I love your daddy.”

         Sweetie’s barks woke Juan up. He must’ve fallen asleep watching the video again…Crawling out of the recliner, he gave the television screen and everything he’d lost another glance. He walked to the back door. All seven pounds of the dog stood in attack mode.

         “What? A firefly up to no good?”

         Sweetie growled.

         “Fine, go save the world.” He opened the door. The white toy poodle, in desperate need of a haircut, raced out. He should take better care of her. Angie would’ve. Hell, if Angie were alive, the dog would have painted nails and pink bows.

         She’d have done the same for their daughter. If they hadn’t died.

         Leaving the door open, he turned to reclaim his recliner, but Sweetie’s growl had him retracing his steps. Thick summer heat brushed over his bare chest. Moving under the covered patio, he focused on Sweetie. Front paws on the wooden fence, she barked as if something, or someone, was behind it.

         He started to call her, but swallowed the words when a figure lunged up and over the fence. Not landing in his backyard, but in his neighbor’s. The house had been vacant until a couple of weeks ago. Yesterday, he’d heard a kid talking to Sweetie through the fence.

         In full cop mode, he ran back through the door, grabbed his gun, and hauled ass outside again.

         He bolted over the fence, his bare feet landing in his neighbor’s yard with a thud. Blinking to adjust to the darkness, he saw someone at the back door as if trying to break in.

         “Anniston PD.” Juan’s dead-serious tone echoed in the night, joined by Sweetie’s barking. “Don’t move. Hands over your head. Now!”

         The guy, measuring over six feet, turned. Light-colored eyes stared through a ski mask.

         Holding his gun in a firm grip, Juan moved in. “On the ground. Do it!”

         The man’s hands shot high, and he started to get down on one knee. But before his second knee hit the concrete patio, the asswipe grabbed hold of a rusty three-legged charcoal grill and flung it.

         The metal slammed against Juan’s head. Burnt coals and ash that smelled like dead hamburgers rained down on him. The smell he could handle, the gritty blindness not so much.

         Blinking, trying to rid the black dust from his eyes, he saw the perp haul himself over the side fence. Partially blind, pissed, and maybe stupid, he stuck his gun in his pants and gave chase.

         He had one leg over the wooden slats when something—no, someone—yanked him back. He landed hard on his ass.

         Two perps? How had he missed that?

         He rolled once and stood. A kick to his right eye socket took him down again. He gazed up, but could make out only a blurred figure looming over him. A figure holding a baseball bat.

         Juan reached for his gun, but saw the bat swing. He caught it, yanked it from his assailant, threw the weapon away, then continued for his Glock but was flattened by a kick to his gut. Pain spasmed through his stomach. Charcoal-flavored ash caught in his throat. Unable to breathe, he watched as his gun was pulled from the waistband of his jeans.

         Since he’d lost Angie and his daughter, dying had been one of the multiple-choice options on his what’s-next test, but the idea of being taken out by some lowlife home invader, and with his own gun, put a fire back in his belly.

         He grabbed an arm. The perp struggled. The gun dropped. Juan, giving everything he had, tossed the asshole off of him. The perp was small. Light. Shit. Was this a kid? When the guy hit the ground, a moan filled the dark air.

         Fighting the urge to rub his eyes, Juan lunged to his feet to find his gun. A big mistake. A kick slammed into his ribs, stealing his breath.

         Still standing, he body-slammed the guy, landing on top of him.

         Then bam, Juan had to retract that thought. No, not a guy. A woman.

         “Stop!” he spit out. “I’m police.”

         Her squirming stopped. He shot up on his knees. She scooted a foot away from him.

         “That’s good.” His words came out breathless. “Just calm down.”

         Forced air filled his lungs. She shifted, and before he could stop it, her right foot slammed into his nuts. “Damn! Shit!”

         She stood, then quickly dropped down on all fours and ran her hands over the ground—no doubt looking for his gun.

         He tried to stand, but he puked instead. Okay, so maybe he was about to join Angie after all.

         He fell back on his butt, blinked, and spit out the bitter taste of charcoal. The woman, a few feet from him, stood, a gun—his gun—aimed right at him. A splash of silver moon shifted from behind a cloud, and his vision cleared a bit. She wore a nightshirt. White with black script that read ANGEL AT REST.

         He’d hate to see her when she wasn’t at rest. What was she doing wearing pajamas to break into…Crap. She wasn’t the perp. She was his neighbor. She must’ve thought he was the burglar.

         The taste of blood brought on another realization. He’d just gotten his ass kicked by a resting angel who, standing on her tiptoes, didn’t reach his shoulders.

         He held his hands up. “I’m police.”

         “I don’t care if you’re the pope.”

         “So you don’t trust the pope or the police?”

         “Not if they’re breaking into my house.”

         “I wasn’t…The guy who tried to break in jumped the fence. I came to help you. I live next door.”

         “Then why did you attack me?” Her tone came armed with snark.

         “Whoa. You attacked me.” His throbbing balls were all the proof he needed.

         “What’s on your face? Why did you run?”

         “I didn’t…I wasn’t. I was chasing the guy breaking into your back door.” He ran a hand over his face, flinching when he touched his swollen eye. “And I’m covered in ash from that grill that the asswipe slung at me.”

         “Riiight.” Her grip tightened on the gun. “You think I don’t know why you’re here?”

         “Obviously, you don’t. I’m your neighbor, and I work for APD. You don’t want to shoot me. Call the police—”

         “I already have.”

         “Good.” Then he flinched at the thought of his police buddies seeing him beaten up by a tiny angel.

         “Move and I swear I’ll shoot you.”

         A wave of nausea hit. He pushed it back. “I’m not moving. But I’d appreciate it if you’d take your finger off the trigger. It doesn’t take much pressure to—”

         “You think I don’t know how to use this?”

         “Okay. You’re right. I’ve underestimated you already. But I don’t deserve to be shot.”

         “Then shut up and don’t move.”

         “I’m not.” But it became a lie when his throbbing balls insisted he readjust his crotch.

         “You’re moving!”

         “My balls hurt, okay?” he growled.

         Neither of them said another word for several minutes. The only noise in the night was Sweetie whimpering on the other side of the fence. “Where did you learn to fight like that?” Was she an officer herself? Ex-military?

         The scratchy sound of her back door opening had her bunching up the nightshirt to hide the gun. As the material rose, his still-watery gaze got a nice view of her outer thigh.

         “Au— Mom?” a young voice called.

         “Go back inside.” The woman looked away from him. “I’ll be there in a minute.”

         Juan considered pouncing to retrieve his weapon, but the child spoke again.

         “What are y-you doing?” The fear in the voice gut-punched him.

         “Go inside, honey. Now!” Her voice grew stern. Sweetie’s bark echoed again. The door closed.

         “I’m really the police.” Juan softened his voice. “Go inside and check on her.”

         “Not happening.” Sirens and tires screeching sounded in the dark.

         “Let them know we’re back here before they break the door down and scare your kid,” he snapped.

         “Get up!” She motioned with his gun. “Walk to the side gate. Now!”

         He got to his feet, his balls pulsing with pain. His eyes stung. “Put the gun down or they’ll shoot us both.”

         He moved forward, pushed the gate open. “All’s clear,” Juan yelled. “APD, Detective Acosta here. All clear!”

         Two officers rushed around the corner. Juan recognized Billy Johnston, a fellow poker player, followed by Officer Smith.

         Billy yelled out, “Gun!”

         Shit. The little ballbuster hadn’t listened to his advice.

         “Drop the weapon,” Smith ordered.

         Freaking great. Juan might die tonight after all. “Don’t shoot!” Juan yelled. “She thinks I’m the bad guy.”

         One hand held out to the cops, he scowled at her over his shoulder. “Drop the gun before you get us killed!”

         She did, but cut him a look that was equally lethal. Billy and Smith rushed forward. Juan moved in front of his neighbor, stopping them from taking her down. “It’s okay. It was a misunderstanding.”

         He looked back at her. “Go see about your daughter.”

         Smith stepped in front of her.

         “Let her go,” Juan said. “She’s got a scared kid inside.”

         Smith backed off, but followed her into the house.

         After explaining about seeing the man jump over the fence and getting attacked by his neighbor, then being ribbed by Billy, Juan went inside his neighbor’s house. While his fellow officers stood, he pulled out a kitchen chair. The house was almost like his. His neighbor, a frown on her lips and fear in her eyes, stepped out of the bedroom. Oddly, she appeared more concerned now than when she’d been held at gunpoint.

         As she spoke with Smith, Juan studied her. Jeans and a pink T-shirt now hugged her petite, well-toned body. Dark auburn hair framed her pretty face.

         Smith’s six-foot-four frame could be intimidating, but she faced the officer with a kind of bravado hard not to admire. “As you know, all of this was a misunderstanding.”

         “Your name, ma’am?” Smith asked, holding a clipboard.

         “Nikki Hanson. It’s late, so if we could just call it a night…”

         “Ma’am, you called us. And we have to make a report.”

         Juan ran a hand over his sore lip. It was clear his neighbor wanted them gone. But was it the late hour, or something more?

         Her gaze met his. She flinched, walked into the adjoining kitchen, and grabbed a damp towel.

         “Your head’s bleeding.” She stepped back. As he pressed the towel to his wound, he noticed she had blood on her elbow, but before he could point it out, she turned back to Smith. “Do I need to sign something?”

         “Yes. But I have some questions first. Can you tell me exactly what happened?”

         “I heard a noise. I called 911 and ran outside. When I did, I saw”—she looked toward Juan—“him, and—” Her eyes widened. He knew why, too. With some of the charcoal wiped away, she’d gotten her first look at his face. At his scar. “And I thought he was breaking in.” She glanced away, a hint of embarrassment spotting her cheeks. He was used to the reaction. From women especially. Oh, the irony. He’d once been dubbed Pretty Boy, and now women couldn’t look at him. “And we fought and then you got here.”

         Was he grateful she’d left out the part where she’d kicked him in the balls? Hell, it didn’t matter. It would’ve been nice if she’d believed he was police, but he couldn’t blame her. Not when he was barefoot, shirtless, and badgeless.

         “I see.” Smith scribbled down information. “Is there anyone you know who would’ve tried to break in? An ex-husband? Boyfriend?”

         He wasn’t sure if anyone else noticed, but her lips tightened. Her eyes flinched. She blinked. Once. Twice. Three times. “No. I’m new in town. Just moved from Colorado.”

         You think I don’t know why you’re here? Her words played in his head. “What about someone from outside of town?” he asked.

         She faced him. “No.”

         She didn’t flinch that time, not from the sight of his scar or from a possible lie. He still didn’t believe her.

         “Mama?” The young voice echoed from down the hall.

         Conversation stopped. The little girl, wearing a pink nightgown, entered the room. She was four, maybe five, with dark brown hair, brown eyes, and light olive skin. He winced. She looked…she looked how he expected his daughter would’ve looked. His next breath swelled in his chest.

         “I’ll be right there.” Nikki faced Smith and Billy again. “I’m sorry to rush, but my daughter has her first day of school tomorrow. And she’s not going back to sleep until you’re gone.”

         Frowning, Smith looked over his papers. “Right.”

         Juan stood. He offered a quick nod to Nikki as he walked out.

         Billy and Smith followed.

         The second they cleared the door, Billy grinned. “I can’t believe you got beat up by a girl.”

         “Stop.”

         Billy coughed to disguise a laugh, then asked, “Do you need stitches?”

         “No. It’s just a scratch.”

         “That’s a lot of blood for a scratch.”

         “Head wounds bleed a lot.”

         Billy frowned back at the neighbor’s front door. “Did she seem skittish to you? Almost as if she didn’t want us here.”

         So I’m not the only one thinking something is off. “She’s probably worried about the kid.” His own words of defense surprised him.

         On the way to the car, Smith stopped to take a call. He spoke for a few seconds, then turned around. “Officer Lewis caught a guy in Glenloch subdivision breaking into a house. He had a ski mask on. We’re pretty sure it’s the same perp. Lewis knows him. Says he’s homeless. Usually only breaks into empty houses. We’ll need you to ID him to make sure he’s our man.”

         “Yeah, she only just moved in, so he probably thought this place was still empty, too.” Juan looked at his neighbor’s house. “You going to tell her you got the guy?”

         “Why don’t you? I gotta assist Lewis with this arrest. I think she liked you better anyway.”

         Juan frowned.

         “I’ll swing by when we head back to the station and let you ID him,” Smith said.

         Juan watched him and Billy drive off before walking back to his neighbor’s porch and pushing the doorbell.

         He heard Nikki on the other side of the door, and said, “It’s Juan. Detective Acosta.”

         “Yeah?” Her voice lacked the earlier edge. She opened the door.

         He met her eyes…brown, or were they?…“I wanted to let you know that they caught the intruder. He was breaking into an empty house a few miles down the road.”

         Her shoulders dropped and a soft breath sounded on her lips. “Are you sure it’s him?”

         Her tone, filled with both relief and disbelief, notched up his suspicion. “Who did you think it was?” he asked.

         “No one.”

         “You said something about knowing why I was here.”

         “I…I was scared, and when I’m scared I ramble.”

         “Look, Nikki, if you’re worried about—”

         “I’m not.” Her answer came quick and with a sharp edge. Not very convincing.

         “The guy the cops caught was trying to break into an empty home and was wearing a ski mask, just like the guy I saw here. I thought you’d want to know.”

         She cupped her hands together. “Thank you.”

         The gratitude sounded sincere. He stood there until he realized he didn’t have anything else to say. While still suspicious, he offered her a nod in lieu of goodbye, then turned to go.

         “I’m sorry.” Her soft-spoken apology had him turning back around and burying his hands in his pockets.

         Their eyes met. “Me too.” He motioned to her arm. “For your elbow. You should probably wash it.”

         She stared at her arm as if she hadn’t known she’d been hurt.

         “I will.” Their eyes met again. She closed the door while he stood there.

         What was his neighbor hiding?

         And who was she hiding from?

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Her head was swimming after dodging all of the cops’ questions. Her neighbor had asked if she was worried.

         Worried? No, she was petrified. But she had to fake it. Her whole life was about faking it. Most of her résumé was fake. She’d never lived in Colorado. Even her name was fake. Her real name was Vicki. At least “Nikki” was close enough to avoid too many slip-ups. But the biggest lie of all? She was faking being Bell’s mom.

         “Why were the police here?” Bell asked.

         Vicki pulled the sheet up to Bell’s chest, forcing a smile. Not that she didn’t feel a hell of a lot better knowing the man trying to break in was a common criminal.

         “I told you. The neighbor lost his dog and was looking for it in our backyard. I thought he was a bad man and called the cops. I didn’t know he was the police.” It was a lie, but the truth would only scare her niece. And she’d been scared for way too long.

         “You don’t like police,” Bell said.

         Vicki flinched. She’d never said that, but her niece was way too smart. “Not all police are bad, sweetheart. Look, it’s late. And you have school.”

         “I don’t want to go.”

         “It’s going to be great. You’ll make new friends. You can wear your new pink tennis shoes and your new princess shirt.” Her words felt as hollow as her chest.

         A watery sheen filled Bell’s big brown eyes. “I want to stay home with you.”

         “It’s only one day, and we’ll have the weekend.” Because of a busted water pipe in the school, the first day of school had been delayed. Thankfully, her job didn’t start until tomorrow.

         Bell reached up. Her small hand gripped Vicki’s fingers.

         “I want to go back to Arizona.”

         Staying in Phoenix hadn’t been an option. Not after seeing the same car parked in front of their house two nights in a row. Vicki hadn’t seen the face of the man sitting in the vehicle, but she hadn’t needed to see it to be afraid. Especially when the manager of Bell’s daycare said a Los Angeles police officer had come in with a photo of a younger girl who looked like Bell and asked if they’d seen a missing child.

         “You can’t stay home, and I have to work.” She’d been lucky to get a job. Luckier that it was at a gym and she’d be working in the field she was trained in. She’d made a terrible waitress.

         She kissed Bell’s tiny palm. “I hate first days, too. How about we be brave? I’ll do my first day at my job, and you’ll do your first day at school, and afterwards we’ll go out for ice cream.”

         “What if I forget my name?” Her bottom lip trembled, and Vicki’s breath caught in her chest. Teaching a five-year-old to lie was sure to send Vicki straight to hell. But she’d make it her permanent address and sign over her soul to the landlord to protect Bell.

         Vicki brushed a strand of Bell’s dark hair off her cheek. “You won’t forget because we’ve practiced it a trillion times. What’s your name?”

         “Bell Hanson.” They’d chosen Bell because her real first name was Belinda and because she loved Belle in the movie Beauty and the Beast.

         “And who am I?” Vicki asked.

         “My mama. Nikki Hanson.”

         “See?” Vicki said, sounding confident, yet feeling none of it.

         But she’d do this. Out of love. Out of guilt.

         She pressed a gentle kiss to Bell’s forehead. “Love you.”

         Bell offered a teary, sleepy nod. “Can you read to me?”

         “Sure.” Vicki pulled a Dr. Seuss book from the shelf.

         “No,” Bell said. “Charlotte’s Web. Read the next to the last chapter.”

         Vicki’s chest felt like a sponge, soaking up Bell’s grief only to add to her own. The professional advice she’d found online was to gently encourage a child to move away from the subject of death, but to never push, because it might help them cope. “We’ve read that book. Let’s read a different one?”

         “No, I want to hear about Charlotte dying.”

         Relenting, Vicki opened up to the requested chapter and started to read.

         She finally recited the last line of the chapter. “‘No one was with Charlotte when she died.’”

         She swallowed to keep her words from shaking, but she couldn’t stop her heart from breaking. Aching for a black spider who’d lost her life, aching for a little girl who missed her mom. Aching because no matter what she’d read in self-help books, Vicki felt inadequate to help Bell.

         She didn’t know how to be a mother. Not like her sister, Alison, had.

         She and Alison used to joke that God had forgotten to give Vicki the maternal gene. She’d wanted to focus on her career, on being a personal trainer to California’s rich and famous. She’d wanted time to run marathons, train for her second Ironman competition. And, maybe, she just didn’t know how to be a mother because their own mom had failed so miserably.

         And yet, here she was in Anniston, Texas, trying to do right by her niece. For Bell, she’d walked away from everything. Her life in L.A. Her career. Dan Jefferies. Her first and only real relationship.

         Bell shifted under the sheet. Her nightgown slipped off her shoulder. Vicki lifted the soft cotton over the cigar-sized scars and remembered her neighbor’s face.

         “Do you think Mama and Charlotte are together?” Bell asked in a drowsy voice.

         “Uh-huh.” Swallowing the lump of grief, Vicki reminded herself that the articles said Bell’s obsession with death was normal. But nothing about this felt normal. Not Bell’s fixation on death. Not the hit-and-run accident that left Alison to die alone on the side of the road. And especially not running and hiding from a man who was supposed to be dead.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The knock on Juan’s door came ten minutes after he’d gone into the house. Officer Smith had the suspect in the car. Same dark clothes. Same body shape. When the cop pulled out the ski mask, navy blue with orange rings around the eyes and mouth, Juan confirmed it was the same guy who’d been trying to break into his neighbor’s house.

         Juan watched the patrol car drive off, and then his gaze shifted next door. Nikki Hanson, what kind of trouble are you in?

         Not that she couldn’t handle trouble. She’d handled him just fine. He passed a hand over his sore ribs.

         Moving back inside, he looked at his recliner and the television waiting to replay the DVD.

         He should go to bed. But he felt too keyed up to sleep.

         He looked at his laptop and the file folder on the table beside his chair. He’d told Mark and Connor, the other two officers working with him in the Cold Case Unit, that he’d do Internet searches into the missing person case they’d started yesterday.

         He hadn’t. Lately, work no longer gave him the sense of accomplishment it once had. Was it his upcoming anniversary? Was the grief always going to keep bearing down on him?

         He picked up the folder and flipped it open. He’d chosen the Noel case himself after he realized it had loose ties to Guzman’s gang, the one responsible for killing his wife and daughter. He’d thought stirring up those demons might give him a sense of purpose.

         It wasn’t working.

         Sweetie ran to the back door, yapping in the same warning tone as she had earlier.

         “Seriously?” he asked her.

         He went to the window and pulled the curtain aside.

         Between the fence slats he spotted a globe of light, a flashlight, shifting in his neighbor’s backyard. Was he wrong about the perp he’d identified?

         He grabbed his gun and badge, and he and his bruised ribs went back outside. The moon hung low, but the light got swallowed up by the inky darkness.

         Moving silently to the fence, he peered through. His adrenaline notched down when he saw Nikki, flashlight in hand, walking in tight circles.

         Gone were the jeans. She wore another nightshirt. Not the angel one. This one was black, shorter. Clingy. The material hugged her hourglass curves.

         “It’s got to be here.” Her whispered words flowed over the fence.

         “You looking for something?”

         She yelped, swung around, and glared at the fence. “What are you doing?” Accusation hung in the hot air.

         “I…” Why did he suddenly feel like a pervert? “I saw the flashlight and wanted to check on you.”

         “Checking on me isn’t your job.”

         Her allegation stung.

         “You’re right.” He swung around. He shouldn’t be checking on her or checking her out. And that’s what he’d been doing.

         He only got one step in before she spoke again. “Sorry. You scared me.”

         He hesitated but didn’t turn around.

         “I lost my necklace.”

         The softness of her voice brought him back to the fence. He inched in and heard her catch her breath the moment her gaze met his between the slats. Her scent, a soft feminine aroma, filled his air.

         He tried to look away but couldn’t. He didn’t know if he felt trapped or tempted. Or both.

         His gaze lowered to her mouth. Full, lush, curvy to match her body.

         Definitely both.

         “I must have lost it when…when we struggled.”

         Lured closer, he leaned in. “You want some help looking for it?”

         He had no fucking idea why he made the offer. Then he did. He knew exactly why he’d done it. And that was wrong. It’d only been three years. Three years of not wanting, not needing to be with a woman. Didn’t Angie deserve more time?

         “No.” She backed up fast, nearly tripped, as if, like him, she’d felt the need to rewind what’d just happened between them.

         “I’ll find it tomorrow.” She took off.

         Relief spread through him. He wasn’t ready.

         “Night.” He watched her reach down and pick up a baseball bat. No doubt her weapon of choice.

         He scooped up Sweetie, went inside, and reclaimed his recliner. You think I don’t know why you’re here?

         Putting his dog on the floor, he grabbed his computer and Googled the name Nikki Hanson.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “What the hell are you doing here? My family’s here. Damn it!”

         “Calm down,” Pablo Valado said. With a gallon jug in one hand and a Glock in the other, he continued to pour himself a glass of milk from Detective Sam Milbourn’s fridge. “Sam, Sam, Sam. If you’d answered my call yesterday, I wouldn’t have to be here, drinking your milk. Oh, and you really need to get a better alarm system.”

         Sam, Pablo’s onetime partner, looked over his shoulder toward the hall as if he was afraid his wife or daughter might walk out. And he should be afraid. Seeing a dead man would scare them.

         “What the fuck?” Sam hissed.

         “That’s what I’m asking you.” He lifted the glass of milk, downed a long gulp, then wiped his mouth with the back of his forearm. “You had her in Phoenix, and you let her get away. I’ve been patient. It’s been two weeks and you haven’t given me shit.”

         “I can’t help it if she disappeared.”

         “Yes, you can.” He spoke in a soft voice, but he knew Sam heard his outrage. He tapped the barrel of the gun against the glass, the sharp cracking sound echoing in the dark kitchen. “I want that bitch found.”

         “Why? You don’t even care about your daughter. Why can’t you just let her go?”

         “She’s fucking got more than my daughter.”

         Sam shook his head. “If she had your money, she wouldn’t have been working as a damn waitress.”

         “Alison was the only one who knew I hid things at the cabin. Besides, it wasn’t just the money. She took his book with the information. It had everything. Rex’s contacts to buyers and sellers all across the states. Going out on his own was going to be twice as hard if he didn’t have that.

         “Then maybe Alison took it, but she didn’t tell her sister. If Vicki had proof you were dirty, she’d already—”

         “You’re an idiot. Proving me dirty doesn’t do her a bit of good because they think I’m dead.”

         “But again, why isn’t she using the money?”

         “I don’t fucking know. When I have my hand around her throat, I’ll ask her!” He clanked the gun to the glass again. “You’re going to find her. Screw it up again, and I’ll screw you.”

         Sam squared off. “What good would killing me do?”

         “I never said I’d kill you, Sam. I said I’d screw you. Not literally. You aren’t my type. But what would your wife think if I sent her the video of you and that whore you met once a week for seven months? Or what would the sergeant think if he knew what really happened to the drugs in the Holt case?”

         Sam closed his hand into a fist. “You were lead on that case, not me.”

         “But you sure as hell took the fifty thousand to look the other way. Besides, it’s not my ass on the line. I’m dead, remember? And it’s all her fault. If Vicki hadn’t talked Alison into leaving me, she wouldn’t have taken my money. I wouldn’t have had to kill her. Then I wouldn’t have had to fake my own fucking death.” Not that they could’ve proved he did it. He’d been careful. But when it was all said and done, he’d realized he hadn’t thought it through. If a DA started digging into his past, they could easily unearth stuff, even a few bodies, that he needed to keep hidden.

         Sam scraped a hand through his thinning brown hair. A nervous habit. As he glanced again at the hall that led to where his wife and kid slept, Pablo saw fear flash in his light green eyes. Good. Scared people worked harder.

         “She must’ve changed her name again and left Phoenix.” Sam’s words came out too fast.

         “Have you even put out a BOLO with her picture saying she’s wanted for kidnapping?”

         “I can’t list it as a kidnapping. I’ve posted that she was involved with a missing child in a guardianship battle. Which is a civil case, not—”

         “What about Dan Jefferies? The boyfriend. And the Willis woman who worked for her?”

         “I haven’t spoken with Marisol Willis yet. I talked to Dan again. He swears he hasn’t heard anything. I believe him.”

         Pablo stood. “He swears? And you just believe him? What did you do, ask him nicely?”

         “I told him there was a guardianship case. And if we found out he knew something, we—”

         “We’d what? Scold him? When the hell did you go soft?”

         “I’m not…I’m risking my job by even looking for them. Your sister didn’t file for guardianship until after Vicki left town. If that gets out, I’m out of a job.”

         “You’ve got a lot more to lose than a job. Give me everything you got on Dan and the Willis woman. I’ll go see them.”

         “You can’t—”

         “I can and I will. Your job is to find Vicki. And find out who’s helping her. Someone has to be. Getting a new identity isn’t something just anyone knows how to do.”

         “Yeah, it’s my job. Why don’t you leave town? I’ll let you know the moment I have something.”

         “Oh, you’d like that, wouldn’t you?” In truth, Pablo would like nothing more than to get the hell out of Los Angeles. But he couldn’t do that without his money. And just getting by now was fucking hard. Rex, the man he’d worked for the last six years, barely called Pablo for jobs.

         Sam glared. “I looked the other way when you stole money. I helped you disappear. But I didn’t offer to do your dirty work afterwards.”

         “You’ll do whatever the hell I ask you to do, and don’t try to fuck with me, Sam. Think of your wife. Your kid. Because I’m dead, no one will suspect me. And considering you helped me become dead, you can’t say a damn thing.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         At six a.m., Juan poured himself a second cup of coffee. Standing over the sink, he looked out his kitchen window and into Nikki Hanson’s kitchen window.

         Lack of sleep wasn’t going to help his normal pissy mood, especially considering today was his mandatory monthly shrink visit.

         Yeah, he should’ve remembered that before he stayed up until almost four researching his new neighbor. Actually, it wasn’t the research. It was the rehashing and reliving the all-too-brief moment on top of her, when their bodies lined up in all the right places.

         The actual research took all of ten minutes. He ran her through the DMV. She’d received a new Texas driver’s license after she’d surrendered her Colorado license. He knew she was twenty-nine, and was born October 20. Her middle name was Virginia. And she was an organ donor.

         But it was what he didn’t find that made him suspicious as hell. No Facebook page. No Twitter. No Instagram. No Snapchat. No Pinterest. She didn’t have any social media.

         That bothered him. She bothered him. The niggling suspicion that she’d lied about who might’ve been breaking into her house bothered him. But mostly, his reaction to her bothered him.

         He stared out his window and into hers. Just as he took a sip of coffee, she appeared, and he ducked, not wanting to get caught staring. Sweetie’s gotta-pee whimper had him moving to the back door to let her out. Then, to avoid the temptation of staring into her kitchen window more, he sprawled out in his backyard lawn chair. Yapping, Sweetie bolted to the fence.

         “Come here, Sweetie,” a young voice called.

         Little fingers wiggled between the wooden slats. Juan’s heart lurched, remembering the daughter he’d lost. Angie had gotten the poodle because she said every kid needed a dog.

         The whoosh of the neighbor’s back door opening sounded. “Did you look for it?” Nikki’s voice rose above the fence.

         He looked at his own back door, feeling as if he was eavesdropping, but he didn’t stand up for fear he’d be seen.

         “Not yet. I’m petting Sweetie,” the girl answered. She must have heard him call his dog by name before.

         “Be careful. She might bite.”

         “No. She likes me.” Laughter spilled out. “She’s licking my fingers.”

         “Come help me look for my necklace,” Nikki said. “We only have a few minutes before we have to get to school.”

         “Can’t I go to work with you, pleeease?” The hand disappeared from the fence.

         “No, hon. You have to go to school.”

         “I don’t know anyone. I don’t like strangers.”

         “You’ll make friends. You did in Phoenix. You were nervous to go to school there, too, remember?”

         Phoenix? Hadn’t she said last night that they’d moved from Colorado? And last week he’d seen her car parked in the driveway with a Colorado license plate.

         “But I’m scared,” the girl said.

         “Oh, baby. Come here.” Nikki’s voice softened. “It’s okay, sweetheart, I promise to keep you safe. But to do that, I have to work.”

         Safe from what? Was this just childhood paranoia or…more?

         His gut said more.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The closer they got to the school’s entrance, the tighter Bell held Vicki’s hand. Vicki felt that grip like it was around her heart. Why did life have to be so freaking hard?

         When she glanced down at Bell, her big almond-shaped brown eyes held a teary sheen. Vicki knelt. “It’s going to be okay. You’ll have a good day. You are so smart. Everyone’s going to love you. And I’ll be right here this afternoon to pick you up. You know that, don’t you?”

         Bell shook her head ever so slightly and tried to blink away the tears. It broke Vicki’s heart. The girl had already been so brave, considering what her father had done to her.

         Sticking out her chin, Bell said, “I just…miss Mama.”

         It took everything Vicki had not to succumb to tears, not to snatch her niece up and run. But then what? They had to eat. They had to live. She could go to a shelter, but Pablo was too smart. He’d look there first.

         “Oh, sweetheart.” Vicki, sucking in air, drew on her last resolve. “We are going to get through this day. We will. And this afternoon we’re going to eat the biggest ice cream cone we can find.”

         Bell nodded. Then she reached up and touched her upper arm where she carried the scars. Scars Pablo had caused.

         Vicki brushed the child’s cheeks with her fingertips. “Do you remember where we moved from?”

         She nodded. “Colorado. I can’t say Phoenix or California.”

         “Right.” Vicki pressed a kiss on her forehead and stood up.

         She led Bell into the gym, where all the kindergartners were to meet. Stepping in, she forced herself to smile and moved Bell to a table where a woman sat checking in the students.

         “Hi. This is Bell Hanson reporting to kindergarten.”

         “Great. I’m Ms. Kelly.” The lady smiled and looked down at the paper. “I don’t see your name…” She flipped the page. “Oh, here. And you’re in my class, Bell. I’m so lucky.”

         Bell offered a weak smile.

         The woman handed Bell a red sticker. “Can you put this on your T-shirt and go stand with the red team? They’re all your classmates.”

         Bell looked at Vicki as if to plead one last time.

         “Go on,” Vicki said. “You’ll be okay.”

         Bell walked over to the red-stickered kids, giving Vicki a scared glance back.

         “Uh, Ms. Hanson?”

         Vicki looked back. “Yes.”

         “There’s a note here that says they need you to stop by the office. Something about paperwork.”

         “Oh.” Fear twisted in her stomach. Her contact from the Abused Women and Children Organization, AWACO, had assured Vicki the paperwork was sufficient and that they wouldn’t be questioned. That they’d be safe. Vicki gave Bell another glance.

         “She’ll be fine.” Ms. Kelly offered a reassuring smile. “It’s probably best you leave quickly. The longer you stay, the harder the first day is on her.”

         And me. Vicki waved at Bell, then walked out, fighting the feeling that she was abandoning her niece.

         Paperwork? She moved down the hall, seeing the office door and feeling as if an unknown monster waited behind it. When you were on the run, when your life was a lie, it always felt that way. As if around any corner, hidden in any shadow, lurked someone who could see through your façade. Or someone there to hurt you. Someone like Pablo.

         She got to the door, wiped her damp palms on the sides of her workout pants, and then looked back down the hall toward the gym. Should she have brought Bell with her, in case…? She pushed the door open.

         There were at least four other moms and one dad in the waiting room. On autopilot, she reached up to grasp the necklace that had become her touchstone. When her fingertips found an empty spot on her chest, she felt the empty spot in her heart. She had to find the necklace. It was the last gift Alison had given her.

         She approached the counter. “I’m Ms. Hanson, Bell Hanson’s mom. I was told I needed to fill out paperwork, but I could swear that I—”

         “Yes. Have a seat and someone will be right with you.”

         Vicki took a chair and told herself it was nothing. You are safe now. Wasn’t that what Joanne Butler from AWACO told her just last week?

         Not that it helped. The last time Vicki had felt safe was when Pablo, accused of killing her sister, had been pronounced dead. But when she saw that dead man running away from her L.A. condo less than a month later and found her place ransacked…well, nothing felt safe. That same afternoon, she got a phone call from an anonymous number. But there was nothing anonymous about the voice or the threat. “Give me what’s mine, or I’m coming for you!”

         She’d still been reeling from that call when she got another one. This one from Estella, Pablo’s sister, threatening to file a guardianship suit for her niece. It’d be over her dead body that Vicki gave up Bell, but since Pablo had no problem with that scenario, running felt like Vicki’s only option.

         The office noise buzzed around her. Needing a distraction, to relax, she looked at the latest breaking news on her phone. But there was no relaxing. Not when two uniformed cops walked in.

         She held her breath as the officers moved to the counter. It’s nothing. It’s nothing. It’s nothing.

         The woman at the front desk got up to greet them. They spoke in hushed voices, then the receptionist looked up and motioned at Vicki.

         The officers started toward her. A voice inside her screamed, Run! She didn’t move, just sat frozen, her pulse pumping fear through her veins, making her limbs feel heavy.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         The officers stopped two feet in front of Vicki. Her chest cavity shrank, her lungs refused air, her head spun. How could she prove to them she had guardianship of her niece when members of the Los Angeles Police Department had said otherwise? They’d believe the police, crooked or not, before they believed her.

         No! No one was taking Bell.

         She’d run. She’d fight.

         “Mrs. Evans?” The middle-aged dark-haired officer didn’t appear intimidating, but Vicki felt intimidated just the same.

         “No, that’s me,” said the woman sitting two seats down from Vicki.

         Air whooshed out of her lungs. Her spine gave, her shoulders dropped.

         The officers turned toward the woman. “You reported an accident in the parking lot?”

         “Ms. Hanson?” the desk clerk called.

         Vicki stood. Knees trembling, she moved to the counter.

         The clerk handed Vicki a clipboard. “You forgot to give us an emergency contact, a family member or friend. If you could fill that out, we’ll be done.”

         “Sure.” Vicki moved back and sank down in a chair. She stared at the line with a big X. Still feeling gut punched, she took another emotional blow. She had no one she could list. No one she could count on. This feeling, the empty ache swelling inside her was what it felt like to be completely alone.

         Without another option, she scribbled down a fake name and number.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “How do you think you’re doing?”

         “Great.” Juan leaned back in the chair and swore he wouldn’t lose it this time. It seemed every time he lost it, he got another month added to his mandatory visits. He’d been coming to therapy since he’d shot and killed Guzman and gotten transferred to the Cold Case Unit, and sixteen months was enough.

         “Try again,” Dr. Murdock said.

         Juan clenched his jaw. The slight motion tightened the scar that stretched across the right side of his face. “Every time I come in here you ask me the same thing. You never like my answer.”

         Murdock leaned in, placed his forearms on his desk, laced his fingers, and somehow appeared to dissect Juan’s soul. “Then try telling the truth.”

         The muscle beneath Juan’s right eye twitched. “I tried that once and you didn’t like it.”

         “It wasn’t the answer I didn’t like. It was the hole you left in the wall.”

         “Then maybe you should try a different question.” Juan stared at the man’s gray eyes.

         Murdock’s right brow lifted. “Is your temper always so close to the surface?”

         “No. You bring out the best in me.”

         “And what does that tell you?” Murdock unlaced his fingers, found a pen, and rolled it between his palms.

         “That I should stop seeing you,” Juan said matter-of-factly.

         “I think it says you’re afraid. Afraid to open up. Afraid to talk.”

         Juan gritted his teeth. “What is it about shrinks? You always want to talk things to death.”

         Murdock’s posture stiffened. “Talking can help you accept what is.”

         “You think I haven’t accepted this? I don’t have a fucking choice but to accept it.” He ran a hand down his face, across the leathered skin on his right cheek. I’m alive and they are dead. He gripped the arms of the chair until his hands ached.

         “Do you still blame yourself?”

         “No.” It was what Murdock needed to hear, so he said it, but in truth the answer was: Every day. Every fucking day.

         Angie had wanted him to stop working undercover. But he’d asked for another month. He’d told himself it was to get Guzman—a gang leader and one of Texas’s largest drug suppliers—off the street. He’d been so close to grabbing his ass as well as the big fish, the elusive California supplier known only as Rex. But deep down, Juan knew the truth: He’d loved the thrill of catching bad guys.

         For a fucking thrill, he’d gotten his wife and baby girl killed.

         “You know, when you were promoted to the Cold Case Unit—”

         “‘Promoted’? Don’t try to pretty it up. Everyone knows the Cold Case Unit was meant to be the exit door.” And shooting the man responsible for Angie’s and his child’s murder was what landed him here.

         Murdock adjusted in his chair. “True, but you guys changed that. The three of you have solved cases no one else could. I think it’s given you new purpose.”

         Juan couldn’t deny that. “It did.” He shrugged.

         “Did?” Curiosity rang in the one-word question. “Not anymore?”

         “I don’t know. Aren’t you the expert here? Supposed to explain this stuff to me?”

         The silence that filled the space made Juan regret his question. Murdock tapped his fingers on the desk. “It’s normal, you know.”

         “What’s normal?”

         “Experiencing setbacks. You feed off the anger, the need for revenge, for so long. Now that you are trying to move on, even making progress, it’s normal to question if letting it go is what’s right.”

         He wanted to call bullshit on Murdock’s therapy-speech, but it rang of truth. Hadn’t Juan chosen the new case with Guzman ties to rekindle that anger he’d tried to leave behind?

         “Do you still play the video of your wife?”

         Why had he told Murdock about that?

         “Some,” Juan said, hoping the answer would end this conversation more quickly.

         “Do you still dream about her?”

         Another thing Juan regretted telling Murdock. But you couldn’t come in here once a month for over a year and not give anything.

         “Not as much.” It killed him, too. As hard as it was to wake up reaching for her soft body across the bed, he longed for those seconds when he didn’t know she was gone.

         Murdock studied him as if Juan were a frog he was about to dissect. “You’ve had so much to work through in your life, between the issue with your parents, and—”

         “Stop. Stop right there. That happened almost twenty years ago. Leave it in the past. I have.” Hell, he figured Murdock knew about the murder-suicide that had left him orphaned at fifteen. The city dug up stuff on your ass when they hired you. But it was history, had never affected his work, and was none of their damn business.

         “Okay.” The doctor hesitated as if trying to find a new way to torture him. “Your black eye and busted lip, is that your temper coming out again?”

         “No.”

         “How’d you get them?”

         Juan considered his answer, then decided to throw the man a curveball—the truth. “I got beat up by a woman.”

         Murdock’s posture hardened. “I can’t help you if you aren’t honest with me.”

         “It’s not a lie,” Juan said.

         “And why would a woman beat you up?”

         “She thought I was breaking into her house. But I’d actually run off the guy who was.”

         “Okay.” Murdock believed him. The fact that the shrink could read him so well made Juan frown. “Are you getting out more like I suggested?”

         “I still do poker with the guys a couple times a month, and I work.”

         “How often do you work cases out in the field? It seems you’re always here in the office, chasing leads on the Internet.”

         “I’m good at it. Besides, I do the legwork when I have to.” Sure, if he had a choice, he’d stay in, save the world from having to see his scar. Save himself from being reminded he deserved them.

         “Have you started exercising yet?”

         “I’m running some. I’m thinking of joining a gym.” His voice tightened. He hated having to answer to anyone.

         “You said that last month.” Murdock’s tone held only slight accusation, but it was enough to touch a few of Juan’s nerves.

         “I said I’m going to.” He ran four fingers over his cheek.

         Murdock leaned in a bit. “Does the scar bother you?”

         “It bothers others.” Juan shifted in the chair, feeling more and more uncomfortable.

         “You know, you can’t control how people react, but you can control how you react to their reaction.” Murdock’s expression showed empathy, his tone concern. “If you accept it, other people will, too. Do you turn away when people look at you? The more you’re aware of it, the more they’ll be.”

         “I told you I’ve accepted it.” The tension in Juan’s shoulders leaked into his voice.

         Murdock nodded. “Acceptance brings change. Or sometimes change brings acceptance. Just go through the motions of enjoying life. Get out more. You might find yourself actually living again.”

         “I’m fine.” Juan sat back in the chair, his jaw locked.

         “Are you? Aren’t you lonely, Juan? Don’t you feel the need for companionship?”

         “No.” And until last night, until he’d met his neighbor, it wouldn’t have been a lie.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Vicki, feeling like a stretched rubber band about to snap, got home and went straight to the backyard. Sweetie yapped next door. She ignored her. The necklace was here somewhere, and she was going to find it.

         Tears threatened as Vicki dropped to her knees where she and her neighbor had fought. Not having anyone to put on Bell’s emergency contact list had gut-punched her. Sure, she’d known she was a one-man band raising a child, but today, staring at the paper made it real.

         What if something happened to her? Who’d take care of Bell?

         Vicki had walked away from everyone she knew. She hadn’t even told Misty, her best friend, she was leaving.

         Dan was another matter. She’d felt she owed him an explanation. She’d called him only twice since she’d left. Once when she’d arrived in Phoenix and once, two weeks ago, when she got to Texas. The last call had ended too quickly. That hurt. She suspected he had company. Someone who’d taken her place.

         She couldn’t blame him. She didn’t. But it brought home a cold, hard reality.

         Even the person she’d once held closest, counted on the most, was gone. Not that the relationship would have lasted. Raising her niece would have come between them. Like her, Dan was a career-minded person. He chose not to have a family so he could pursue his passions.

         Breathing in, hoping to dislodge the mass of ugly emotion in her chest, Vicki stood and walked the entire area where she and her neighbor had struggled. Up. Down. Over. Where was the necklace? Pulling her phone out of her pocket, she checked the time. She needed to leave for work.

         As she turned back to her house, something brushed up against her leg. She looked down at the white poodle. “You must be Sweetie. How did you get over here?”

         The dog stood on her hind legs and danced. She looked like a little stuffed animal in need of a haircut. No wonder Bell was smitten.

         Yet as adorable as the canine was, Vicki frowned. “I don’t suppose you’ll just go back the way you came, huh?”

         The dog continued dancing, begging to be held.

         “Great. Now what?” Was her neighbor at home or did he leave the dog out all day? The thought of seeing him again after…after what?

         Why was it that the moment they’d shared together at the fence felt more embarrassing than the struggle they’d had? Why had his offer to help her look for the necklace felt like something more than just him being neighborly? Why had she let herself forget for even one second that he was a police officer and she didn’t trust the police?

         Remembering the time, she scooped up the animal, turning her head to keep from being doggy-French-kissed. She hurried through her house and grabbed her purse and keys, hoping to drop off the poodle and then go teach a Pilates class.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Juan had gotten home from his shrink visit intent on going to the gym. He’d dressed in his workout clothes, psyched himself up to go sweat, to face the stares from those who found his scar disturbing. Instead, he’d let Sweetie out, sat down at the table, and started reading his latest case file. He studied the image of Abby Noel, the pretty blond-haired, blue-eyed mother of one. Only twenty-four at the time.

         What were the chances of her being alive after going missing five years ago? Especially when her boyfriend, Cheng Liu, a drug dealer with Columbian ties, had been found murdered the same day she disappeared.

         It was believed Liu had been trying to get Guzman to drop his California drug supplier and work with Liu’s Colombian ties. Rumor said Guzman’s supplier had ordered a hit on Liu for infringing on his business.

         The objective behind Juan’s yearlong undercover work hadn’t been to get just Guzman, but also the California supplier. An objective Juan had failed to accomplish. One that had become insignificant to him after Angie and his daughter had been murdered.

         Juan’s gaze drifted back to the picture. Abby Noel deserved justice. Finding the body, finding her killer, would do that.

         Today, Connor was taking a trip down to the prison to talk to some thugs who’d been part of Guzman’s gang at the time of Liu’s murder. Since the detectives believed Abby’s disappearance was tied to her boyfriend’s murder, looking into that case might help this one.

         Mark, his other partner, was talking to all possible witnesses at the grocery store where Abby Noel’s abandoned car had been found. Then he was going to drop in on Noel’s parents. If Mark wasn’t successful connecting with the Noels, Juan would have to go there this evening. Just like he’d told Murdock, when he had to go out to do his job, he did.

         Juan looked back at the file. He read the report about Cindy Bates, Abby Noel’s best friend and the last person to have seen her alive. Bates had worked with Noel at the Black Diamond, a gentleman’s club, and said she’d been with Noel all night. If he wanted to get to the bottom of this, Juan needed more details. Luckily, the officer writing the report had noted Bates’s phone number.

         Juan grabbed his cell and dialed. A recording stated that the number was no longer in service.

         Flipping the page, he studied Noel’s phone records. The woman’s cell and purse had been found in her car. Her last call, at two a.m., had been to the number he’d just dialed.

         If Noel had been with her best friend all night, why was she calling Bates’s phone at two in the morning? How the hell had the detective missed this? He checked to see who’d done the interview. It’d been a different detective from who was leading the case but still inexcusable.

         Either way, Cindy Bates had lied. Yup, he needed to find her.

         He grabbed his laptop and typed in her name. His search engine was offering up some links when his doorbell rang. He’d lived here a year, but this was probably only the third time anyone had come to his door. Certain it was some solicitor selling magazines, he ignored it.

         A knock followed—a rather insistent knock. Seriously? If he had to run someone off his porch, he wasn’t going to be happy. And neither would they.

         Then he heard a bark. He bolted up. One quick glance out the back window told him Sweetie wasn’t in his yard. He rushed to the door.

         Without even looking out the peephole, he yanked it open. His breath caught. Wearing workout clothes that clung to her curves and a frown that clung to her lips, Nikki Hanson held out Sweetie.

         “I’m assuming she belongs to you.”

         Feeling his scar pull across his cheek from his scowl, he turned his head away and tamed his expression. “Uh, yes. I just let her out in the backyard.” He took the animal from her hands. The brief contact of their fingers caused a spark of something sweet and unwanted that shot right to his gut. And if the startled look on her face was any indication, he wasn’t the only one who’d felt it burn.

         She took a quick step back. “Well, she must have found a way into my yard.”

         “Sorry, I’ll fix it.”

         She went to turn away, but he spoke up again. “Thank you.”

         She offered a slight nod and swung left to leave.

         “Nikki?” Her name slipped off his lips before he knew what he wanted to say.

         She turned around. Their eyes met. Held.

         “Last night, you said…you knew who you thought sent me, as if…as if you knew who might be out to hurt you.”

         She shook her head, a little too hard. A little too fast. Her hair, hanging a couple of inches below her chin, flowed around her heart-shaped face. And damn if he didn’t note how pretty that face was. A small, slightly turned-up nose. Full lips, almond-shaped eyes that were brown or perhaps dark hazel. And suddenly, he needed to know which. Brown or hazel. He took a step outside his door. Then another. He lifted his gaze. Hazel. They were hazel.

         She took a step back. “No. I meant…I thought you were trying to steal something.”

         She glanced down. A sure sign of a lie.

         He should drop it. Let her walk away. It was what he wanted, what she wanted, but…“It seemed like more.”

         “No.” She took another step back, as if his question had crowded her.

         “Nikki, if you’re afraid of something, I could—”

         “I said it’s nothing.” This time she left, hotfooting it to her Toyota Camry. He stood there petting Sweetie and watched her climb into her car. Watched as her Colorado license plate, not Arizona, disappeared down the street.

         Yup. She was hiding something.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         Vicki finished teaching her Pilates class, then hurried to pick up Bell. She got there early and waited at the front door of the school—all smiles and good times. A happy face for Bell when deep down Vicki felt none of it.

         The school preferred parents use the pickup line in the parking lot, but she’d told Bell she’d be waiting here. If she wasn’t right where she said she’d be, Bell might panic. After losing her mother, Bell had a few abandonment issues. Hell, after losing her sister, Vicki had a few abandonment issues herself.

         The door swept open and a flurry of excited and noisy kids rushed out with their teacher. Vicki prayed Bell would emerge happier than when she’d dropped her off.

         She saw Bell grinning, and the heavy feeling in her chest rose. If this was all she accomplished in life, keeping her niece happy and safe, it’d be enough.

         Bell’s big brown eyes found Vicki’s and she came running, dragging another girl by the hand.

         “Mom,” Bell said, with only a slight hesitation. “This is Suzie. My new friend.”

         Vicki knelt down. “Hi, Suzie.”

         The girl grinned, and then screamed, “Daddy!” at the same time a shadow fell over Vicki. She stood up.

         “I missed you, Daddy.” Suzie, all arms and legs, leaped up in her father’s arms.

         “Missed you, too.” He kissed his daughter’s brow, but his gaze found Vicki.

         “Hi,” the man said. “I’m Cal Phillips.”

         “I’m Bell’s mom. Nikki Hanson.”

         Suzie touched her father’s face. “Can Bell come over and play sometime, Daddy? Please, please, please!”

         “Can I?” Bell chimed in.

         No way was Vicki sending Bell to a stranger’s house. “Maybe Suzie can come see us sometime.”

         “That’d be good,” the man said. “Suzie and I just moved here over the summer. It’d be nice if we could get the kids together.”

         “Yeah.” Vicki’s smile lessened, wondering if his “Suzie and I” comment was an “I’m divorced” hint. He lowered his daughter to the ground and Vicki saw his gaze shift to her left hand.

         “Well, we should run,” Vicki said.

         “Nice meeting you,” Cal replied.

         “See you Monday,” Suzie called out to Bell and the father-and-daughter pair, holding hands, walked away.

         “So, good day?” Vicki asked Bell. But the girl wasn’t listening. She stood silent in the after-school buzz, watching Suzie and her dad.

         Kneeling down, Vicki smiled. “Don’t I get a hug?”

         Bell wrapped her arms around Vicki and hung on a second longer and tighter than normal. When the child let go, Vicki stood with tears in her eyes and took her niece’s small hand. “So, good day, right?”

         “The first part was sad, but then I met Suzie. She was sad, too, but we both got happy.”

         “I’m glad you made a friend.” Vicki started walking to the car.

         “Did you make friends?” Bell asked.

         “Yeah, I met a lot of nice people at the gym.” But friends? No. Getting close to people could be dangerous. Joanne had even warned her about it. And just like that, Vicki recalled the second part of that warning: Steer clear of the police. While AWACO attempted to stay within the boundaries of the law, they often skirted into the gray areas, like creating new identities to help keep women safe.

         She needed to remember that when dealing with her neighbor.

         “Can Suzie come over sometime?” Bell asked.

         “Sure.” The desire to remind Bell that she couldn’t tell anyone their secrets hit, but she put it on hold, not wanting to spoil the child’s mood. “You ready for ice cream?”

         Ten minutes later, they sat at an ice cream shop where Bell asked for two scoops of rainbow sherbet and Vicki indulged in one scoop of chocolate. Bell talked nonstop about Suzie, about a boy in class who stuck his tongue out at her, and about her teacher being surprised Bell could read.

         After a few minutes, Bell stared down at her ice cream and her smile faded a notch. “Why are some daddies good and some bad?”

         The sweet taste of chocolate on Vicki’s tongue turned bitter. “Daddies are just men. Some men are good and some…aren’t.”

         “Like dogs?” Bell asked.

         “Huh?” Vicki asked.

         “Men are like dogs. Some are nice and some aren’t.”

         Vicki held back her smile, but answered, “Yeah, men are kind of like dogs.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Juan looked up from the computer screen when Mark returned from doing some legwork on the Noel case.

         “Get anything?” Juan asked.

         “Nothing, but I managed not to get beaten up,” Mark answered with a smirk.

         His two partners’ eyes met and then they both looked at him with shit-eating grins.

         “Give it up, would you?” Juan said.

         “We just don’t get it.” Connor chuckled. “Billy said she wasn’t even five feet tall.”

         “I told you, the asshole breaking into the house threw a grill at me. I had soot in my eyes.” And she fought like a ninja and she was taller than five feet. Mentally he measured her up. Five four, maybe. He envisioned her face and the surprise in her eyes when their hands had touched this morning. Then he recalled her back-off expression when he’d asked about being afraid of someone.

         He almost confided in his partners about his suspicions, but considering his proof was only an offhand remark and the name drop of Phoenix, he didn’t have much. Well, other than his gut.

         “Did you speak to Noel’s parents?” Juan asked. Mark busied himself shutting down his computer, getting ready to leave. Since Annie moved in with him and he’d started playing in a band, Mark left at five o’clock every day. When Juan had teased him about it, Mark had told him he’d found out there was more to life than work. He suggested Juan give it a try.

         Juan hadn’t had a comeback. It hurt remembering when he’d had more than his work but didn’t value it nearly enough. When the love of his work cost him everything.

         “Went by twice,” Mark offered.

         Juan straightened the files on his desk. He couldn’t complain about Mark’s schedule. He was one of the best detectives Juan had ever met. Juan was even glad Mark had found a life, one that included a woman.

         “I think they both work,” Mark continued. “You should try them tonight. Also, Cindy Bates is no longer at the address you sent. She moved shortly after her friend went missing. Neighbors said the owner of her rental has moved back and is living there now. I got his name in my car, I’ll text it to you. You might want to run by there, too.”

         “I will.” Juan only dreaded it a little.

         Mark turned to Connor. “How did the prison interviews go?”

         “I got nothing, but a couple sure seemed interested in why I was asking. Which makes me think they know something. One has a parole hearing coming up. I told him we’d put in a good word for him if he talked, but he didn’t budge.”

         “Why am I not surprised?” Mark stood up. “Oh.” He looked back at Juan. “I got the DNA back on the Jacobs case we talked about last month. I want to start running down a few of the old witnesses.”

         “We going to run with both cases?” Connor asked.

         “Yeah, I think it’s doable, don’t you?”

         “Yeah.” Connor and Juan nodded. Juan knew the evidence in the Noel case was light. Either one of the few leads would open a door or they’d come against a wall. Not that they came to a lot of walls.

         In the sixteen months he’d worked here, they’d solved five cases, and only reshelved two. Their success had caused a stir in the media, and they’d been dubbed the Three Musketeers.

         While validating their worthiness to the department felt good, Juan could have done without the press.

         Mark stood. “Hopefully by Monday I’ll get you the Jacobs info so you can work your Internet magic.”

         “Sounds good,” Juan said.

         “Oh.” Mark looked back. “We’re still on for poker at your place Sunday, right?”

         “Sure.” Not that he’d recalled until now.

         “Good. My pockets are getting empty.” Mark walked out.

         Juan refocused on the Noel file.

         “So this neighbor who beat you up, was she pretty?” Connor asked. “Billy said she was hot. Is she single?”

         Juan glanced up. “Is every woman a conquest to you?”

         “Yeah.” Connor smiled. “Why? You calling dibs?”

         “I’m calling bullshit. You can’t go sniffing around my neighbor to get lucky. Besides, she has a kid.”

         “Oh,” he said.

         “Right. Probably not your type.” Eager to move the subject off his neighbor, he added, “You mostly date engaged or married women.”

         “No. For the tenth time, I didn’t know she was engaged. And if by married you mean Becky Summers, she was separated.”

         Juan closed his file. “Yeah, but her husband just lived in her garage.”

         Connor frowned. “Why is it you remember more about my dating life than I do?”

         Juan laughed. “You just don’t remember because you only go into relationships you know have expiration dates.”

         “And I think you remember because you’re living vicariously through me.”

         “Yeah. I want to be stranded in my underwear, hiding in bushes, calling you to come rescue me at two in the morning.”

         “Hey.” Connor held up a hand. “Up until then, that night was memorable.”

         Juan chuckled. “All I know is I’ll never forget it.”

         “And you don’t plan on letting me, either, right?”

         Juan laughed. That was the thing about Connor. While he went through women like cheap toothpicks, the ones he dated didn’t seem to want or expect anything different from him.

         Juan’s phone dinged with a text.

         “What? Your neighbor wanting round two?”

         “No. It’s Mark with the name of Bates’s landlord.”

         “You want me to go there?” Connor leaned his big frame back in his desk chair and set it to squeaking. The man was six four and still looked like the football player he’d been in college.

         As tempting as it was for Juan to say yes, the address was on the same side of town as Noel’s parents. “Nah, I got it.”

         “Okay.” Connor sounded surprised.

         And deep down, Juan supposed he was as well. For the first time, he wondered if perhaps Murdock’s pressure for him to get out more was finally taking effect.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Juan showed up at the Noels’ doorstep at six-thirty. The lights were on. He just hoped he wasn’t interrupting dinner. He’d gone by Cindy Bates’s former address, but Rodger Henley, the owner, hadn’t been home. Juan left his card and a note asking Rodger to call him about one of his past renters.

         He knocked. A few moments later, the door swung open. A girl, with a big toothy grin and pigtails, smiled up at him. But as soon as her stare reached his face, that grin vanished. Her eyes widened, no doubt at seeing his scar. Automatically he turned his face to hide the scar.

         “Who is it?” called a voice behind the girl.

         An older man appeared in the doorway. She turned and wrapped her arms around his thighs. “He’s scary.” Her muffled words hit Juan in the gut.

         “Run along to your grandma,” the man said.

         “I’m sorry.” Juan turned so the man would understand why his granddaughter had been so frightened.

         “No,” he said quickly. “I’m sorry. Kids.”

         “I understand,” Juan assured him. And he did. “My name is Juan Acosta. I’m with the Anniston PD, the Cold Case Unit.”

         The man’s eyes took on the same frightened glint as the child’s. Only this time, Juan knew it wasn’t from his scar. “You found Abby?”

         “No, sir. But we’re looking into the case. And we’d like to ask you a few questions. I tried to call.”

         “Oh. Come on in.” He led Juan into the living room, where the child waited with an older woman. “Lacy, go play on your swing set for a few minutes, okay?”

         As soon as the back door clicked shut, the woman got tears in her eyes. “You found her?”

         “No,” her husband assured her. “But he’s looking into the investigation.”

         She wiped a tear from her cheek and waved a hand to the sofa. “Please sit down.”

         Right when Juan got settled, she spoke again. “I’ve seen you and your partners on the news. I called several times.”

         “We got your calls. That’s what brought the case to our attention.” Along with the ties to Guzman.

         She sat up straighter. “I know my husband will argue with me, but I believe she’s still alive. I think a mother would know that.”

         Mr. Noel let out a sad sound. “It’s been five years, Brenda. And even you say nothing could have kept her from Lacy.”

         The woman put a hand over her lips and more tears filled her eyes. “It’s hard. I see her sometimes. In a crowd.”

         Mr. Noel looked at Juan. “We need closure. We need to bury our daughter.”

         Juan nodded. “I understand.” And he did. He often went to Angie’s grave just to say he was sorry. “I’ve gone over the files, but it always helps to speak to the families again.”

         Mr. Noel frowned. “Abby had so much going for her. When she got into drugs, she made mistakes. A lot of them. But she didn’t deserve whatever happened to her.”

         “She has so much talent. She can sing. Has the voice of an angel. She’s so good at art. People have said terrible things about her, but she’s a good girl.” Mrs. Noel shot up and grabbed a couple of framed photos from the fireplace mantel and handed them to Juan.

         One showed a young woman with a baby. Abby and her daughter. The other was of a younger Abby wearing a cheerleader outfit. Her long blond hair hung down past her shoulders. Her blue eyes showed so much life. Hope for the future. One that drugs ended. She held out her hand, showing something. He studied the photo. It was a rabbit’s foot.

         “Was there anyone who you felt wanted to hurt her? Anyone you now look back and are suspicious about?”

         “Not any more than before,” the father said. “She had a new boyfriend, a guy named Cheng Liu. Cops claimed he was a drug dealer. He was found murdered. We just assumed Abby’s disappearance had to do with that.”

         “What about her friend Cindy Bates?” Juan asked.

         “I don’t think she’d hurt Abby,” her mom said. “They were close. Abby called Cindy her twin friend. Kind of looked alike and said they were both interested in music, art, and writing. To this day Cindy sends Abby’s daughter, Lacy, birthday cards with poems and a five-dollar bill.”

         Really? “How long were they friends?” Juan asked.

         “Not long,” her father said. “She worked with Abby at the Black Diamond. We never even met her.”

         “Did she spend time with Abby’s daughter?”

         “It’s possible. Lacy lived with us,” her mom said. “But Abby would come get her and take her places sometimes.”

         Mr. Noel spoke up. “Personally, I have always found it odd that she keeps sending cards. And her poems are weird.”

         “Weird like how?” Juan asked.

         “It’s just poetry,” Mrs. Noel said. “Abby used to write, too.”

         “Did you keep any of the cards?”

         “Yes, I saved them all. One came just last week for Lacy’s birthday.” She walked out to get it.

         “We need closure,” Mr. Noel repeated. “Someone needs to pay for hurting my daughter.”

         Juan nodded. Mrs. Noel returned with an envelope. Could he get so lucky that there’d be a return address? “The others are here somewhere. I thought they were in the kitchen drawer, but I don’t see them. I’ll call you when I find them.”

         Ten minutes later, Juan stood to leave. He placed the frames back on the mantel and took a few seconds to scan the other photos. All were of either Abby or Abby with family.

         Mrs. Noel walked up. She touched the photo of Abby in her cheerleading outfit, holding out the rabbit’s foot. “She made the cheerleading team that day. She said it was her lucky rabbit’s foot. She took that thing everywhere after that. Her grandmother gave it to her before she died.”

         “And it sure as hell didn’t bring her much luck,” Mr. Noel said.
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