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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Offer

      

      Vic Fanning took a bite out of her apple when her cell phone rang. Recognizing the ringtone, she snickered and popped the piece into her palm and dropped it onto the napkin lying in her lap before reaching for the device.

      “Yo! Your momma was a hamster!”

      “And your father smelt of elderberries!” the voice on the other end retorted with a chuckle. “How you been, Sis?”

      “Same old, same old. So, what’s up? What ‘cha need me for?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Vic gave a breathy laugh. “Little brother, you never call me just to chat. There’s always a motive.” She was deliberately poking the bear, but it didn’t matter. If she didn’t, he’d think there was something seriously wrong with her, and she had to keep up the appearance that everything was business as usual.

      CJ made a rude sound. “Little brother, my ass. You got thirty seconds on me, and that’s only because you shoved me out of the way so you could be at the head of the line when we were still in utero!”

      That got them both laughing. When the moment was beginning to settle down, Vic heard a sound in the background. CJ became all-business.

      “Hold on a sec, would you?”

      She didn’t answer, but heard the soft clunk of the phone being laid down. Her mind instantly formed a visual of what might be going on—he was in his office while calling her on his personal cell. That could only mean that the reason behind this call had to be work related. She didn’t need to guess what type of work, either, but it made her wonder why he hadn’t called her on the business phone.

      He quickly returned, as promised. “You still there?”

      “And breathlessly waiting to find out what you need from me.”

      “I need you,” he bluntly informed her.

      “You’re gonna need to be a bit more specific,” she replied with a touch of humor.

      She heard a sigh. “I need your skills as a crime investigator.”

      “CJ—”

      He cut her off before she could protest. “Hear me out first before you give me an answer.”

      Sitting back in her chair, she crossed her legs at the ankles. “It’s your dime. Go ahead. I’m listening.”

      “I know after your…accident…that you retired from the department, but I’m in a bit of a quandary at the moment, and I really could use your help.”

      From the tone of his voice, she knew he was almost at his wit’s end. Her brother rarely if ever asked her for anything personally. He was the type of person who attacked his problems head-on and tried not to drag others into the equation. Yes, he gladly accepted suggestions, but even if he took some of those suggestions into consideration, in the end he always accepted the outcome as his own personal responsibility.

      Hearing his words now melted her heart. He was the only family she had left, and she loved him dearly in spite of all the petty arguments they’d shared growing up.

      CJ continued. “Did you know Chief Donahugh died?”

      Vic gasped. “No! What happened?”

      “He was on patrol the other night and pulled a car over on state highway fifteen going ninety-seven.”

      She nodded to herself. She knew the speed limit on that four-lane blacktop was sixty-five.

      “What happened?” she pressed. Her mind rolled off the possibilities. Did the driver have a gun and shoot him? Or did a passing motorist hit and kill him?

      “The driver said Sid came up to his window, but before he said anything, he got this look on his face and keeled over on the roadside.” CJ paused. “Coroner said he’d suffered a massive coronary. He was probably dead before he hit the ground.”

      Vic groaned in sorrow. “Damn. So who’s running the place in his stead?” As soon as the words left her mouth, she knew the answer, and tagged her question with another one. “You?”

      Her brother answered with a chuckle. “Surprise!”

      “Ceej, you are a damn good officer. You’ll make an excellent police chief.”

      “It’s only temporary until City Council meets next month.”

      “Think they’ll make it permanent?”

      “I hope so. I’ve made it clear to them that’s what I want. By then, I hope my track record will be good enough to convince them to let me extend my stay. Of course, they’re going to have to interview a couple more candidates. It’s required under the bylaws.”

      It all became clear to her at that moment. “That’s why you want me to come out of retirement, isn’t it? You want me on your team.”

      “The closest crime scene investigative unit is in Sawyer City. It takes them a minimum of an hour just to drive to Loganville, not counting the time they’d need to get prepared.”

      “They won’t have a problem with the obvious nepotism with you hiring your sister?”

      That got a snort out of him. “We have other siblings working here. If someone tries to make an issue of it, I’ll show them where you’re only here temporarily while I search for your replacement.” A weak smile followed. “Of course, I’m hoping you’ll manage to shut them up with your job performance.” He clearly wanted her to stay on, and she was starting to feel tempted.

      Starting to, but not fully convinced.

      Vic briefly debated with herself. The fact that her brother brought up the subject of her next question only cemented years of similar incidents happening between them growing up.

      “You can move back into our old place with me,” CJ suggested. “You can have the right side of the house all to yourself.”

      The right side, which included his and her old bedrooms and the bath between them. “I guess that means you took over Mom and Dad’s bedroom.”

      “Yeah. Why not?” he defended himself.

      “No, no. That’s fine with me. I’m just glad we decided not to sell it after they died.”

      “You and me both,” CJ agreed. “After Cathy and I split up, it felt damn good to go home, so to speak, instead of having to worry about getting my own place and all.” He sighed. “Look, the department needs a competent investigator. To me, there’s no one more competent than you.”

      “You honestly believe they’ll support an investigator with a bum arm?” She glanced down at the one in question.

      “Hell, even with your booboo, you’d run circles around some of the guys we’ve had come into town. And the fact that you’re a local girl is a plus in everybody’s book here at the station. What do you say, Vic? Hell, give it a couple of weeks. That’s all I ask. If you find you don’t like it, let me know and I’ll put out an all call for your replacement. Two weeks, Sis. I’ll even throw in a pizza every now and then.”

      “With mushrooms and onions?”

      “Your half can have the mushrooms,” he haggled.

      Vic looked around the apartment. “Well, all right. But only for two weeks, okay? At the end of that time, you’ll hire someone else to take over the job. Remember, I’m retired from that line of work now.”

      “So what have you been doing in the meantime, besides healing?” CJ inquired.

      “Just that. Nothing else, to be honest.”

      “I really, really appreciate you coming home to help.” The sound of relief in his voice echoed in her ear. “And, Vic? I’ve missed you.”

      “I’ve missed you, too,” she confessed.

      “When do you think you’ll come up? How soon can you be here?”

      “I’ll pack up a few things and be on the road first thing in the morning.”

      “Great! Come by the police station first, and we’ll go over to the house from there.”

      “Why can’t I go by the house first and drop off my things?”

      “I installed an alarm system at the house, now with Mom and Dad gone. I need to give you the code and show you how to turn it on and off.”

      At the mention of their parents, an invisible hand reached inside her chest and squeezed the air from her lungs, bringing tears to her eyes as she tried to catch her breath.

      “Vic? Victoria?” Her brother’s worried voice broke through the haze.

      “I-I’m here.”

      “You okay?” He sensed her grief, even through the phone.

      “Yeah. I’m fine. Listen, I’ll give you a call when I leave here so you’ll have an idea when to expect me,” she promised.

      “Good. I’ll talk… Hell, I’ll see you later! Love you, Sis.”

      “Love you, too,” she whispered, and the phone went silent on his end.

      Glancing around her apartment again, Vic realized that going home was what her heart had been yearning for ever since she left Loganville. That, and to be reunited with her twin. Now she had two weeks to determine whether or not she’d remain there.

      She was surprised to discover her spirits felt lighter than they had in a very long time as she got to her feet to go into the bedroom and start packing.
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      Return

      

      CJ was standing on the front steps of the police department when she pulled up and parked in an empty slot on the street. By the time she’d turned off the engine and unbuckled her seatbelt, he was there to open the door and sweep her up into a massive bear hug.

      They held each other for several wonderful seconds before he released her and stepped back to give her a quick head-to-toe examination.

      “You look mah-velous, dahling,” he quipped. “You got color back in your cheeks.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Let’s take this inside so I can introduce you to the guys. Then I’ll give you a quick tour of the place before we head over to the house. You’ve never had the chance to visit the police department here in town, have you?”

      “Nope.” She retrieved her purse and locked the car door before closing it. Slinging the strap over her head, she followed her brother inside.

      He punched a code into a wall security checkpoint. The steel door made a snapping noise, and he opened it, stepping aside to let her enter ahead of him.

      “Once you’re established, I’ll set up a code for you.”

      Vic nodded. Most police stations were that way. Each person got their own individual code so the computer could track their comings and goings to and from the office.

      They’d barely taken half a dozen steps when a familiar figure exited a side room. Ed Wagner’s head jerked up when he spotted them approaching. A huge smile Vic remembered well lifted his face.

      “Vic! Hey, there! So good to see you!”

      The two of them briefly hugged.

      “The chief said you were coming down to lend us a hand.”

      Vic held up her right hand and chuckled. “That’s pretty much all I can offer,” she teased, making light of her injury. Taking in his stripes, she beamed. “So you’re Sergeant now?”

      “Just working my way up the ranks.” His face fell. “I was devastated to hear about the accident, but I’m glad to hear you’re doing well. In fact, rumor has it you’ve agreed to be our crime scene investigator!”

      “Don’t put my name on an office door. I’m only here on a two-week retainer,” she quickly corrected, showing him two fingers.

      “Is there anything we can do to change your mind?” Ed inquired with a raised eyebrow. He was half-serious, half-teasing.

      She chose to be honest. “I’m keeping an open mind.”

      The man appeared to be relieved. “We’ll take it.” He looked at CJ. “Chief, I was coming to let you know we just got word that Sid’s funeral is scheduled for tomorrow. The family is having a private service at the funeral home, but they’re welcoming everyone who wants to attend his graveside service.”

      CJ nodded. “Thanks. Do we know where he’s being buried and when?”

      Ed indicated behind him. “Check your email. Cindy forwarded all the deets.”

      “Thanks, Ed.”

      The man smiled again at Vic. “I gotta run, but I’m glad to know you’re back in town. See you around!” He took off in the opposite direction, Vic assumed back to his own office. That, or to the rear exit where the patrol cars were parked.

      CJ laid a hand on her shoulder. “Come on. Before I take you on the tour, I want to check that email he told us about.”

      Vic had another idea. “Actually, if you don’t mind, show me where I’m going to be working.”

      Her brother grinned crookedly. “Of course. This way.”

      They went down the hallway in the same direction that Ed had gone, but at the next hallway intersection, CJ turned to the right and stopped at the first door to their left. Here he punched his code into the security box before the door clicked to let them know it was unlocked. He pressed the handle down and entered first to turn on the lights.

      Vic slowly walked into the long, narrow room as her eyes swept over the contents, taking in the various pieces of equipment, as well as the cabinets with their glass fronts. Most prominent was the narrow stainless steel table in the center. As she’d expected, the lab wasn’t as spacious as others she’d been in, but for Loganville, the simple fact that this PD had one was amazing.

      “Well, this is it,” CJ informed her. “No one’s been in here except for a few times when we needed to get a few supplies to gather and package evidence so we could ship it to the lab in Sawyer City for analysis.”

      Vic took her time perusing the various setups, including the microscopes, the centrifuge, and the sterilizer. She didn’t realize she was nodding her approval until she turned around to find her brother leaning against a counter with his arms crossed and a look of satisfaction on his face. “Whoever set this place up knew what they were doing,” she praised.

      “That would be Jack Mullen.”

      The name rang a muted bell. “Who?”

      “Jackson Mullen. He came to us from the Blackton PD a year after you and I graduated from the police academy, and I came here to begin my rookie year,” her brother clarified and pointed to a couple of framed photos on the wall to her left.

      Walking over to view them more closely, Vic studied the only figure who appeared in them both. A tall man with a muscular build. Short, dark hair and a full beard. He wasn’t smiling, but he seemed to give off a laid-back yet intelligent vibe.

      “Where is he now?” she inquired.

      “He died a little over a year ago.”

      That bit of information stunned her. She was expecting to hear that he’d moved on to another precinct. “What happened?”

      “He’d gathered some evidence at a pretty messy domestic homicide here in town,” CJ began.

      Her mind clicked. “Was that the Estling case you were telling me about?”

      “Yeah.” He nodded. “Jack was on his way back to the station to begin processing what he’d gathered when he somehow lost control of his car and ended up hitting one of those reinforced light poles over on Glover Street. One of the windshield wipers went through the shattered windshield and speared him in the throat.” CJ pointed to the indentation below his Adam’s apple she medically knew as the cricothyroid membrane. Vic guessed the cause of death before her brother spoke the words.

      “He either asphyxiated from having his air cut off, or from blood filling his lungs. Either way, he would have suffocated,” she diagnosed. When CJ nodded, she winced. “God, what a horrible way to die. Did he have any family?”

      “No. None that we knew of.”

      “Was he a friend of yours?”

      “I met him a couple of times, but not enough to where I’d say we were friends. Colleagues at arms, yes, but that was pretty much it. All I remember is he knew his shit. Everyone here was in awe of him.”

      Vic swept the room again. “This place looks ready to move in. Where did he keep his…”

      She spotted it sitting on a large metal tray on a countertop at the opposite side of the room, and turned to her brother. “Is that his kit?”

      “Yeah. It was placed there afterwards.” He forced a smile to his lips. “Well? What’s the verdict?”

      “I don’t think I’ll have any problems moving in.”

      “That’s good to hear. Now, I want to go check my emails, then we’ll do the tour. Afterwards, I thought we’d grab a bite to eat before we call it a day and go home. How’s that sound?”

      Home. The one where she and CJ had grown up. The only place she really thought of as her true home. These past few years she’d been living in Sawyer City, her apartment had always been “her apartment.” Not her home. That word was and would always be reserved for the one-story ranch style house on the east side of town.

      She sighed. As much as she suddenly had the urge to delve into her new domain and see what all she had at her disposal, common sense told her to pace herself. “Yeah. I’m ready.”

      A little more than half an hour later, Vic returned to where she’d left her car. As she buckled herself in, she mused over her decision to take the job while she waited for her brother to join her. A part of her told her she’d made the right decision to come back. Even if she decided not to stay on after her two weeks, she’d be content to live here for the rest of her life.

      The other part of her basked in that delicious feeling and the excitement she always got whenever she was brought onto a case. Whenever her expertise was on the line, and she could prove herself as she dove into the mysteries that needed to be solved. It’s what she thrived on. What she needed.

      Either way, she had no regrets. And she was happy to be able to admit that for the first time in many years.
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      Coins

      
      There’s an old saying that you can’t go home again. In other words, the world you knew when you were growing up no longer exists.

      I just blew that idiom out of the water.

      Vic snuggled deeper underneath her sheet and blanket. Last night had been the most restful sleep she’d gotten since her hospital stay. At that time she’d been under the influence of some heavy meds. Last night, she hadn’t taken even an aspirin, and this morning she felt…

      Good. I feel good. When was the last time I said that?

      She heard noises coming from the direction of the kitchen, even with the bedroom door closed. CJ was up and probably preparing breakfast.

      “I might as well join him. Wonder what he’s fixing?”

      “Morning, Sis. Hope you still like toaster waffles,” he greeted her when she finally joined him.

      Vic checked the small table over by the window. There was a glass of orange juice and one cup of coffee over on the side where he’d always sat. On the table in front of her chair was also a glass of orange juice but no coffee. The bottle of maple syrup sat in the middle.

      The toaster made its hitching sound to let them know the waffles were ready. CJ dropped two on each plate and took them over to set on the table.

      “I know you’re picky about how you like your coffee, so you can help yourself.”

      “Thanks. What’s our agenda for the day?”

      She went over to the coffee pot and poured some into the cup sitting in front of it. She was aware of her brother watching her. In particular, how she used her left arm. After adding sugar and creamer, she took her cup over to the table to join him.

      “We have that graveside service this morning at ten,” he noted. “I thought we could take my car. We can head to the station when we’re done there, unless you prefer to take your car. Or we could go together to the cemetery, and I’d bring you back here to grab your vehicle. It’s up to you.”

      Vic sipped her coffee. It was hot and delicious, and reminded her of those early mornings in her youth when she’d sit in the warm sunlight streaming through the window and stare out at the view. Observing the birds and squirrels in the spring and summer. Watching the leaves changing colors in the fall. Enjoying the way the snow blanketed everything in hushed, cotton-white softness in the winter.

      She’d come home, and it felt good.

      “There’s no need for us to play hopscotch with our cars. Let’s take separate vehicles for now. When you get to the station, don’t you usually swap for one of the squad cars once you’re on duty?”

      Her brother grinned at her over a forkful of drippy waffles. “Yes, and
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