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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Ed Wallace drove along a dark and neglected two-lane road at the southern edge of Fox County, swerving periodically to avoid potholes and gritting his teeth whenever he thought of his wife.

      “No, you let the GD cat out,” he grumbled to himself. “Always opening the front door just to talk to the stupid neighbor.”

      The neighbor in question, James, lived across the street. He was five years younger than Ed, had all of his hair, and never seemed to actually go inside his damn house. Ed had wondered on more than one occasion if his wife was actually sleeping with James, or just wished she was.

      In any case, someone left the door open after dinner tonight and the cat got out. Ed and his wife had discovered that fact about eleven o’clock, just before bed, because Nadine preferred to spoon with the friggin’ cat rather than her own husband, and lo and behold, the furball was missing in action.

      It was Ed’s fault, just like everything else that went wrong in Nadine’s charmed world, and a fight had ensued. When she was done screeching at him, Nadine put on her ratty old bathrobe—probably never wore that when she thought James might see her—and went outside with a flashlight to look for the cat.

      Rather than spend the next few hours looking for a black cat in the dark before lying down next to an ice-cold wife for the night, Ed had grabbed a six-pack out of the garage refrigerator and took off. He was out of the neighborhood before he even had a destination in mind, and at that hour, there was only one place to go.

      He had a hunting cabin in the woods south of the city. Ed liked to hunt white-tailed deer, which weren’t in season right now—the middle of the summer—but he had no plans to do anything other than drink and avoid the wife tonight anyway.

      It was past midnight by the time he reached the potholed road that led into the woods, and his was the only vehicle for miles, or so it seemed. Still angry about the chewing out that he had not deserved, he kept looking sidelong at that six-pack in the passenger seat.

      Just one while he was driving wouldn’t hurt. He still had another twenty minutes or so on that long, straight road before he reached the turn-off for his cabin, and it wasn’t like there were any witnesses around.

      Definitely no cops in this rural area so late at night.

      Just as Ed was plucking a can out of the plastic ring, he saw some light up ahead on the road. He dropped the beer can into the cupholder beside him and mumbled, “What’s all that?”

      The light was unsteady and his first guilty thought was that there was a copper out here after all, just lying in wait for some unlucky bastard like Ed to come by. Hell, the cop’s name would probably end up being James, too.

      But the closer Ed got, he could tell that was no police light bar, or even a dome light. As he got closer, he realized it was a fire.

      Way the hell out here, in the middle of nowhere.

      “What the hell?”

      After about half a mile, Ed reached the source and his eyes went wide as he took in the sight of an SUV entirely engulfed in flames on the side of the road. He pulled over and got out of his truck, but he couldn’t get within twenty feet of the burning vehicle. The heat coming off it was like a bellowing furnace.

      Then Ed remembered all the action movies he’d ever seen, with gas tanks exploding and shrapnel flying, and he beat a hasty retreat.

      He got back into his truck and backed a safe distance away, then reached over the beer—thank God he hadn’t drunk any yet—to retrieve his cell and call 911.

      His wife wasn’t gonna believe this. Leave the house a cat-losing bastard, come home a hero who may well have kept the whole damn forest from catching fire. Take that, Nadine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          MEL

        

      

    

    
      “All I’m saying is that I think you’d make a great detective.”

      Melissa Pine rolled her eyes. “Zara, you’ve been saying that for over a year. I hear you.”

      “And yet you stubbornly continue to patrol,” her best friend shot back.

      Mel was sitting on a loveseat in Zara’s apartment, sipping on a cup of coffee while Zara and her girlfriend, Kelsey, cuddled on the couch across from her. The two of them were drinking red wine and winding down for the night, but Mel’s third-shift patrol began in about an hour. Her night was just beginning.

      “What can I say?” She shrugged. “I like patrol. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

      She’d been insisting as much ever since Zara, her former partner, took the detective test and transferred to the narcotics department. It had been Zara’s goal ever since she joined the force and Mel was happy for her… but it just wasn’t her goal.

      “Does it ever scare you?” Kelsey asked. “Patrolling all by yourself?”

      “I mean, the job can be scary whether you’re working solo or with a partner,” Mel said. “Anyway, the chief gave me the option to find a new partner but I can’t imagine trusting anyone else to have my back like Zara did.”

      “Aww,” Kelsey said. “That’s cute.”

      Mel rolled her eyes again, playfully though. Zara and Kelsey had been practically joined at the hip ever since they worked a homicide case together the previous year, and even though it sometimes felt like Mel had been replaced, there was—miraculously—no jealousy.

      At least once a week, the three of them got dinner together, went out for an evening round of disc golf, or just hung out like they were doing now. In some ways it felt like Mel had gained a new best friend in Kelsey instead of losing her patrol partner.

      Speaking of which… she glanced at the time on her phone. “It’s getting late. I better get down to the precinct.”

      “Well, be careful out there,” Kelsey warned her as she got up to take Mel’s coffee cup. “We worry about you.”

      “Hey, my job’s not nearly as dangerous as Miss Undercover Narc’s,” Mel pointed out, and Kelsey frowned.

      “Don’t remind me.”

      In the six months that Zara had been a full-fledged narcotics detective, she’d gone undercover twice and been rewarded both times with successful busts. She was tearing it up in her new job, but Mel knew how much Kelsey worried about her.

      “Sorry,” she said. Then, by way of further apology, she added, “I’ll be safe tonight. I always am.”

      “Think about that detective test,” Zara said once again, and Mel scowled at her.

      “I think your girlfriend is broken,” she told Kelsey. “She just keeps saying the same thing over and over.”

      Kelsey smiled and wrapped her arms around Zara’s waist. “Yeah, but she generally knows what she’s talking about. She got me to reconsider medical school, after all.”

      “Yeah, but that’s something you already wanted,” Mel pointed out.

      Kelsey had been on track to become a doctor when life took her in a different direction and she’d ended up a forensic investigator for the ME’s office. Now, she was re-enrolled in medical school, planning to become a pathologist, and just waiting for the fall semester to begin.

      “Besides,” Mel said, “I don’t have time to study and train all over again.”

      Zara gave her an incredulous look. “You’re single, you live alone, and you work third shift. You have all the time in the world.”

      “Oh, gee thanks for the reminder,” Mel said.

      Zara laughed. “Sorry. Didn’t mean it that way.”

      “Yeah, it’s fine,” Mel said. “I know what you meant.”

      They’d been partners for three years before Zara made detective, and one of the nice things about getting into life-and-death situations with somebody was that minor offenses tended to roll right off your back. Zara could say just about anything to Mel and know she’d take it knowing it was said with the best intentions.

      So why was Mel having such a hard time reciprocating lately?

      Maybe it was because of Kelsey. As much as Mel loved her, Kelsey’s very presence created distance between her and Zara. And that was okay—it was the natural order of things when your best friend fell in love. Still, it was an adjustment.

      “Thanks for the coffee,” she said, hugging them both in turn and seeing herself out of the apartment.

      It was a short drive over to the precinct, where she’d clock in and trade her little Toyota for a squad car to begin the night’s patrol. While she drove, she couldn’t help lingering on the fact that she used to be able to say anything to Zara, and often did. When you spend eight hours a night in a car with someone, you tend to dig down into the nitty, gritty depths of each other’s lives.

      But things had changed between them, and Mel could feel things changing inside herself as well. She felt her heart hardening and her muscles becoming tense—out of necessity to protect herself on the job as much as in her personal life.

      About two miles from the precinct, Mel picked up her phone and dialed her grandmother’s number from memory. It was past eleven o’clock at night, but Mel knew her nonna would answer—and that she’d worry if Mel didn’t call before her shift started.

      “Hey, baby girl,” her grandmother answered after a couple of rings. Her voice was scratchy and it sounded weaker than it had the previous night.

      “Hi, Nonna,” Mel said, trying not to let any of her worries leach into her voice. “How are you feeling tonight?”

      “Don’t you worry about me,” Nonna said, which instantly made Mel frown.

      If she’d been feeling good, she would have said so. Don’t worry about me meant things weren’t going so well, and it had become a fairly standard answer over the last few months. Mel’s grandmother had ovarian cancer, a fact that Mel hadn’t brought herself to admit to anyone else for fear that it would grow to consume every aspect of her life.

      Despite her advanced age, Nonna was fighting with everything she had. The chemotherapy had been fighting back pretty hard, though.

      “Is Jennifer there?” Mel asked. “Is she keeping you hydrated, making sure you’re eating⁠—”

      “Of course she is,” Nonna interrupted, seventy-two years old and sick but still spunky enough to get impatient when people worried over her. “That’s what we pay her for, isn’t it?”

      “Just checking,” Mel said. Jennifer was one of three in-home care nurses that Mel and Nonna had pooled their resources to hire when Nonna refused to move into an assisted living facility for the duration of her chemo treatment. Those nurses went a long way toward giving Mel peace of mind, but still… “I’m going to stop by in the morning when I get off work, okay?”

      “Sure, sweetie,” she said. “You know I’ll be here.”

      “I’m pulling up to the precinct now,” Mel said, struggling to keep the emotion out of her voice as she pictured her grandmother—once a strong woman that Mel imagined was capable of anything—practically housebound and subject to the whims of nurses and the chemo drugs. “Have a good night, Nonna. I love you.”

      “I love you too, baby girl,” Nonna said. “Be safe.”

      “I will,” Mel promised, then ended the call.

      The police parking deck was practically deserted at this time of night, and she pulled into the first parking spot she found. Then she turned the car off and closed her eyes, taking a few deep breaths while she pushed all her thoughts and emotions about Nonna’s condition into the back of her mind.

      She’d been performing this compartmentalization ritual before each shift for months now. Being a cop was all about being fully present in whatever situation you found yourself in—anything less than total attention was dangerous.

      As Mel got out of her car, she snorted at the idea of taking the detective test. As if she could find room for anything else on her plate right now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          COURT

        

      

    

    
      Courtney Wilson had one eye on the clock and the other on her meal. It was past eleven—pretty late for dinner according to most people’s schedules, but it had been her version of normal for the last few years.

      She worked the midnight to eight a.m. shift as a police dispatcher, and the last thing she did every night before reporting for duty was eat dinner with her dad.

      Well, she ate dinner. He usually had a bowl of ice cream or a piece of pie before bed. Tonight it was butterscotch ripple and a cup of decaf coffee—a combination that made Court’s teeth hurt just watching him eat it.

      “I saw on the locker room bulletin board that civil service exams are being held again next month,” she said, casually taking a bite of reheated lasagna.

      “No,” her dad said from the other end of the dining table.

      “Dad–”

      “Courtney,” he shot back, adopting that terribly annoying father knows best tone that he’d been taking with her ever since she was a little girl. Never mind the fact that she was twenty-three now and didn’t want to be a dispatcher forever. Never mind the fact that she could sign up for the civil service exam whether he approved or not.

      “Dispatchers in Fox County make thirty-five grand a year, tops,” she pointed out. “Police can make up to seventy–”

      “Yeah, and they can also get shot and killed in the line of duty,” her dad barked back. “Courtney, we’ve been over this. I don’t want you working in such a dangerous field. Dispatch is close enough to the action.”

      “Not really,” she grumbled under her breath, stuffing another bite of lasagna into her cheek.

      She wasn’t going to press him any more on the subject tonight, though. It was something that came up every six months or so—every time the civil service exams came around and Courtney found herself hoping that her father’s attitudes had changed. They never did, though, and the most annoying part of it all was that she couldn’t even call him a hypocrite.

      Her dad was none other than the Chief of Police, and she couldn’t count the number of dangerous, thrilling, criminal-busting stories he’d told her over the years, before he’d come off the streets and settled into his big office on the top floor of the precinct. But her mom had also been a cop and she’d died in the line of duty.

      So Court never pushed too hard, but she couldn’t keep herself from trying every once in a while.

      Maybe someday her dad would see her as a grown adult capable of making her own decisions.

      And maybe someday she’d have a job that paid enough to let her get a place of her own…

      “A lot of dispatchers work third shift and take classes during the day,” her dad pointed out. “I know it’d be a lot of work, but you’re smart, kiddo. I’d be happy if you went to school for anything that doesn’t involve the potential for gunfire.”

      Court smiled. She was well aware that dispatch was only a waystation for a lot of people—some of her best friends at the precinct had worked their way up, many of them going to the police academy during the day and dispatching at night.

      But this wasn’t an argument she was going to win tonight. She glanced at the clock again. Eleven-thirty.

      “I better get a move on,” she said, wolfing down the last couple bites of lasagna. She got up from the table and gathered her plate, as well as her dad’s empty ice cream bowl. As she headed into the kitchen to put it all in the dishwasher, she called over her shoulder, “Hey, the last time I went to the grocery store, I noticed this new Greek frozen yogurt. Looked pretty good.”

      “That your way of telling me I’m getting fat?” her dad asked, patting his belly as she came back into the dining area.

      “Not exactly,” she said. “But it wouldn’t kill you to cut down on the sugar a little, would it?”

      Her dad was a pretty healthy fifty-year-old, and the fact that he technically had a desk but rarely ever had the time to actually sit down at it helped. But Court knew from her friends on day shift that he also had a pretty serious donut habit.

      “It might,” he said. “You want me to go back to cigarettes?”

      “Nope,” Court said. “Ideally I think neither would be best.”

      “Well, tell the criminals in this city to stop making my job stressful and then we’ll talk,” he shot back. “And don’t worry about me, kiddo. It’s my job to worry about you.”

      “Yeah, well, I took over worrying about you from Mom,” she answered. “Somebody’s gotta do it.”

      Her dad got up from the table and she gave him a hug before they went their separate ways for the night—he to his bedroom for a little late-night TV until he fell asleep, and she to the precinct.
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        * * *

      

      The precinct was quiet as usual when Court arrived.

      She liked to get there early and take her time getting to the dispatch office because you never knew what would be going on or who you’d run into. She’d made friends with a number of the patrol officers and detectives, and hands down, the best part about working third shift was that her dad wasn’t around.

      Not that Court minded spending time with him—but the fewer people around here that knew she was the chief’s daughter, the better.

      She never introduced herself as Courtney Wilson, lest people pick up on the significance of her last name. Sure, plenty of them already knew—her family history was pretty well-known around the precinct, especially after her mother’s passing—but those who didn’t just thought of her as Court the friendly dispatcher. And she liked it that way.

      Tonight, there was nothing special going on. A few second-shift patrol officers were finishing up reports at their desks, and the third shift was just getting ready to go out. Court did spot Tom Logan, the senior homicide detective, tapping away at his computer. She still had ten minutes before her shift started, so she meandered over to his desk.

      “Hey Tom, what’s got you here so late?”

      “I’m on call tonight,” Tom grumbled. “Supposed to just have my cell on if anybody needs me, but one of my detectives screwed the pooch on a case report this afternoon and it took me til nine o’clock to clean up his mess. Figured why go home when I might as well stay and get caught up on paperwork?”

      Tom, in his late forties, was a confirmed bachelor—evidenced by his perpetually wrinkled wardrobe—and as much as he seemed to enjoy complaining about it, he was married to his job.

      “You should at least get a nap,” Court suggested. “Just in case you get called out to a scene.”

      A little part of her was hoping for exactly that. Tom knew that Court was Chief Wilson’s daughter, but he didn’t care and he also didn’t mind letting her pump him for information about the cases he was assigned to. If he was on call tonight, Court knew he’d give her details about anything exciting that happened overnight.

      “Yeah, maybe,” Tom grunted, and Court could tell that he was already absorbed in his work again.

      “Okay, well, have a good night,” she said, then headed to the dispatchers’ office on the third floor.

      She said hi to her coworkers—there were a half-dozen of them on the night shift with her—then grabbed a cup of coffee and settled into her workstation. Sometimes the nights went slow and it felt like getting paid to sit around and wait, and on other nights it felt like everybody in the city was awake and in need of some kind of help. You never knew just what kind of night you were going to have.

      “How’s it going so far, Bree?” Courtney asked her nearest coworker, a girl her age who was going to college during the day to be an accountant and who pretty much always had a textbook somewhere on her desk.

      Bree lifted her hand in a so-so gesture, and Court laughed and rolled her eyes.

      “Thanks, so informative,” she said, then put her headphones on and logged into the system.

      She was officially on the clock, and her pulse gave a little flutter. Even though it wasn’t the police work she really wanted to be doing, she loved this job and she loved Fox County. Anything could happen, and she wanted to be ready to handle it.

      Her first few calls of the night were nothing too exciting. A car accident. A backyard bonfire that got a little out of control when some drunk idiot ran out of wood and tried to burn an old picnic table... whole.

      And then, about forty-five minutes into her shift, Court got a call that had her sitting up in her chair, on full alert.

      “There’s a car on fire out on Route 12,” a man said before she’d even gotten all the way through her initial 911, what is your emergency? prompt. “Hoo-wee, and I do mean it is blazing.”

      “Where on Route 12 are you, sir?” Court asked.

      “I don’t know…” the man said, but it sounded like he was getting his bearings so she waited. Just before she was going to prompt him again, he said, “A mile or two south of the Circle K gas station, I know that. It’s the only one around for about ten miles.”

      Court started a search on her computer, trying to figure out a good estimate of his location, and while she worked, she asked, “Is there anyone injured?”

      “I don’t know, ma’am,” the man said. “I was just driving to my hunting cabin and I came on this huge fire. I think it could jump to the woods and then we’ll have a real problem.”

      “Okay, I’m sending a fire truck to your location now,” Court said. “Can you please stay on the line?”

      “Sure, I don’t have anywhere better to be,” he said.

      Court kept questioning the man—taking his name and making sure he stayed out of harm’s way—and in the back of her mind, a familiar little tingle began. Over the last couple years of working dispatch, she’d developed a bit of a sixth sense for which cases were going to turn out to be interesting ones, and something about this one had her senses on high alert.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          MEL

        

      

    

    
      Mel was cruising slowly through her assigned patrol area not long after her shift began when a call came through for her on the radio.

      “Vehicle on fire at mile five of Route 12,” the dispatcher said. “Fire response is en route. We need an officer to take a statement. Car 34, are you in range?”

      Mel practically lunged for her radio. “Yeah, I’m about ten minutes away.”

      Ever since she’d opted not to be assigned a new partner when Zara left, she’d been stuck doing patrols on the outskirts of the county where the chief determined it was safer for a solo officer. Talk about dull city. Most of her nights were spent circling her route, occasionally stopping for coffee, and answering run-of-the-mill calls like late-night domestic disputes and the occasional car accident, usually involving alcohol or drugs.

      A vehicle on fire was at least something different, and Mel knew the location—it was pretty remote, which was curious. Could be nothing but bad luck, a wiring issue or a carelessly flicked cigarette butt.

      Could be more, though.

      “Copy,” the dispatcher, a female with a young-sounding voice that Mel was familiar with, said. “Let me know when you arrive.”

      “Will do,” Mel said, ending the transmission and making a U-turn on the two-lane highway.

      It was pretty easy to find the vehicle in question. Route 12 was long and straight, with woods on either side, and Mel was still a few miles away when she saw the orange flames licking the night sky. A siren in the distance told her that the fire engine was on its way too, arriving from the other direction.

      Mel pulled to the side of the road behind a second vehicle, a pickup truck with a man standing on the shoulder beside it. She reached for the dashboard radio and said, “Car 34 here, I just arrived on the scene.”

      “Thank you, 34,” the young dispatcher said. Mel had gotten to know all six of the night dispatchers’ voices pretty well, although she didn’t have any names or faces to match up to any of them, and sometimes that annoyed her. They were her only company at night now, after all.

      But right now, she had work to do.

      She stepped out of the car, grabbing a notebook from the passenger seat on her way out so she could take down the details for an incident report. “Sir?”

      The man on the shoulder was already watching her approach, and she met him at the back bumper of his truck.

      “I’m Officer Pine,” she said. “What’s your name?”

      “Ed Wallace,” he said. “Edward, if you gotta be official.”

      “Is that your vehicle?” she asked, pointing toward the flaming husk up ahead. The fire truck was just pulling up, its siren cut but its lights still flashing.

      “No way,” Ed said. “I was just driving to my cabin out here when I came on it.”

      Mel took down all the details Ed could give her, which didn’t amount to a whole lot, then told him he could either go back the way he’d come or stay back a safe distance while the firefighters cleared the road for him to continue on his way. Then she jogged in the direction of the fire engine, where guys were setting up a floodlight to work by and unreeling a thick nylon hose.

      She didn’t quite get there, though. On her way past the burning vehicle, she squinted into the bright flames and caught sight of a shape slumped over in the front seat.

      “Oh shit,” she called, getting as close as she dared while the heat from the fire baked the air. “Hey, we got a body in here!”

      “What?” one of the firefighters shouted back.

      Mel looked again, making sure she really had seen what she thought she saw, then finished running over to the fire engine. “There’s a body in the front seat.”

      “Driver?” he asked.

      “I can’t tell,” Mel said. “Try not to disturb the body too much so we can figure that out.”

      The firefighter just snorted, a yeah right expression that was obvious even though he was being silhouetted by the floodlight. Then he raised a hand and called for one of his crew to turn on the water, and a powerful jet shot into the flames.

      Right, Mel thought. It’d been a while since she’d reported to a fire scene, but she’d been on
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TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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