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“Carr’s romantic suspense debut starts off like a rocket. . . . The characters are engaging and distinct, with complex motivations, and the pacing of the thriller is so inexorable it almost overshadows the romance.”
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“Suspense lovers will be delighted with Carr’s tightly woven and tense plot. The chemistry is tangible and realistic, and the intricacies of the murder plot are masterfully crafted. Carr will have instant fans.”
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Whoever the poor bastard was, he’d been dead a long time. All Sergeant Zach McKnight of the Sacramento Police Department could see in the bottom of the hole were bone and some hair held together by a few shreds of cloth. Crap, was that a 49ers jersey? He hadn’t seen one of those since 1989.

This case was beyond cold. It was freaking arctic.

His partner, Frank Rodriguez, came to stand beside him at the edge of the construction pit. “I think the first forty-eight hours have totally passed.”

“Gee, Frank, what was your first clue? The nearly total decomposition? Or the rotted clothing?” Zach slid down the side of the pit to crouch next to the body, which rested on top of a ripped black plastic bag on the dirt. Morning dew shimmered a bit on the exposed bone and dampened the red-and-gold jersey.

A dump job, for sure. No way had this skeleton been buried in this pit. Somebody had put it there.

“I’m going with the decomp. That’s always a dead giveaway.” Frank pulled the collar of his coat up around his ears. It was chilly this early in the morning.

All around them crime-scene techs combed the area, gathering bits of garbage that would probably amount to nothing, but which had to be collected and cataloged. Outside the chain-link fence the construction workers loitered, trying to figure out if they were going to have an unexpected day off or not. Uniformed cops were asking questions and looking for familiar faces amidst the crowd that had gathered.

Zach scanned the remains. The likelihood that he’d find anything helpful was between slim and none, but the job was 80 percent going through the motions, 20 percent making a difference. On a good day. “Who found him?”

“Foreman.” Frank slowly descended into the pit. “Swears on his mama’s grave that it wasn’t here at the end of the day yesterday. Then poof! It magically appeared overnight.”

“Magically? He said that?” Zach glanced up with narrowed eyes. Did he have whack jobs on his hands? Satanists digging up dead bodies? Halloween was right around the corner, so it wasn’t totally out of the question. At least he’d be looking at a crime that had happened recently enough that someone might care. As it was, would anybody give a rat’s ass about this poor son of a bitch? Zach would be lucky if he could even get an ID on the dude.

“Of course not, I’m embellishing slightly to make the story more compelling, moron. He didn’t swear on his mama’s grave, either. Keep up, will you?” Frank folded a piece of Juicy Fruit into his mouth and crouched next to Zach. “At least he don’t stink.”

Amen to that. The lack of eau de corpse was about the only advantage to working a cold case. Pretty much everything else about them sucked. Most people couldn’t remember what they were doing last Tuesday, much less some random day five, ten, or fifteen years before. Most of the forensic evidence had probably rotted along with the flesh off the body. “They have security cameras? A guard? Anything?”

“They’re getting the tapes from the security cameras together for me now. There’s a rent-a-cop who drives by all their sites in the area. I got his name and number. Uniforms are canvasing, but there’s not much to canvas.”

True enough. They were in the middle of downtown Sacramento; nobody lived down here. There were administration buildings, offices.

Frank shook his head. “It looks like a dump job to me, but why bother dumping it after all these years? And why here?”

Good questions. Zach looked around. “What’s this site going to be, anyway?” You didn’t see much construction anymore; nobody had the cash.

“Some kind of medical office building.”

Figured. The only people with money to build something these days would be doctors.

Something shiny near the leather belt that hadn’t fully rotted caught Zach’s eye. Reaching down with a pencil, he fished a metal chain out of the shredded fabric around what must have been hips.

Military dog tags flashed in the weak morning sunlight. They were dirty and a little corroded, but Zach was pretty sure a little cleaning would make them readable. His day brightened slightly. “I think IDing him just got a little easier.”

“Nice,” Frank said. “I’ll call in the crime-scene geeks and see what else they can find.”

The two of them scrambled out of the pit. Outside the construction fence, the media was starting to gather. Zach saw Marianne Robar from Channel 4 climbing out of a van with a giant satellite apparatus on top of it, and sighed. He couldn’t really blame them; it was more interesting than covering what little weather Sacramento had. But it would be a pain in his butt on a case that would be a pain in the butt all on its own.

To the side of the news vans, he spotted Ben Stephenson from the Sacramento Chronicle. The guy had been born in the wrong era. He should have been working at a newspaper back in the days when reporters smoked cigarettes and drank whiskey, not when they sat behind their desks and tapped computer keys all day.

Ben gave him a little-two finger salute. Zach nodded back. It was good to know that if he needed a friendly outlet in the media, he’d have one. He’d pay for it in insider information and a scoop or two, but the price wouldn’t be exorbitant. He’d probably get a free beer out of it, too. Ben did an awful lot of his investigative reporting in bars.

Ducking the reporters yelling questions, Zach got into the unmarked car with Frank and headed back to the police station. They’d let the crime-scene techs do their thing and figure out what to do after that.

Meanwhile, he had the tags. Maybe this wouldn’t be quite as big a pain in the ass as he’d thought.

Veronica Osborne saw flashing lights up ahead—it looked like J Street was blocked off. That was going to make the morning commute charming for most people. Luckily, she did the reverse-commute thing. An hour before the capital area filled up with government officials in suits and ties, she was on her way home from her eleven-to-seven shift in the emergency room.

It was one of the many things she loved about working the night shift. There was also getting to go to the bank and the grocery store during uncrowded daytime hours, and a great reason to leave blind dates early. The easy commute was just gravy on the fluffy mashed potatoes of her life.

As she drove closer to where the road was blocked off, she saw news vans. It must be something juicy. But no ambulances were screaming in or out, so it wasn’t anything life threatening.

No one needed her to leap out of her car and stop the bleeding or administer CPR, so she might as well go home and get some sleep. She turned on her blinker and cut to the left. She’d swing around to Alhambra and avoid the whole mess. It didn’t have anything to do with her, after all.

Several hours later, Zach stared at the computer screen in his cubicle at the Sacramento Police Department headquarters. He should never have told Frank it would be easy to identify the body; he knew better than to taunt the Investigation Gods. Pride goeth, indeed. Might as well have tugged on Superman’s cape.

The dog tags had belonged to a Jamal Shelden. A quick database search revealed that Shelden had been born in Sacramento to Lois Shelden on March 3, 1949. He died in the jungles of Vietnam on February 23, 1974, a few months shy of his twenty-fifth birthday. He was awarded the Purple Heart posthumously and his remains were buried at the Veterans Memorial Grove Cemetery in Yountville. Jamal’s mother had died in a car accident in 1987. He had no siblings, and no father was listed on any of the paperwork Zach could find.

Zach supposed a quick drive by the cemetery was probably in order. He’d call the police department up in Yountville and ask them to check into it, though someone probably would have mentioned it if a veteran had been dug up recently. Things like that tended to piss people off. He didn’t have much hope that the bones at the bottom of the pit were those of Jamal Shelden.

So . . . whose were they? And if they hadn’t been attached to Jamal Shelden, how the hell had his dog tags ended up in the construction pit?

Mr. Shelden’s next of kin at the time of his death was his wife, Celeste Shelden, also of Sacramento. After bouncing around a few databases, Zach learned that she had died in 2003, after giving birth to two children. Max Shelden had been born in 1974, a few weeks after his father died in Vietnam. Celeste had remarried a George Osborne in 1979 and had given birth to a Veronica Osborne in 1983.

Before Zach could start looking those two up, his talkie buzzed on his hip. “Yeah?”

“Come to the AV room. I got something to show you,” Frank said.

Zach pulled a roll of Tums from his desk drawer, pounded down two of them, then headed downstairs.

He found Frank in front of a television screen with a cup of bad station-house coffee and the previous night’s surveillance tapes from the construction site. Frank looked up at Zach as he walked in, his eyes bloodshot from staring at the screen. “I found the dump.”

Zach slapped his shoulder. “Nice.”

“Yeah. Don’t get too excited.” Frank hit the play button.

A blurry image of the construction site came up in grainy black and white. Based on the angle of the view, Zach figured the camera must have been on top of the office trailer. After a couple of seconds, a figure wearing a dark hooded sweatshirt with the hood up and baggy, shapeless sweatpants came into the frame pulling something behind itself. Its burden looked like it was wrapped in a black plastic tarp or maybe a big yard-size garbage bag. The figure pulled it to the edge of the pit and rolled it in, brushed the dirt off its hands, and walked out of view.

“Not exactly Oscar material, is it?” Frank mused.

“I’m not giving it a thumbs-up.” The tape gave them damn close to nothing. The figure was shapeless, featureless, sexless. Maybe, if they were lucky, one of the lab geeks could figure out approximate height and weight.

Frank snapped the tape off. “Whoever it was knew the security guard’s schedule pretty well, too. Showed up about half an hour after he swung by and about forty-five minutes before he’d be by again. Optimum time for a dump. That’s no accident.”

“Not looking up at the camera was no accident, either.” Zach rubbed his hands over his face. Not much about this smelled like an accident. He came back to the question Frank had asked him earlier. “Why dump this body there now? You think there’s something special about the site? Or was it just convenient?”

“It’s as mysterious as the Loch Ness monster,” Frank pronounced.

Zach gave him a baleful look.

“Big Foot?”

Zach remained silent.

Frank shrugged. “I’m just sayin’.”

“Where do you think the body was before this?” Zach sat on the desk next to Frank.

“How the hell should I know? Let’s go talk to the lab rats and see if they found anything good we can chase down.”

*     *     *

“I don’t care what the dog tags say. There’s no way this body belongs to a man of twenty-five.” Eric Dins-more shoved away from the autopsy table and rolled backward on his wheeled stool. Dinsmore was six feet and three inches of skinny forensic pathologist. Freckle faced and pale as a ghost, he also had a wicked jump shot that made him wildly popular with most of the squad. He also knew what he was talking about, and was accurate and efficient. “Whoever he was, he was still growing. The growth plates in the long bones hadn’t fused yet. He was definitely under twenty-one and probably younger than that.”

Zach wasn’t surprised; he hadn’t expected the bones to be Jamal’s. “Any idea when he died?”

“Not yet. But I’ve got enough teeth that I should be able to get a positive ID eventually. I’ll have more later today.” Dinsmore turned back to his bench.

The dog tags had to mean something. Zach knew exactly where his dad’s tags and old police shield were: in a box on top of his dresser—high on the list of what he’d grab on his way out the door if his apartment caught fire. “The guy had a kid I haven’t been able to track down yet. The name was Max Shelden. See if that helps.”

“Got it,” Dinsmore said, scribbling the name on a pad of paper. “When did the kid die?”

“He hasn’t, as far as I know. I didn’t see any death certificate on file.”

Dinsmore looked up at him. “The kid in the pit is really most sincerely dead.”

“I noticed. The lack of actual flesh on the bones was a dead giveaway.” He shrugged. “It’s what I’ve got so far.”

Dinsmore nodded. “I’ll call when I get more information. There’s a lot to process here.”

“We’ll take whatever you’ve got as soon as you’ve got it,” Zach said as he and Frank headed toward the door.

They’d found him. They didn’t know who he was yet, but they’d found him. Susan Tennant leaned back in her chair and snapped off the small TV in her office. The local news stations had been playing the tape of the shapeless body bag being loaded into the coroner’s van over and over since eight o’clock that morning. Every news program throughout the day had led with it, and she wouldn’t be surprised if they led with it again tomorrow.

Something else was bound to happen somewhere that would bounce Max off everyone’s radar. It was the story of his life, in a way: too much attention when it would be better to be ignored, and not enough when he needed it.

With the TV off, the clinic was silent. Susan was the last one here. The staff was used to her being first in and last out, since it was her operation. Her baby.

She hadn’t doubted that they would find Max right away; they could hardly have missed him. She couldn’t have done much more to make sure of it, short of planting spotlights over him.

Of course, they’d been missing him for almost twenty years. Maybe “missing” wasn’t the right word. Someone would have to have been searching for him to have missed him. No one had even been looking for Max. She shook her head. It was too easy for someone to fall through the cracks. Even now, with all the computers and linked databases, people slipped off the face of the earth and no one noticed. No one cared. Too many people were deemed dispensable. Half the people who came in and out of this clinic every day were people no one was looking for, who could cease to exist one day and no one would notice.

But she would notice. She would care. That was the vow she’d made to herself. Twenty years ago, she’d been too frightened and too stupid to act, but she’d tried to make up for it. She thought she had in many ways, but she could never fully erase what had happened all those years ago. It would always haunt her soul.

She was finally doing something for Max now, though. She had brought that terrible secret out of the grave along with those bones, and exposed it all to the world. The police would have to care now, too. Bones showing up in construction sites forced people to pay attention.

Susan sighed and pushed back from her old metal desk. There was nothing more she could do now. Not without destroying everything she’d worked so hard for—the clinic and all the people she helped. The legacy of her cowardice had ended up being a pretty good one.

It was the least she could do to make up for the things she hadn’t done, for not having stopped the things that still haunted her dreams and made her wake up gasping and sweat drenched, heart racing. It didn’t undo the things she’d done and seen done, but it helped balance things out. She hoped and prayed, so, anyway.

She also hoped it would stop more wrongs from being done. Some people should never be allowed to have power over others. Their true natures came out, and nature wasn’t always pretty. It was often harsh and brutal.

“Rest in peace, Max,” she whispered. “Finally, rest in peace.” 
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Oh, joy of joys. Cops on her doorstep at seven o’clock in the evening. They were illuminated by her porch light and by the little blinking pumpkin lights she’d hung outside.

Veronica could tell the two men were cops without seeing their badges or their guns. The shoulders were a little too square. The jaws a little too set. Their attitudes a little too alert. She’d seen it enough in the emergency room.

She’d seen it enough away from work, too. She’d dated one or two cops, but no more. She and Tina had sworn off them. It was like giving up sweets or white flour. At first you felt deprived and a little desperate, but you knew you’d feel better in the end.

Then, of course, there was the time she spent with cops because of her father. You hadn’t really lived until you’d used your condo as collateral to bail your father out of jail. And this visit was probably about dear old Dad.

What had he done this time? Seven P.M. was a little early for a fight. He didn’t usually loosen up his fists until ten o’clock or later—all the better to drag her out of work. It wasn’t too early for a DUI, though. Dad occasionally laid down a base buzz at home before he ventured out to the bars. It was more economical.

Whatever it was, she wasn’t going to be sucked in this time. She was going to stand firm. She’d had enough. She’d warned him and warned him and warned him. This was it, though. She was drawing her line in the sand.

The short dark-haired cop, who looked like a mournful basset hound, was sniffing around her stoop as if flying monkeys might pop out of her Halloween decorations. The taller one wasn’t as jumpy. Maybe he got it all out at the gym, where he clearly spent a lot of time.

The tall one rang the bell again. Maybe she could pretend not to be home?

He rang a third time. Tenacious bastard, wasn’t he?

Veronica opened the door. “Can I help you?” She pulled her sweater tighter around herself and crossed her arms over her chest.

“Veronica Osborne?” the short one asked.

She nodded. “You got her.”

“Could we come in?”

She took a deep breath. “Look, I don’t know what he did this time, and I don’t care. He’s a grown man. He can take care of his own troubles. I’m not bailing him out.”

Both men went carefully blank faced. “What him do you think we’re here about?” the tall one asked.

Could she have this wrong? She knew that blank-faced look. She’d said something unexpected, and they were not reacting until they figured it out. Total cop behavior: assess the situation, give nothing away.

“My father. George Osborne. This isn’t about him?”

“No, ma’am,” the tall one said. “This is in regards to your brother, Max Shelden.”

“Max?” she gasped and took a step backward. “If it’s about Max, I guess you’d better come in.”

Zach glanced around the living room. Would any of the furniture hold his weight? It all was made out of that woven wicker stuff he associated with fancy patios. He chose the chair by the end of the glass-topped coffee table. Sure enough, it creaked beneath him as he lowered himself into it. If Veronica Osborne had a boyfriend, he was a little guy.

She looked like the kind of girl who would have a boyfriend, the sort of girl who would have a regular date for Saturday night. She was cute. No more than five foot four. Button nosed, with a spray of freckles, and big hazel eyes peeping out from under reddish-brown bangs.

He hadn’t been surprised when Eric Dinsmore had told him his hunch about Max Shelden had played out. If anyone would have a man’s dog tags, it’d be his son. So if the bones couldn’t belong to Jamal, they probably belonged to Max. How or why the bones and the tags ended up in that construction pit still eluded him, but an investigation like this was all about baby steps.

Dinsmore had gotten the ID straight from the dental records. There were a buttload more tests to be done, but it was pretty certain that the bones in the pit belonged to Max Shelden, son of Celeste and Jamal, brother of Veronica. According to Eric Dins-more, Max had died when he was somewhere between sixteen and twenty-one, which made the bones somewhere between thirteen and twenty-one years old. He’d attended McClatchy High School, but apparently hadn’t graduated.

Veronica Osborne, the half sister, was the closest they could find to a next of kin. Luckily, she’d been easy to locate. A little too easy. A woman who lived alone should consider security more seriously. She’d been in the freaking white pages, for God’s sake.

“You found Max?” she asked. “Where is he? Where has he been?”

“Maybe you should sit down,” Frank suggested from where he sat on the sofa.

She shook her head. “Please, can I see him? Is he in trouble?” She twisted her hands. No ring. So if there was a boyfriend, it wasn’t serious.

“Ms. Osborne—” Frank started.

“Could you just cut to the chase?” She threw her hands in the air. “Please?”

Frank glanced at him and grimaced. Zach rolled his eyes. Rodriguez could take down a belligerent drunk, bust in a door, and drive a squad car 110 miles an hour through traffic, but give someone bad news? Especially a woman? He turned into a whimpering puppy.

“There’s no easy way to tell you this.” Zach leaned forward and braced his elbows on his knees. “A body was found this morning in a construction site in downtown Sacramento. We have reason to believe that the remains might belong to your brother, Max Shelden.”

The hands flew to her mouth and the hazel eyes got even bigger. “Oh.” She swayed a little.

Zach stood up and led her to a chair. “I’m terribly sorry for your loss.”

“No. Oh, no. Oh, poor Max. What happened? How did he . . . die?” She choked a little on the last word. Her eyes brimmed.

“We don’t know yet. It might be a while before we figure all of that out.” Zach looked around and saw a tissue box on the coffee table. He grabbed it and handed it to her.

“Do you need me to . . . do I have to . . . identify him or something?” She looked up at Zach, her face full of questions.

He squatted down next to her so she wouldn’t have to crane her neck to look at him. “He’s been, uh, gone for a while. There’s really nothing for you to identify. The medical examiner will be making the ID based on dental records.”

She blinked rapidly. “I don’t even remember what dentist Mama took him to. I went to Dr. Stanzig, so maybe he did, too, as a kid. I don’t know who he went to later.”

“Later?” According to Dinsmore, Shelden had died when he was still a kid. There shouldn’t be a “later.”

“Yeah. You know, after he ran away.”

This wasn’t making sense. It didn’t help that her brain was buzzing with a white noise that made it seem like the police officer’s words were coming from far away, distorted with static. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t considered that this might be a possibility—that someday some official person would show up on her doorstep and tell her Max was dead. She had acknowledged that it was possible that Max would never come back.

Somehow she’d thought she’d know, though. She’d known the moment their mother died. Veronica had been asleep in the chair next to the hospital bed, and it was as if she’d been slapped awake when the rasp of her mother’s labored breathing finally ceased. It wasn’t the absence of noise that woke her from her fitful sleep, but a feeling—a new absence in her life, a new rock to carry around in her chest. She had known the instant it had happened.

She’d really thought the same thing would have happened with Max, that there would have been some ripple in her soul when he was gone forever.

Veronica had hoped, dreamed, that one day Max would show up on her doorstep, arms open wide with forgiveness and love. If Max was going to find her, he probably would have done it a long time ago. Still, she always listed her telephone number, even though most of her coworkers didn’t, especially the women who lived alone. People fixated on nurses in unhealthy ways sometimes.

But she’d wanted to make herself easy for Max to find. Plug her name into Google. Pick up the white pages at the local library and flip it open to O. She’d be there, waiting for her prodigal brother to come home and be greeted with a feast.

She could quit all that now. Change her number, her name. Move to a different city. Max was never going to come find her. Never going to come home and forgive her.

“I’m sorry. Why isn’t there anything for me to identify?” She shoved her bangs aside and looked into the steady, dark eyes of the detective crouched in front of her. What was his name? McKnight?

“The medical examiner is still working on the time of death. It’s been . . . a while.” He took her hand.

His was big and warm and a little rough. Patients always teased her about her hands. Blocks of ice on the best of days. They felt brittle now, as if they might break.

The cop let her think over what he’d said about Max being dead for a long time. The little one was getting antsy, but the big one with the deep, dark eyes was just breathing with her. She swallowed hard and stilled herself. She knew how to focus. She was quite capable of pushing her emotions into the background and functioning.

Had he said a construction site in downtown Sacramento? Had that been the flashing lights she’d skirted this morning on her way home? Had that been where they’d found Max? Not only had she not felt anything when he’d died, she’d been that close to where he was buried and only felt irritation at traffic being rerouted.

“What can I tell you? What can I do to help?” Her voice sounded thick and clogged, but steady. She’d shed her tears in private after they left. She didn’t know anyone who would share her grief with her. She’d release it alone. Like always.

“Do you remember the last time you saw Max?” the shorter one asked. Rodriguez. His name was Rodriguez.

Did she remember the last time she saw Max? Yes, of course she did. She’d never forget it. The men had come in the middle of the night. They’d hauled Max out of his bed. He’d fought them, of course. What boy wouldn’t have? Max had been tall and broad shouldered already at sixteen. Not quite a man yet, but on his way there. He’d done some damage.

Veronica’s heart pounded as she remembered the damage the men had inflicted back. It hadn’t taken long for three grown men to subdue one adolescent boy. She remembered the kick to the ribs that one of them had administered after Max was already facedown on the floor. Their mother had screamed, only to be hauled back by Veronica’s father. He’d told her to shush, that it was for Max’s own good.

Veronica was only seven, but even she knew he was lying.

They had cuffed Max’s hands behind his back and hauled him in pajama pants and stockinged feet to the door. He never stopped fighting, so they had to drag him. As they took him out the door, he turned back and begged, “Mama, don’t let them take me. Mama, don’t do this. You know this isn’t right, Mama. Don’t let them.”

But Mama had turned away, like she always did. Dad got his way and Max was gone. Had he known Max would be gone for good? Had her mother? Would it have changed anything? She put her face down in her hands, her heart like a rock in her chest.

“Veronica? Ms. Osborne?” It was McKnight again, quiet but tenacious, dragging her back to the here and now. “Do you? Do you remember the last time you saw your brother?”

She nodded. “The last time I saw my brother was when they came to get him.” She couldn’t force any more words past the clog in her throat.

Again, she got the carefully blank cop face. It was enough to bring her back to earth. “Do you want a glass of water? I need a glass of water.” Whiskey was also tempting, but smacked of how her mother and father would have dealt with the situation. If she had a life motto, it was to never, ever deal with any situation the way her mother or father would.

McKnight let go of her hand and stood. “Sure. Water would be great.”

“None for me,” Rodriguez said from the couch.

Veronica stumbled into the kitchen, hoping to be away from their prying eyes for a second or two, but McKnight was right on her tail. She filled two glasses with ice from the freezer and then water from the tap and handed him one.

“You’re what? A sergeant?” She took a long drink of water, letting the ice-cold liquid slide down her throat, closing her eyes and willing the buzzing in her head down to a manageable level.

“Yup,” he said and drank, too.

Was he mirroring her to make her comfortable? She did that sometimes with flustered patients. She would stand with the same posture they had or sit with her legs crossed the way theirs were crossed. It was somehow reassuring, calming to them. Was McKnight manipulating her, or was it instinctive?

It didn’t matter—she was calming down enough to think straight.

“The last time I saw Max was when the men from the Sierra School for Boys came and took him. It was 1990. Sometime in the spring. I’m sorry I can’t be more helpful. I was only seven.”

“He never came home?” Rodriguez asked from the kitchen doorway.

When had he gotten there? Veronica took a step backward and pressed against the wooden cabinets at her back. She wished they’d both take a few steps away and quit crowding her. “No. He never came home. He ran away from there less than a year later. Once he turned eighteen, Daddy said it wouldn’t matter if we found him again or not. He’d be an adult and out on his own, anyway.”

McKnight nodded. “So he was a runaway? From some kind of school?”

“Sierra School for Boys. It was up near Blairsden. It was, well, like a reform school, I guess.” Veronica rubbed her eyes. “I don’t think it was a real juvenile detention facility. It was more like one of those places you send a bad kid before he ends up in juvie, a reform school.”

McKnight scribbled some notes down on a pad he’d taken out of his pocket. “So Max was a bad kid? He’d been in trouble?”

“That came out wrong. Max wasn’t an angel, but he wasn’t exactly a problem, either. He was just a kid, doing the stuff that kids do. He and my dad, they didn’t . . . they didn’t get along too well. It made little problems seem bigger.”

“So he wouldn’t have a record, or anything?” Rodriguez asked.

Veronica shook her head.

“So he was sent up to this Sierra School in 1990 and ran away in 1991. Is there anybody who might be able to nail the dates down a little more for us?” he continued.

Hoo, boy, here we go. “Possibly my dad, but Max isn’t exactly a topic he likes to discuss.”

Zach looked up from the notepad and nailed her with those big brown eyes. “Your dad’s the one you thought we were here about when you answered the door.”

“Yeah.”

“He got a record?” Rodriguez asked, still from the doorway.

The guy liked his records, didn’t he? Veronica shrugged. “Yeah, he does. Nothing major. He’s had to pay some fines and spend a night or two in the drunk tank.”

Keep it even. Stay focused. You can get through this if you stay in the moment. Don’t relive the hearings in your head. Don’t replay the mental pictures of your father stumbling out of a jail cell, reeking of vomit and urine. Stay here in the clean kitchen with the nice police officers.

“And he didn’t get along with Max,” McKnight said.

“No. He didn’t. Max was my mother’s son from a . . . a previous marriage.” That made it sound so civilized, so modern. So entirely different from how it had really been.

“So he was your half brother.” McKnight’s gaze on her was unwavering.

She’d always hated that. Half of Max wasn’t her brother. All of him was. She was certainly all his sister, with her whole heart. That wasn’t what the cop was asking, though. There wasn’t a check box on a form for how much a little girl loved her big brother. She nodded.

“What was the beef between him and your dad?” Rodriguez came fully into the kitchen.

She blew out a sigh. “I wish I knew. From the time I can remember, they were always fighting. I don’t think Dad was all that crazy about raising someone else’s son, especially one who was part African American. Max’s biological father was black. He died in Vietnam before Max was even born.”

The cops exchanged glances. She knew that look; they already knew all about Max’s dad. They’d made her hop through those hoops just to confirm the information for them.

“So after Max ran away, what did your parents do to try to find him?” Rodriguez pulled out a chair and sat down at the kitchen table.

“I wish I could tell you. I was only eight. I remember my mother crying and my father yelling.” Of course, that could be pretty much any day from her childhood. But it didn’t matter now. Max was dead. Her mother was dead. She’d learned to deal with her father, and was trying to learn not to let him get too close. She wasn’t always so successful.

“Any chance we could have your father’s contact information? It would help us narrow down the time frame we’re looking at.”

Veronica rattled off her father’s address and phone number.

McKnight snapped his notepad shut. “Thanks for your help. If you think of anything else that might help us figure out when Max ran away from school, or where he might have gone, would you contact me?” He pulled a card out of a case and handed it to her.

“Of course.”

Did she have anything that might help? “Do you want a picture of Max?” she asked. “Would that help at all?”

“We were gonna ask your father for one,” Rodriguez said.

She shook her head. “He won’t have one. I have the only photos of Max that are left. I’ll get you one.”

“A little jumpy, isn’t she?” Rodriguez leaned against the kitchen counter while they waited for Veronica to bring back the picture of Max.

“She just got some heavy bad news. What do you want her to do? Go all Zen?” Even though she hadn’t seen her brother since she was little, she had obviously loved him. It sounded like she might have been the only one who had.

“I’m not talking about that. I meant about here in the kitchen. You see the way she backed up against the cabinets when we followed her in here?” Rodriguez asked.

“A woman alone with two men. She might have felt threatened.”

“Two cops—we’re the good guys. Chicks aren’t supposed to be afraid of us. They’re supposed to dig us.”

Not everyone would appreciate that. “You think she’s got a problem with cops? Maybe she thinks we’re picking on the father?”

Rodriguez shook his head. “Nah. I don’t think it’s cops. I think she’s got a problem with men.”
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She doesn’t trust cops . . .

Veronica Osborne has had enough problems with the police,
thanks to her volatile father. So when tall, strapping Sergeant
Zach McKnight shows up at her door, she’s prepared for
anything—except the news that her beloved missing brother,
Max, has been dead for nearly twenty years . . . ever since he
ran away.

. . . until she meets one whod risk
everything to protect her.

Appalled when the police suspect her father of Max’s murder,
Veronica begins her own investigation. But as her surprising
role in her brother’s disappearance surfaces, so do more bodies.
The ghosts of Max’s past are working hard to hide the truth,
while another, more sinister force will do anything to expose it.
How far will a killer go to get revenge? And can Zach stop him
before he targets the woman Zach’s coming to love?
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