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            To my husband, whose enthusiastic support has healed my confidence and whose loving concern has gotten me through many dark days.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

         

         Her ten-year-old Buick died on the shoulder of the rural road with a bone-rattling shudder and a belch of smoke.

         Molly Freeman smacked the steering wheel. “Couldn’t you last one more mile to get me home, you darn bucket of nuts and bolts?”

         She massaged her temples. What a lousy day. First, the disturbing call with her troubled son had started the day on a sour note. And now her entire afternoon of errands had come to a screeching halt on a deserted road. If only she’d come straight home after the car sputtered to a stop when she’d left the beauty shop in town. But no, she’d swung by the dry cleaners to pick up Jessica’s clothes. Once a mother, always a mother, even if her daughter was twenty-nine years old.

         Molly drew a deep breath and then exhaled slowly. Crossing her fingers, she turned the key while saying a silent prayer for a miracle. No such luck. No click. No chugga-chugga. No nothing. She tried a second and third time but not one encouraging sound came from under the hood.

         “Well, damn.” She reached into her purse for her cell phone and hoped her husband wasn’t napping. Hal was babysitting Callie, their four-year-old granddaughter, and he often slept when she did in the afternoon.

         Molly tapped her foot as the house phone rang until the answering machine picked up.

         “Hey, Hal, you there? The car died. Can you come get me?” She waited several seconds. “Hal? Answer the phone!” She hung her head and sighed. “Okay. I’m on Wheaton, probably a little over a mile from home. I’m going to start walking in ten minutes. Call me if you get this message.”

         She dropped the phone back into her purse. Closing her eyes, she pressed her head against the headrest and forced herself to relax.

         Relaxation was scarce these days. There always seemed to be more stress and even more work to do. Since Jessica had moved in after her divorce was final six months ago, the commotion of two extra people in the house, one of them a mischievous munchkin, was taking its toll. She loved her daughter and granddaughter, and she would never have turned Jessica down when she asked about living with her and Hal temporarily. Temporarily being the operative word.

         Molly opened her eyes and checked her watch. Fifteen minutes had passed with no call from Hal, and she certainly didn’t want to bother anyone else just to avoid the twenty-minute walk. Besides, the exercise would be good for her.

         Leaving Jessica’s dry cleaning hanging in the backseat, she locked the car and began her hike. Since there were only two other houses in the area, and one of those was her son’s, she didn’t have much hope of catching a ride with a neighbor. But her spirits lifted as she scanned the cloudless, late September sky. Nonresidents might make fun of California for being the “cereal land, full of fruits, nuts, and flakes,” but the weather was heavenly.

         She worked up a bit of a sweat by the time she reached her house. As she’d expected, not a single vehicle had driven by. After trudging through the back door, she dropped her purse on the kitchen table. The blinking light on the answering machine caught her eye. Apparently, Hal had never gotten her message.

         She listened for snoring coming from the living room, but the house was silent. So silent, in fact, that the tick of the kitchen clock, which read almost two, seemed oddly loud.

         Peeking into the living room, she confirmed her husband wasn’t asleep in his recliner. She hurried down the hall to the master bedroom and found an empty bed. Smiling, she quietly opened the door to Callie’s bedroom but didn’t find Hal or her granddaughter.

         Shaking her head and frowning, Molly retraced her steps to the kitchen. Heaven help them all if Hal let Callie skip her nap. Those two hours of midday rest kept the munchkin from morphing into a monster by dinnertime.

         With her hands braced on the edge of the counter, Molly leaned over the sink and surveyed the backyard through the kitchen window. She squinted at their huge garden, trying to spot the missing twosome among the long rows of vegetables. Not a soul in sight. She shifted her gaze to the grove of fruit trees. Still no one.

         She huffed and headed out the back door. Beneath her irritation, a tiny seed of worry sprouted.

         “Hal! Callie! Where are you?”

         No answer.

         Bracing her hands on her hips, she scanned the property, her gaze lingering on the three-part outbuilding beyond the gravel driveway. Hal usually parked his old truck in the double garage at one end. The middle section was his workshop, where he and Callie had built a birdhouse last week. The slightly lopsided structure now hung in the same tree with the birdhouse Hal had built with Jessica many years ago when he was getting acquainted with his new stepdaughter. Bless his heart, he’d worked so hard to be a great stepdad to both of Molly’s kids after her first husband died in a car accident, and now he was trying just as hard to be an awesome granddad.

         The unlit red light bulb over the door of the last section of the outbuilding served as a warning that it was a darkroom. Before Hal had converted his photography business to digital ten years ago, he’d spent hours and hours in there developing film. Fully committed to the changing technology, he’d even taken the time to digitize all his old negatives. So now the space was unused. And always locked.

         Unfortunately, no sounds or signs of the missing duo came from any portion of the building.

         Molly stomped across the sparse grass of the backyard to the edge of the garden and turned left. She peered into the little forest of eucalyptus trees but saw no figures and heard no voices. She grinned. When Callie was around, her sweet little voice could always be heard because she was a chatterbox.

         “Hal! Callie!” Molly’s smile faded, and her forehead creased with growing concern. Where are they?

         She crossed the yard again, but instead of going toward the house, she aimed for the barn. It was a miniature version, but it provided plenty of space for all the supplies and equipment needed to maintain their garden and fruit trees. There was even enough room for Hal to park his small tractor.

         As Molly neared the barn, she wrinkled her nose. Over half the load of manure that had been delivered last weekend was still piled in front. Her husband was as far behind on his outdoor chores as she was on her indoor ones because taking care of Callie consumed so much of their time and energy. Wonderful time, well spent, obviously, but still, the chores didn’t do themselves.

         She opened one of the heavy wooden doors and peered into the darkness. The smells of the packed dirt floor, bags of fertilizer, and gasoline greeted her.

         “Callie? Hal?”

         After her eyes adjusted to the dark, she scanned the space. No sign of any activity. When her gaze fell on the tractor, she smiled at the thought of Callie’s delight when allowed to ride with her grandpa. Just like Jessica had loved it when she was Callie’s age. Molly pulled the door shut and latched it securely. The barn held too many dangers for her inquisitive granddaughter.

         When she turned around, a brilliant ray of sunlight blinded her like a laser. In that nanosecond of sightlessness, a nauseating sense of déjà vu enveloped her. Memories from two decades ago of another sunny day, a horrible life-changing day, filled her mind.

         Gasping and blinking, she dropped to her knees and stared at the outbuilding. She shook her head as if she could dispel the terrible thoughts. Her heart pounded painfully, and she struggled to breathe. No, no, dear God, not again.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Jessica Hargrove parked her Camry in the driveway of her parents’ house. The modest, single-story residence had been her childhood home, and the building was showing its age. If only she had the energy or money to help with a rejuvenating face-lift, but she didn’t. Like so many things these days, painting and repairs would have to wait for better times.

         She pasted on a smile to cover the exhaustion of a draining day. In addition to the stress of her new job in San Diego, she’d spent a tension-packed lunch hour talking to her attorney about options to make Drake pay the alimony and child support he’d agreed to in the divorce settlement. For the thousandth time, she wondered how she could’ve ever married such a jerk. Sadly, she’d been asking the same question since the day after their wedding. And even worse, she was in denial about the answer.

         Drake’s refusal to honor his financial commitment had forced Jessie to move back in with her parents, a real blow to her independent nature. Understanding her humiliation, her mom and stepdad were adamant that she save every penny possible so she could afford a place of her own sooner rather than later. But she knew supporting a household of four was putting a real strain on their finances. Although she insisted on paying half the grocery bills, her parents were making sacrifices, such as delaying the purchase of a new car for her mom.

         As Jessie strolled toward the back of the house, she sniffed the air, but her nose wasn’t treated to the usual mouthwatering aromas from her mother’s cooking. Most of the time, she could guess the dinner menu from the fabulous smells. Maybe they were having sandwiches or chicken Caesar salad tonight instead of a hot meal. Her stomach rumbled with hungry anticipation.

         Nearing the back door, Jessie smiled at the tricycle sitting on the patio. The pink and purple Big Wheel had been hers, and now her daughter loved it, too. Callie didn’t seem to care that the My Little Pony decals had all but disappeared. A mental video of Jessie racing her brother—Nate madly pedaling his Smurf Big Wheel—made her sigh with fondness for a simpler, happier time, a time long before her problems and Nate’s had begun.

         A warm breeze blew a strong, unpleasant odor toward the house. Jessie pinched her nose and shot a disgusted glance toward the barn. Her stepdad’s tractor sat next to a mountain of manure. Hopefully Callie had not been helping him with the chore of spreading it in the garden, for the little tomboy would surely have ended up with some of it in her hair and elsewhere.

         Groaning at the prospect of a shampoo battle, Jessie stepped into the house and stopped abruptly. Her gaze swept across the kitchen. The usually bright, noisy room was shadowy and silent. Not only was nothing cooking on the stove, but her mother wasn’t even in sight. No loving smile or cheery hello greeted her. She frowned as an odd sensation of foreboding gripped her for a moment before she shook it off as ridiculous. A simple change in routine didn’t signal anything ominous.

         But something else wasn’t right. Where is Callie? Her little girl always watched for her mommy from the living room window and dashed to meet her with a huge hug at the kitchen door. Jessie’s breath hitched, and she set her feet in motion.

         “Callie? Mom?” she called, crossing the kitchen almost at a run.

         Hal’s snoring brought her up short as she rounded the corner into the living room where he was stretched out in his recliner. She slumped against the door frame with relief. Closing her eyes, she gave herself a mental shake. Whatever had come over her to react in such a ridiculous manner? Things might be off schedule, but nothing was wrong.

         She straightened and walked to the recliner. “Dad.” She touched his shoulder. “Dad.”

         He grunted, coughed, and opened his eyes. “Huh?”

         She chuckled. “Callie wore you out again?”

         He cleared his throat. “Um, yeah, right.”

         “Did she go with Mom to pick up some fast food for dinner?”

         Hal blinked and yawned, struggling to wake up. “Uh, no. Callie’s napping.”

         “Napping?” Jessie checked her watch. “It’s almost six. Good grief. We’ll never get her back to sleep by eight.” She headed toward the hallway, stopped, and looked back over her shoulder. “Where’s Mom?”

         He rubbed his eyes. “In town, running errands.”

         “This late?”

         Hal shrugged.

         “Okay. While I wake the munchkin, you call Mom to see if she’s picking up dinner or if she wants me to start something.”

         She pushed open the door to Callie’s bedroom and smiled. Blond curls created a halo on the pillow. Her thumb in her mouth, the little girl was still sleeping soundly. She never slept this late; she must’ve worn herself out, as well as her grandpa.

         Jessie sat on the edge of the bed and brushed the hair away from Callie’s face. “Sweetie, wake up. It’s time for dinner.” She kissed her cheek. “C’mon, honey. Time to get up.” With still no sign of her waking, she gently shook the little girl’s shoulder. “Wake up, Callie. I want to hear about your day.”

         Callie mumbled something into the pillow.

         “That’s my girl. Let me see those beautiful brown eyes.”

         Without raising her head, Callie opened her eyes and gazed up at her mother. After only a few seconds, her eyelids drifted closed again.

         “Oh, no, you don’t, sleepy head.” Jessie rubbed her daughter’s cheek.

         She yawned. “I’m tired. I don’t wants dinner.”

         Another exception to normalcy. Callie usually woke up bright and energetic, not drowsy and sluggish. And dinner was her favorite meal.

         “What did you do this afternoon to get so tired?”

         The little girl gave her mother a blank stare. “I can’t ’member.”

         “Remember,” Jessie corrected, emphasizing the missing syllable.

         Callie pushed out her lower lip in a pout. “I said I can’t ’member. I really can’t.”

         “No, honey, the word is…Never mind.” Jessie sighed. “Did you help Grandpa on the tractor?”

         She looked at the ceiling. “I don’t thinks so. We didn’t gets the tractor out of the barn today.”

         “Did you ride your bike?”

         “I…I don’t know.”

         Jessie struggled not to laugh at the bewilderment on the little girl’s face.

         “Did a friend come over? Uncle Nate? Or Uncle Chad and his dog?”

         Callie shrugged. “I thinks my brain is still asleep.”

         “No problem, honey. I feel that way a lot.” She scooped Callie into her arms and carried her to the living room. Hal still sat where she’d left him, his eyes closed again. “Dad, what did Mom say?”

         He started. “Huh? Oh, Molly didn’t answer.” Frowning, he hesitated. “Went straight to voice mail. I left a message.”

         “Maybe Mom forgot to charge her phone again. I’ll check the fridge and see if I can tell what’s for dinner.” She set Callie in his lap. “You two wake each other up.”

         In the refrigerator, she spotted a package of thawed hamburger. “Well, that narrows it down,” she muttered. She found spaghetti sauce and pasta in the pantry and a package of garlic bread in the freezer. “I’m making spaghetti,” she called to her stepdad and daughter. “Keep trying to get Mom.”

         By the time dinner was ready, Molly hadn’t come home or answered her phone. Jessie glanced at the clock. Almost seven. Her mother never ran errands this late. And why hadn’t she called, if not from her cell, then from someone else’s or a pay phone? The strange sense of foreboding resurfaced. She swallowed past a sudden tightness in her throat.

         “Did you try any of Mom’s friends? Has anyone heard from her this afternoon?” she asked, setting the bowl of spaghetti sauce in front of Hal.

         “Yep, I did. No one’s talked to Molly since this morning.” He ladled sauce over a mountain of pasta.

         “What about Nate or Uncle Chad?”

         “Nope. Not a word this afternoon.”

         She put a small serving of spaghetti on Callie’s plate. Her daughter snatched a long, slippery noodle and sucked it into her mouth.

         “Okay, one more before I put the sauce on.”

         Once Callie had her second noodle, Jessie cut the spaghetti in a crisscross motion and spooned sauce on top. She held up the Parmesan. “Cheese?”

         The little head bobbed. “Lots.”

         “Mom’s hair appointment is the only thing on the calendar. Did she mention anything else before she left?” Jessie asked, and served herself.

         Hal shrugged. “Nothing specific, but she said the errands would take all afternoon.”

         “She didn’t call or leave a message on the answering machine while you were playing with Callie?”

         “Nope,” he said around a bite of garlic toast. “Maybe she went to a movie.”

         Jessie frowned. “I didn’t know there was a theater in Ramona now. Besides, when has she ever gone to a movie on a weeknight?”

         “Before you moved…” He cleared his throat. “She used to go over to the Poway theaters with a few of her girlfriends. Sometimes the prices are cheaper during the week.”

         A sliver of guilt pricked her. She and Callie had barged into her parents’ lives and destroyed their calm, orderly world. They never complained, but she knew it hadn’t been easy for them. The added stress and work had resulted in some heated nighttime arguments, which her parents didn’t know she’d overheard. Maybe something had happened today that triggered a daytime fight.

         She speared a bite of salad and pinned him with a serious expression. “Was everything okay today?”

         His fork stopped midair. “What do you mean?”

         “You know, did you and Mom have an argument?”

         He gulped and blinked. “Well, now that you mention it, we had a…a disagreement.”

         “About what?”

         Hal’s gaze darted away and then came back to his granddaughter. “Molly…uh…wanted to sign someone up for…uh…dance and tumbling lessons.”

         Callie’s head jerked up. “Dance and tumbling lessons? For me? I’m someone.”

         “Yes, sweetie, you sure are.” Jessie rolled her eyes. “Dad, I’ve warned you about Big Ears.”

         “Sorry, honey,” he said to Callie, ignoring her mother. “Grandpa and Grandma would love to get you lessons, but we can’t afford it right now.”

         Guilt cut a little deeper. Her daughter’s pouty face didn’t help. I should be able to afford the lessons. If Drake was paying the child support he owed, money for dance, tumbling, finger-painting, swimming, or any other lessons wouldn’t be a problem. But without it or the alimony, her finances were tighter than her parents’.

         Pushing aside her anger toward her ex, she refocused on the issue at hand. “I understand Mom would be disappointed, but I can’t believe she’d miss dinner over it.”

         Hal did his classic shrug. “Women.”

         Jessie sighed. “Where else would she go?”

         He took a deep breath. “She might be at the coffee shop in town.”

         They dropped the subject because Callie launched into a pathetic tale about how much she wanted to dance and tumble. Jessie caught herself glancing at the clock every few minutes. She’d never known her mother to act childishly, but staying away, worrying everyone, was definitely childish. As if Jessie didn’t have enough problems already, playing referee for her parents might be the last straw.

         When Callie finished eating, Jessie pushed her own plate away even though she’d barely touched her food. “Bath time,” she announced.

         Callie stuck out her lower lip and whined.

         “Since you napped so late, I’ll read two books before lights-out, okay?”

         “Okay.” She scrambled off the chair and ran toward the bathroom.

         “Dad, would you clean up?”

         “Sure, no problem.”

         A bath, three books, a backrub, a glass of water, two trips to the bathroom, and four hugs for Grandpa later, Jessie turned out the light in Callie’s room. “Good night, sweetie. I love you.”

         Callie’s eyes were already closing. “Loves you, too.”

         Hal was half asleep in his recliner when she walked into the living room.

         “Did you talk to Mom?”

         He raised the back of the chair to upright. “Haven’t heard a word.”

         “This is ridiculous. I can’t believe she’s acting this way.”

         “She’ll get over it.” Scowling, he cocked his head. “You know, maybe she’s still upset about the big fight with Nate this morning.” He yawned. “But she’ll get over that, too. I’m going to bed.” He lowered the footrest and pushed himself out of the chair.

         “Dad, it’s only eight. What did you do with Callie to wear you both out?”

         He paused before facing her. “Didn’t she tell you?”

         “Callie said she couldn’t ’member because her brain was still asleep.”

         He snorted. “I can’t believe she doesn’t ’member hiking over to the creek to feed the ducks. It was great. Had the place all to ourselves.” He shook his head. “Kids. Ya gotta love ’em. Good night.”

         “Seriously, Dad. How can you possibly sleep with Mom not home? Aren’t you worried?”

         He shrugged. “Molly’s a big girl…and she’s done this before.”

         “She has? Really? This doesn’t seem like her.”

         “Guess things changed while you were gone.”

         He trudged down the hallway into the master bedroom and shut the door. Jessie glanced at her watch and headed to her own room to change clothes.

         She sat down on the bed to slip off her shoes but paused. Closing her eyes, she inhaled and exhaled slowly. As much as she didn’t want the blame to rest on her shoulders, she knew her parents’ argument was her fault. For so many reasons. She needed to fix the situation before it got any worse.

         When she reached the master bedroom door, Jessie raised her hand to knock, but she hesitated. If she told Hal what she was doing, he’d try to talk her out of it and insist she not go. But she had to do something.

         Determined to stick with her plan, she returned to the kitchen and wrote a note to tell her stepdad where she was going just in case he got up and found her gone. Leaving it on the table, she grabbed her purse and stepped out the back door.

         Her breath caught as the deepening darkness enveloped her. She reached back inside to switch on the patio light. After locking the door and pulling it shut, she hurried toward her car.

         Although she’d grown up in this house, the years she’d lived in Chicago with Drake had changed her. Perhaps the fear of big-city crime had followed her home because the lack of streetlights and neighbors here now made her uncomfortable. What had once been precious privacy now felt like vulnerable isolation.

         The cloying darkness and quiet pressed in around her. Her eyes searched the shadowy property while her feet raced across the driveway.

         She clicked the door lock button as soon as she jumped into the Camry. The instant the car started, she flipped on the headlights. Once on the road, she switched on the brights and sped up. The sooner she got into town and talked some sense into her mother the better.

         A mile down the deserted road, she barreled around the corner onto Wheaton. The Camry’s lights swept across the asphalt to the opposite shoulder and landed on a familiar car.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Sean Burke glanced at the flashing lights in the rearview mirror. His eyes widened in surprise and then darted to the speedometer of his Ford F-150 truck. He wasn’t speeding, not even close. Scowling, he angled a look over his shoulder at the vehicle behind him.

         “What the hell?” he muttered, slowing and pulling onto the shoulder of Highway 67 near Ramona, California.

         After lowering the windows and turning off the motor, Sean sat with his hands clearly visible on the steering wheel. Through the glare of the headlights reflected in the mirror, he squinted to see a San Diego County sheriff’s deputy get out of the patrol car and approach his truck on the passenger side. The man swung a flashlight in a sweeping motion, but his body was just a silhouette in the vehicle’s lights. The crunch of his footsteps on the gravel stopped just before he reached the front passenger window, leaving him partially hidden by the side and roof of the truck’s cab.

         “Do you know why I pulled you over, son?” a deep, raspy voice asked.

         “No, sir. I know I wasn’t speeding.”

         “That’s right. Your violation is more serious.”

         More serious? Sean frowned. He hadn’t violated any traffic laws. The Los Angeles Police Department disliked their detectives getting tickets, so he’d become a very careful driver since joining the force. “What did I do wrong, Deputy?”

         The man huffed, moved forward, and shined the flashlight directly into Sean’s eyes. “You’ve got a goddamn LA Dodgers bumper sticker, you idiot. This here is San Diego Padres country.”

         The deputy’s voice changed as he spoke, losing its scratchiness and deepness. By the time he finished his reprimand, Sean was laughing.

         “Luke Johnson, you son of a bitch. Get your fucking flashlight out of my eyes.”

         “Watch your mouth, dickhead. Show some respect or I’ll haul your ass in.” The deputy lowered the flashlight and leaned in the passenger window, resting his forearms on the door. “Heard from your brother that you were coming into town. You need a breath of smog-free air or somethin’?”

         More than you could know. LA was a tough place to live for a man who’d grown up in a rural area of San Diego County. In addition to the eye-burning smog that practically made him ill, the SUV-congested freeways, the sardine-can housing, and the gang-related crime made every day a pressure cooker. “Damn right. The smog gets so thick that you have to chew it before you can breathe it.”

         Luke snorted. “Wanna get some coffee?”

         “Sure.”

         Sean followed his friend to the 7-Eleven, where they both purchased the largest size cup of plain black coffee. As Luke checked in on the radio, Sean settled into the passenger seat of the car. The vehicle’s interior brought back memories of his days as an LAPD patrol officer before he was promoted to detective.

         “Your brother mentioned you’re staying with him,” Luke said after a swig of java.

         “With is relative. Glenn’s out of town so much on business, I’ll probably never see him.”

         “Don’t want you to get lonely, bro, so I’ll call ya on my days off. We can raise some hell like back in the day.”

         Raising hell wasn’t exactly in Sean’s plans. He wanted time to think, to decompress. His last case had been such a revelation of the underbelly of LA that he’d burned out. He needed a break. Bad. Technically, he was being disciplined with a brief suspension for not following proper procedures in solving that case, but he was also taking all his available vacation days. Hopefully it would be enough time to decide if he should go back to LA and his job.

         Before Sean had to come up with an excuse not to party with his long-time friend, the radio crackled to life. “Check out an abandoned car on the east end of Wheaton. Caller also reported the driver missing,” the dispatcher said.

         “Vehicle description? Driver’s name?” the deputy asked.

         “Older model Buick. Missing driver is Molly Freeman.”

         Sean stiffened.

         “Who called it in?” Luke asked.

         “Her daughter, Jessica Hargrove.”

         Sean tensed even more. Painful memories tightened his chest.

         “I’m on it. Ten-four.” Luke turned to him. “Sorry, bro, gotta go.”

         “I’ll come with you.”

         Luke nailed him with a you-gotta-be-shittin’-me look. “You’re way out of your jurisdiction, Detective Burke.”

         He played innocent. “Detective who? I’m Sean, your hell-raising high school buddy, just enjoying a civilian ride-along.”

         Luke shook his head. “Not a good idea. And you know why.”

         “What’s the big deal?” Sean shrugged. “A middle-aged woman has car trouble, decides to walk home in the dark, and her daughter overreacts. C’mon, buddy. How serious can this be?”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         Ten minutes later, Deputy Luke Johnson parked several yards behind the abandoned Buick. The cruiser’s headlights shone past the old car to illuminate a Camry parked in front of it. The driver opened the door a crack and peered out warily.

         The deputy killed the engine but left the lights on. “Do us both a favor, man, and stay in the damn car.”

         Sean didn’t answer.

         Muttering a curse, Luke climbed out and slammed the door. He flipped on the flashlight and spent several minutes inspecting the Buick and the surrounding area. When he finished, he flicked the beam toward the Camry and motioned for the person inside to join him. A woman slowly got out of the car.

         Sean swallowed past the boulder in his throat. Jess. The sight of her resurrected a long-buried ache in his chest. He knew she’d been married and had a kid, but she didn’t look much different. In pants and a blouse, she was still slender, although her curves seemed slightly fuller than eight years ago. He couldn’t tell if her rich brown hair was quite as long as he remembered, but it was long enough to be pulled back in a ponytail. His fingers itched to discover if it was still as silky.

         And her voice. Would it affect him as it used to? Without a sound, he opened the car door so he could hear better.

         When Luke and Jess met at the front of the Buick, she threw herself into his arms and buried her face against his neck. “Oh, Luke, I’m so glad they sent you.”

         He wrapped one arm around her and stroked her hair with the other hand. “It’s gonna be all right, Jessie. Just calm down and tell me what’s going on.”

         Sean glared at the couple. What the hell? So this was why Luke didn’t want him tagging along. The traitor had hooked up with Jess. Damn him.

         Luke turned her so she wasn’t facing the bright headlights, which meant her back was to Sean. His jaw clenched; he wanted to see her face. And the jerk knew it.

         Raising her head, Jessie looked up at Luke. “Mom’s missing. She never came home from running errands this afternoon. I decided to go look for her at the coffee shop, but then I found her car.” She clutched the front of his uniform. “Where is she?”

         “Don’t worry. I’m sure everything’s fine.” He bracketed her shoulders with his hands and put a little distance between them. “You didn’t see the Buick on your way home from work?”

         She shook her head. “No, I take the other route past the Turners’ place.”

         “Okay. What were your mom’s errands?”

         Jess let go of his shirt to swipe at her cheeks. “Well, she had a hair appointment.”

         “Did she keep it?”

         “I don’t know. We should ask Karla. She’ll know. But Mom’s appointment is always just after lunch, so it wouldn’t make her this late.”

         “Right, but I’ll confirm with my sister just to be sure. Anything else?”

         Sean pushed the door farther open and slipped out of the car. As the two continued to talk, he stepped beyond the gravel shoulder into the dirt and quietly approached the passenger side of the Buick.

         “My clothes are hanging in the backseat, so Mom must’ve stopped at the dry cleaners.”

         “I noticed the clothes, too. We’ll call the shop to see if they can tell us what time she was there. Any place else?”

         Jess sighed. “Not that I know of, but Dad said she expected to be gone all afternoon.”

         “Has the Buick been having problems?” Luke shot a quick glance in that direction.

         Sean ducked.

         “Oh, yeah. It’s been giving her fits lately.”

         “So it likely died on her.”

         “I get that, Luke, but Mom could’ve walked home from here by now, been home hours ago. So where is she?” Jess’s voice trembled with emotion.

         Sean knew where her mother might be. And if Molly Freeman was indeed gagged, bound, and dying in the trunk, they needed to rescue the poor woman immediately. Complicating his professional opinion was an irrational longing for Jess to see him, which was probably a mistake but an undeniable desire nevertheless. Regardless of his personal feelings, though, his cop training told him what he had to do. And do it now.

         He drew a deep breath, braced himself, and stepped from behind the Buick. “Luke, come here. We need to talk.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         No, it can’t be. Jessie froze before whipping around. Her eyes narrowed as she tried to throw daggers at him with her gaze. Quickly moving beyond Luke’s reach, she marched across the gravel to stand in front of her former boyfriend. Years of hurt, disappointment, and confusion welled up inside her. Unable to stop herself, she slapped him. Hard. Then she shoved him again and again until Sean grabbed her wrists.

         “What the hell are you doing here?” she spat, wrenching free of his grasp.

         His expression darkened, and he held up both hands in surrender. “Just trying to help.”

         Her throat grew so tight she wasn’t sure she could speak. Her heart pounded like a sledgehammer. “I wouldn’t want your help if you were the last person on earth. Go away.” She raised her hand and took a threatening step toward the bastard who’d broken her heart.

         Luke caught her arm from behind. “Relax, Jessie. Sean’s not trying to cause trouble. He just happened to be with me when I got the call.”

         Sean’s gaze hardened with a suspicious gleam. “I bet you wish I wasn’t here as much as she does.”

         Luke frowned. “Yeah. But, as usual, you wouldn’t listen. If you had to tag along to gloat, couldn’t you at least stay in the car?”

         “Gloat? About what?”

         “Forget it.”

         Still stunned, Jessie allowed Luke to lead her to the Camry. “Make Sean leave,” she insisted.

         “Can’t. He rode with me. Now just stay here while I see what he wants.” Luke came back after speaking to Sean quietly for less than a minute. “Do you have a key to the Buick so we don’t have to jimmy the lock?”

         “Oh right. Sure.” After yanking her key ring from the Camry’s ignition, she separated the Buick key and handed it to him. “They gave me one to both their vehicles when I moved home.”

         He nodded and trudged to the back of the Buick as he pulled on latex gloves from his pocket. Without a glance at her, Sean joined him.

         Tears stung Jessie’s eyes. Only Sean Burke could make me forget for even a moment that my mother is missing. I can’t let him affect me like that.

         Despite her resolve, his image swam in her tears. At twenty-nine, Sean—with his ruggedly handsome features—gave the impression of an all-American hero. But she knew better: The guy was a royal jerk.

         When she’d stood close to him, she had seen finely etched stress lines, probably the result of dealing with criminals in LA. He now wore his wavy, dark red hair much shorter than when they’d been together. LAPD code, no doubt. And his hazel eyes were world-weary instead of twinkling with love and mischief.

         She gulped, blinked her tears into submission, and stared at the two men unlocking the trunk. What they were doing suddenly registered with a jolt. Oh God no. Please, please don’t be in…

         When the lid popped open, she held her breath. Luke and Sean leaned different ways to inspect the trunk without touching anything. After what seemed like forever, Luke stepped away from the car and shook his head no emphatically.

         Air swooshed out of her lungs. She splayed her hand on her chest and fell back against the Camry.

         Luke hurried over and gave her a reassuring smile. “That’s the cleanest trunk I’ve ever seen.”

         Jessie managed a faint smile in return while struggling to ignore Sean’s piercing stare.

         Luke rested his hand on her shoulder. “Do you want to file a missing person report?”

         “I do, but…”

         “But?”

         “I called Dad while I was waiting for you and explained about the car. He said, ‘No way in…’” She took a deep breath. “He doesn’t want to file an official report.”

         “Why not?”

         “He thinks Mom’s just having a temper tantrum.”

         “About what?”

         Jessie shrugged. “Nothing major. Just a disagreement with him about buying something for Callie. Oh, and she had a fight with Nate.”

         Luke rolled his eyes. “What this time?”

         Her gaze wandered to Sean. She yanked it back and cleared her throat before responding. “I wasn’t home but probably about the usual: money and meds.”

         “Is he asking your mom for money again?” Luke asked.

         “Most likely. Or she suspects he’s not taking his meds.”

         “Right. I know that’s a big issue. Have you checked to see if anyone’s heard from her?”

         “Of course. Everyone we could think of. No one’s talked to her since this morning.”

         Luke scratched his head and glanced away. “Maybe someone’s not telling you the truth to help your mom get away from it all for a little while.”

         She gulped. God, she hated feeling Sean’s gaze on her. It disrupted her concentration, and her mother needed her to concentrate fully right now. Shifting closer to Luke, she braced her hands on her hips. “Seriously, Luke. You know my mom. Would she hide from us? From her problems?”

         “I agree. Temper tantrums and running away don’t sound like Molly Freeman.”

         “I know something’s wrong, but Dad will have a heart attack if I file a report against his wishes.”

         He sighed. “At least there’s no indication of foul play. And the car isn’t damaged, so there wasn’t an accident. The shoulder doesn’t show any signs of a fight or even a scuffle. In fact, I don’t see any evidence that your mother did anything other than voluntarily walk away from the vehicle.” He jammed his hands into his pockets. “That should make you feel a little better.”

         “Not much.” Jessie rubbed her hand across her eyes, which were threatening to tear up again.

         Luke exhaled. “Look, I can do two things tonight. I’ll have the car impounded so we can search it for evidence later if we need to. I could catch some shit, and you might have to cough up the fee if it turns out to be unnecessary. I can also take your and Hal’s statements while you find me a recent photo of Molly. Then you call tomorrow if you convince him to file an official report. Deal?”

         She drew a deep breath, and once again, her eyes strayed to Sean. Damn, he was so infuriating. “Fine. But I don’t want him involved at all.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         The tow truck stopped in front of the 7-Eleven long enough for Sean to hop out before it rumbled down the road, dragging the Buick behind it. He sighed and stuffed his hands into the pockets of his jeans. This helpless feeling sucked.

         Especially since it involved Jess.

         He ambled into the store and bought another large coffee. He’d lost the first one when Luke drove off to the Freeman house and left him with the Buick to wait for the tow truck. Normally he didn’t drink coffee at nine-thirty, but he doubted he’d sleep tonight anyway.

         Especially after seeing Jess.

         When Sean trudged inside his brother’s apartment, it felt emptier than usual. Grumbling to himself, he dropped onto the couch and aimed the remote at the TV. But instead of the images on the screen, all Sean could see was Jess in Luke’s arms. Son of a bitch. How could his buddy be such a traitor?

         Especially with Jess.

         Even more surprising was his ex-girlfriend’s response to seeing him. Awkward, he would understand. Embarrassed would’ve made sense, too. But why the hell was Jess so angry? She had dumped him, after all. Well, technically, her stepdad had been the one to call with the devastating news. And Hal had been more than blunt: “Jessie doesn’t want to waste her life with a pig.” Sean would never forget her reason for breaking up with him. And Jess not bothering to dump him herself still stung. He sighed heavily and drank a swig of coffee.

         While he’d dated Jess, he’d known Hal had no respect for law enforcement officers of any kind, but his girlfriend had never shared her stepdad’s views. Apparently, with Sean away at college, Hal had managed to brainwash her. But then, why would she be hooked up with good ole boy Deputy Luke? If she’d turned against law enforcement, that didn’t make sense.

         Closing his eyes, Sean pushed his head back on the cushion. God, she had looked great tonight. Even with her ready to bite his head off, he’d wanted to take her in his arms and comfort her. And kiss her. And make…

         Shit. Not gonna happen. Deal with it.

         He shook his head and straightened. Despite the black cloud of his history with Jess, he remembered Molly Freeman fondly. The lady had always been nice to him, and she had no grudge against law enforcement. But what could he do about her disappearance? Jess didn’t want him involved, and her new boyfriend didn’t either.

         Sean scrubbed a hand across his face. They didn’t have to know he was doing a little digging behind the scenes. His training included how to investigate missing person cases, but he’d only worked a few. Fortunately, he knew someone who would know not only how to follow the rules but also how to get around them.

         Sean clicked off the TV, tossed the remote aside, and grabbed his cell. The phone rang several times before Jake Stone answered.

         “This better be important, Burke.”

         “Why? You busy?”

         “You might call it that,” his friend growled.

         Sean grinned. Jake’s girlfriend, Angela, had joined the men for dinner at Jake’s place earlier that evening. In fact, he’d been returning from seeing them when Luke had pulled him over on Highway 67. Angela must still be there, probably in bed since it was now about ten. Too bad. This couldn’t wait.

         “Sorry, Stone, but I need advice on a missing person investigation.”

         “Right now?” Jake groaned. “You were here just a few hours ago. Why didn’t you ask me then?”

         “I didn’t know the person was missing then.”

         “Well, shit. Just a minute.”

         He heard muffled talking and rustling sheets. He chuckled. Jake would want to kick his ass for interrupting, but Sean knew how to handle the security expert and private investigator, who was a former Navy SEAL and CIA operative. The man’s bark was much worse than his bite. Unless you were a bad guy. Sean and Jake shared the common philosophy of not tolerating bad guys. Their philosophy was part of the bond forged while working together on Angela’s case, the case that had landed Sean on suspension.

         “You owe me,” Jake muttered when he came back on the phone. He cleared his throat. “Who’s missing?”

         “The mother of…uh…an ex-girlfriend. Name’s Molly Freeman.”

         “How ex?”

         “Eight years.”

         “Good. Ancient history. Don’t need this to get messy.”

         Sean cringed. “Right.”

         “Talk to me.”

         He released a long breath before explaining the circumstances, conveniently leaving out the part about Jess’s angry reaction and slap.

         Jake snorted. “Basically, you have no evidence, no motive, and no suspects. Hell, you don’t even know for sure she’s missing.”

         “Sums it up pretty tight. I suppose I should start with the males closest to the victim.”

         “Statistics would say so. Who are the lucky guys?”

         “Her husband, Hal. Her son, Nate. And I guess her brother, Chad…uh…Something.”

         “Hmmm, all relatives. Do you know where the family skeletons are hidden?”

         “Nope. Didn’t pay attention to that sort of stuff back when I was dating her daughter.”

         Jake chuckled. “More interested in anatomy lessons?”

         Sean grunted. “Give the man a gold star.”

         “What’s her name?”

         “Jess. Jessica…Hargrove.”

         “Hargrove?”

         “Yeah. Divorced with a kid. A little girl, I think.”

         “Could her ex-husband have any role in this?”

         Sean frowned. “Don’t know. I think Jess lived in Chicago while she was married, so the guy may not be local.”

         “I heard there are these things with wings that can fly all the way from Chicago to San Diego. Ever hear of them?”

         “Okay, smart-ass. I’ll add Mr. Hargrove to the list when I find out his full name.”

         “Good. The sheriff’s department isn’t doing anything?”

         “As I said, Hal Freeman doesn’t want to file an official report because he thinks his wife is just pouting. Thankfully, the deputy didn’t see any signs of foul play.”

         “Maybe he didn’t look close enough.”

         “I was there, too, and didn’t see anything suspicious.” Sean grimaced. To be totally honest, he’d been more focused on Jess than on the site as a potential crime scene. He sure as hell wasn’t going to admit that to Jake, though. “But I want to take another look.”

         “Make it quick. Clock’s ticking. The first hours are critical in a missing person case.”

         “I know. I know. I want to come over tomorrow to do my research with those handy-dandy computer research tools you were bragging about today.”

         “The legal…or illegal ones?”

         “Both.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         After watching the darkness swallow Luke’s patrol car as he drove away, Jessie closed and locked the front door. She turned around and crossed her arms over her chest. “You didn’t have to be so rude.”

         “You didn’t have to call the damn cops. I told you Molly will come home when she calms down,” Hal said, pushing out of the recliner.

         Her hands dropped to her hips as she marched toward him. “Everything changed when I found Mom’s car. How can you not understand that?”

         “What I understand is her little hissy fit will be the talk of the town tomorrow. You’ll have embarrassed her and, well, all of us. Hope you’re happy.” He scowled at her before trudging toward the hallway. “I’m going to bed. Good night. Again.”

         “Seriously? How can you sleep with Mom missing?”

         He didn’t even stop when he answered. “Easy. Close my eyes and snore. Try it. Works like a charm.” He disappeared into the dark hallway.

         Jessie clamped her hand over her mouth. She wanted to scream at him for his lack of concern, but she couldn’t risk waking Callie. Oh, God, how am I going to tell Callie that her grandmother is missing?

         She checked the windows and doors and then checked them again. Feeling the weight of the world on her shoulders, she lumbered into her bedroom and shut the door. After changing into her nightgown, she stood at the window and stared at the moon. Helplessness enveloped her. How could this be happening? Stuff like this didn’t happen to regular people.

         Tears blurred her view of the moonlit property, the home that had once been her sanctuary. But a lot of the tranquility came from her mother’s calm confidence. What would she do if she lost that?

         “Mama, don’t leave me,” she whispered to the night. “I’ve already lost so many people I loved: Daddy, Grandpa, Grandma, Aunt Sally, and even Drake, in a different way.” She paused. “And Sean.” She swiped at the tears meandering down her cheeks. “I can’t lose you, too, Mama. I just can’t.”

         She closed her eyes and pressed her palms against them to stop the flow of tears. After several deep breaths, she blinked to clear her vision.

         She jerked back from the window and stepped to the side. Someone was walking along the road not too far from the house. Size and movement suggested a man, but a bulky, dark hoodie hid the person’s upper body and head. He walked with purposeful strides and aimed a flashlight into the deep ditch running alongside the road. As she watched, he stopped and bent down to inspect something on the ground. Although he was heading away from the house, his proximity ignited a spark of concern and sent her heart racing.

         Jessie glanced at the alarm clock: almost eleven. Who would be out walking this time of night? What would someone be looking for along the road?

         Her breath caught. Didn’t criminals often return to the scenes of their crimes? Could this person know something about her mom’s disappearance? Was he responsible? Could he be making sure he hadn’t left any evidence?

         Barely taking her eyes off the man, she ripped off her nightgown and threw on sweats. The man was moving steadily, and by the time she was ready, she could hardly see him anymore.

         She snagged her purse and raced through the house. She cursed as she struggled with the locks and then darted out the back door to her car. As soon as she was on the road, she reached into her purse for her cell to call Luke.

         Speeding without her headlights, she hoped to catch the suspect by surprise. She spotted the figure ahead of her, his flashlight and attention focused on the ditch. Looking down at her cell, she frantically scrolled through her contact list searching for Luke. The phone wobbled in her hand, and she fumbled it onto the passenger-side floorboard.

         “Damn!”

         She leaned down, past the console, stretching to grab her cell. Suddenly, the car jerked hard.

         She shot upright. Had she hit something?

         Thankfully no, but she’d drifted off the asphalt roadway and into a patch of several large rocks on the gravel shoulder. The steering wheel bounced wildly in her hands as she struggled to grip it.

         She glanced ahead, and her eyes widened. The hoodie-wearing stranger stood directly in her path.

         She screamed and slammed on the brakes.

         The man’s head whipped around. Their gazes collided.

         Just before she hit him.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         A voice called to Sean through the darkness, but he couldn’t make out the words over the jackhammering in his head. Shut the fuck up, already. I can’t hear you. The constant pounding seemed to be pulling him up, up, up, like the crank on the back of a tow truck. If the pain ricocheting around his body was any indication of what awaited him at the top, he wasn’t sure he wanted to surface.

         The voice came again, louder, clearer. Damn, I must be getting close. The rhythmic beating quieted. The cocooning darkness faded. The throbbing pain increased. Aw, shit.

         “Sean Burke, don’t you dare die on me. If I kill you, I want to do it with my bare hands, not my car. Do you hear me?”

         “Yeah. Loud…and clear,” he mumbled. He managed to open his eyes a slit, but the world was a blur.

         Jess squealed. “Oh, thank God, you’re not dead.”

         “I got…the message. You want…to use…your hands.” He groaned at the effort required to speak and let his eyes close. His chest ached as if his lungs had been crushed and were working overtime to inflate. Warm liquid ran down the right side of his face. He wanted to touch it, but his hands wouldn’t respond to his brain. Oh shit. Not good. Not good at all.

         “Sean, wake up. Are you all right?”

         “What do…you think? You hit me…with a car,” he muttered without opening his eyes. “Slapping me is one thing. Running me down…is over the top.”

         “I’m so, so sorry. I didn’t know it was you. I thought you were the person who took my mother. I mean I didn’t try to hit him either. I was calling Luke and dropped my phone. Then I ran off the road.”

         Her barrage of words bounced off his brain like sleet on concrete. He flinched. Focus.

         “Oh no, you’re in pain. Where does it hurt?”

         “Everywhere.” When he opened his eyes, her panicked expression gave him some satisfaction.

         “Your head is bleeding…bad. I should call an ambulance.” She rose from her knees.

         “No,” he ground out.

         She stopped and rubbed her hand across her forehead. “Well…okay. I know. I’ll call Luke.”

         “Fuck no,” he snapped, more emphatic this time, and paid the price with a lightning bolt inside his skull.
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