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He who fights with monsters should be careful

lest he thereby become a monster.

And if thou gaze long into an abyss,

the abyss will also gaze into thee.

 

—Friedrich Nietzsche
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Prologue

There comes a point in a big trial like this one when the court collectively holds its breath. In the case of the State of Belwall v. Rosa Marie Santago, that moment was now.

While the Latina beauty was brought to the witness stand to be sworn in for the first time, the circus spectators of court number three of the Sykes County Courthouse at ten o’clock on another warm and balmy Tuesday morning in July, all shuffled upright in their seats to get a better view of the main attraction. Harry J. Anderson was one of them.

Harry didn’t think he was exaggerating in thinking that a bed of protruding nails would have been more comfortable than the wooden bench bruising his backside and pressing into his spine where his pale blue cotton shirt was sticky with sweat even at this early hour of the day. The court had only been in session for ninety minutes, but already he was struggling. The air in the room was thick with more than just tension, thanks to the malfunctioning air-conditioning unit on this the busiest morning yet. Though, of course, it didn’t help that he’d sunk more than he meant to at Carrie’s twenty-first last night.

Four hours’ sleep was way short of his required quota, plus he probably shouldn’t have driven this morning. If he’d been stopped, he’d have got the courtroom experience from a whole other perspective. As it was, the beer and whiskey shots were working their way out of his system with each passing minute, though he’d need some kind of adrenalin hit if he was to get through the day with something halfway worth printing. Kamikaze Keller wouldn’t settle for any old crap.

Harry could understand that, he was a bit of a perfectionist himself. Except Keller was also a grade-A jerk. Someone should remind him he’s running the Pinefort Inquirer, not the West Coast Times. Luckily for Harry though, the star of the show about to take to the stage might be just enough to pull him from his hangover long enough to capture something decent.

For the previous two weeks, Harry had mostly seen only the back of Rosa Marie’s head. But always in court she presented as though she were attending a business conference as the keynote speaker. She would wear either a navy or black trouser or skirt suit with a simple blouse. Today she wore a gray blazer, her glossy raven-colored hair lying around her shoulders in tiered waves. Her makeup was neat and focused around her eyes, so that even from a fair distance away, Harry could see how strikingly rich in color they were. A vivid green that, along with the black hair, put him in mind of an Egyptian goddess; but he wouldn’t put that in his report unless he wanted to be lambasted for being a chauvinist.

It was a shame not to shout about it though – there were twenty-year-olds who spent every weekend at the salon who would never look as good as Rosa, a woman well into her fifties. Didn’t take a genius to figure out why half the state were all over this case like bees round honey. People can debate all they want about chauvinism, but the point is the public loves a trial with someone aesthetically intriguing in it. Take Bundy, for instance.

Harry peered to his right, where several other journos he recognized were poised in the same pen-to-paper or finger-over-tablet pose as he was. None of them had their eyes on their laps right now. Not even Jenna. He smirked and looked back to the front of the room, where the formalities had been completed, and prosecutor Robert Alburn had risen, run through a few easy pleasantries, and was now moving around his desk to stand directly in front of Rosa as he settled into his stride.

“Ms. Santago, I understand that you met Cameron James Bonnier within two months of moving to Belwall from Mexico. Is that correct?”

Rosa’s chin tipped up ever so slightly. “That’s correct.”

“So was it love at first sight, would you say?”

“Relevance?”

Defense attorney Audrey Mueller was quick off the mark today, but Rosa was already answering. Judge Thomas Lang overruled with a wave of his hand while the defendant went on speaking.

“If you mean was I only attracted to him for his money, then no. It was love. If not at first sight, then soon after. Have you never experienced that, Mr. Alburn?”

This was the first time the court had properly heard Rosa’s voice. It was the kind that came from somewhere deep in her throat and demanded attention, her Mexican heritage slicing sharply through her words. Alburn, though, being a sly old dog, only smiled softly. She’d have to work a lot harder than that to get through his exterior. But something told Harry she might just be the one to try.

“And how long was your courtship before marriage entered the equation, Ms. Santago?”

“Objection.”

“For goodness— Your honor, I’m simply trying to establish Rosa’s relationship with her husband.”

“Overruled. Ms. Mueller, I’m sensing we’re a little jumpy today. Please allow the questioning to play out before jumping to conclusions. Go ahead and answer, Ms. Santago.”

Another tip of the chin, enough that Rosa’s eyelids dipped. “About six months.”

“Only six months?”

“Yes.”

“And he proposed?”

“Correct. And I accepted. And we married nine months later.”

“And was it a happy marriage?”

Rosa Marie thought carefully before she spoke, her eyes never leaving the man asking the questions; unconcerned, it seemed, that the other half of this equation was in the room and sitting only meters in front of her.

“Mr. Alburn, we were married for nineteen years. The first five were wonderful, the next five satisfactory. But in time a relationship wears. And as both myself and my husband took lovers, it’s safe to assume that in later years it was no longer happy, no.”

Alburn nodded and propped a finger at his chin while looking to the floor. The jury was meant to think he was deliberating her answer and trying to be fair, and it was toward them he strolled, stopping just feet away, so that his next question seemed to come straight from them. “How did you meet Alejandro Martinez?”

“My husband hired him to take care of the pool. That was April 2012.”

“And you struck up a friendship?”

“Yes.”

“And when did it become something more?”

A moment of thought. “Within about three months.”

A pause. Alburn’s own moment of thought while this answer embedded itself in the jury’s mind. “So by July of 2012, you and he were lovers.”

“That’s correct.”

“The relationship conducted without Mr. Bonnier’s knowledge.”

“At the start, yes. That’s correct.”

“Did he suspect?”

“Not for a long time, no.”

All eyes, including Harry’s, looked to where Cameron James Bonnier sat with his brother, Andre, in the seats directly behind the prosecutor’s table. But it was only the latter who looked uncomfortable. Andre, a tall, thin, balding man whose suit bore shoulders his body clearly didn’t have, shuffled in his seat and reached for the bottle of water at his feet. Cameron, however, was a wall of stone. Not a flinch or a flicker crossed his broad features as his eyes bore into the woman he had once supposedly loved. It was a look so barren that Harry shivered. Or maybe that was the sweat cooling on his skin now that the air conditioning had kicked into life.

“And what were your intentions, Ms. Santago, when you began the relationship—”

“Objection. The defendant is being asked to speculate, your honor.”

“Sustained. Rephrase the question, Mr. Alburn.”

“Did you intend to leave your husband, Ms. Santago?”

Rosa Marie was less interested than the rest of the room in her former husband’s response and didn’t look at him once. She did, though, take a moment to consider her answer. “Not at first. I knew Cameron had his own affairs and assumed, I suppose, that we would carry on as we were. We both still cared for one another. But in time this wasn’t sustainable.”

“So you considered, or maybe discussed with Alejandro, leaving Mr. Bonnier and setting up home together.”

“Yes, that’s correct.”

“What stopped you?”

“Excuse me?”

Alburn rested against the wooden banister of the jury box and folded his arms, the sleeves of his light tan blazer riding up over his shirt cuffs. “You say you and Alejandro became lovers in 2012. Yet in 2014 you were still living with your husband.”

“As I said, I thought we could continue as we were. But by 2014 we began to make plans.”

“And what exactly were those plans, Ms. Santago?”

“When I had accumulated enough funds I would move out. We would get a place together.”

“And at the time of Mr. Martinez’s death, you still hadn’t accumulated the funds you needed?”

“That’s correct. I was only another two months away.”

“And how were you accumulating those funds, Ms. Santago?”

Harry waited for an objection, but this time it didn’t come. Instead, Rosa Marie grew a few inches as she pulled herself upright. Her words were razor sharp. “From my own business.”

“Not your husband’s? He’s a wealthy man.”

“If I’d wanted to use my husband’s money, Mr. Alburn, I’d have gone years before.”

“Why didn’t you?”

The phrase flash of her eyes would have been too clichéd for the Pinefort Inquirer, but Harry could think of no other way to describe them just at that moment.

“Dignity, Mr. Alburn.”

“Dignity? Hm.” Alburn made a noise somewhere between surprise and a soft laugh as he scratched at the space between his top lip and nose. “And when did the affair become known to Mr. Bonnier?”

“We spoke directly about it Christmas 2013. But he probably knew about it before then. Just as I knew about him.” Her tongue ran over her bottom lip, though still she refused to look at the man only a few strides away from her, even when Alburn hovered close to where the line of sight between the two would be direct.

“Did you argue about it?”

“Of course we did.”

“Did Mr. Bonnier ask you to end the relationship?”

“No. He told me to end it.”

“But you didn’t?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because I loved Alejandro.”

It was the first time her voice had wavered. Alburn struck.

“In the same way you had loved Mr. Bonnier once. Enough to accept his proposal after only six months.”

“Your honor…” Mueller rose from her seat.

“Mr. Alburn, can we please keep this relevant?”

“Of course. My apologies, your honor.”

Alburn walked from the jury box back toward the table where his notes were, allowing time for the neurons of the jury members to fire up and draw some conclusions about what kind of person Ms. Rosa Marie Santago might be.

“Ms. Santago, when was the last time you argued with Mr. Bonnier over your relationship with Alejandro, prior to Alejandro’s death?”

Harry glanced up from his notepad in time to see Rosa look toward her attorney and Audrey Mueller return the gesture with a curt nod. Regular attendees of a courtroom weren’t ignorant to what hesitant pauses in testimony might signify, and even the dry coughs and whispered words fell momentarily silent as everyone waited for Rosa’s reply.

“The last was July the eighteenth, 2014,” she said at last, hands coming up to clasp at the mahogany rail of the witness box.

“Thank you for being so specific, Ms. Santago. July the eighteenth, 2014. That was a Friday. The Friday prior to Mr. Martinez’s death less than forty-eight hours later. Is that correct?” Alburn pressed.

“Yes.”

“And can you talk us through the circumstances of that argument?”

“Cameron was leaving for Dubai. He asked that by the time he got back the following week my relationship with Alejandro be over.”

Alburn came back around the table to stand only feet from the witness. She looked less sure now than she had before. Strain peered through the cracks as her fingers tightened on the wooden rail.

“Mr. Bonnier wanted you to end the relationship?”

“That’s right. But it wasn’t like him. He knew what he was doing.”

Alburn tilted his head. Harry could only see the back of it from where he was sitting, but imagined the confusion planted across the state prosecutor’s face. “Knew what he was doing? Sounds to me as if he was trying to save his marriage, Ms. Santago.”

She laughed softly but there was no smile with it, only a shake of the head.

“Did you agree to end it?”

“No.”

“And what was his response?”

Rosa shifted in her seat, but still she didn’t look over the prosecutor’s shoulder. “He got upset.”

“Upset?”

She gave a tired blink. “Yes.”

“In what way, Ms. Santago? Do you mean he was angry?”

“No. I mean he was crying.”

“Crying? Was that normal for him? Is he an emotional man?”

Harry glimpsed sideways at Cameron. Dried cement would be more pliable.

“No, it was not normal.” Rosa’s voice was sharp enough to etch glass. “I had only seen him cry once before in all the years I’d known him, and that was early in the relationship when he spoke about the death of his parents.”

“And yet he cried then, the eighteenth of July, 2014, when he told you he wanted you to end this extramarital affair and save your marriage?”

Her knuckles grew white where she gripped the rail. “Yes.”

“Sounds like a man whose heart was breaking, Ms. Santago.”

The laugh again. This time with a smile she couldn’t help, though she ducked her head, her hair falling around her face. The light from above picked up the thin silver threads across the top of her scalp, the only sign to her age. Or her ordeal.

“Did you comfort him, Ms. Santago? Your husband?”

Her head came up. “No, Mr. Alburn, I did not. Because it was a lie.”

Alburn looked behind him to Cameron, and this time Rosa couldn’t help but follow his gaze. It was brief, though, and gave nothing away. Alburn turned back. “Your husband’s tears over the deterioration of your nineteen-year marriage were a lie, Ms. Santago?”

“Indeed they were. It was all part of his plan.”

“And what plan was that?”

Rosa Marie let go of the rail and held out her hands. “All this.”

“Ms. Santago, was it not the case that on the evening of Saturday, July the nineteenth, you told Mr. Martinez you would have to end the relationship based on your husband’s wishes?”

“No, that’s not the case.”

“And that Mr. Martinez took this news badly.”

“No, not at all.”

“He didn’t want the relationship to end.”

“Neither of us did. We didn’t consider it.”

“Is it true you had been funding Mr. Martinez’s family for some time?”

The switch in direction took everyone by surprise, none more so it seemed than Rosa Marie, whose chest heaved on a deep inhale that drew her upright again while her eyes burned holes into her interrogator. Not that Alburn would give a shit. He’d been on the end of worse. People talked about reporters having to watch their backs, but Harry would rather be a reporter any month of the year than a prosecuting attorney. Or any attorney, come to think of it; there was rarely a right side to be on.

The long pause was enough for Mueller to get herself together. “Objection. Relevance, your honor?”

“Establishes motive, your honor,” Alburn answered. Judge Lang overruled and Alburn repeated the question.

“I’d been helping them out, that’s correct.”

“Helping them out.” Alburn returned to his table and picked out a sheet of paper. What he read from it was probably imprinted on his brain, but it didn’t hurt to have a prop. The jury members listened intently, a couple of them leaning forward in their seats.

“Ms. Santago, since July of 2012 – the time you say you and Mr. Martinez became lovers – you have submitted a payment of one thousand dollars every month to the Mexican Bank and an account in the name of Francisco Martinez, who I understand to be Alejandro’s uncle. Is that correct?”

Rosa was pale as she nodded.

“If you could speak your reply,” Alburn encouraged.

“Yes.”

“As the payments have since ceased, that’s a total of twenty-four thousand dollars transferred from your own personal bank account to that of Mr. Francisco Martinez currently residing in Santa Fe, Mexico City. Can I ask why you made these payments, Ms. Santago?”

Her eyes were hard when she answered, though it was easier now to see the hairline fissures beneath the surface. “Because I know what it’s like. To live in poverty.”

“Are you saying Mr. Martinez’s family lives in poverty?”

“Yes. It’s why Alejandro moved here. For a better life.”

Harry thought about how bad things were in some countries that being someone’s pool guy constituted a better life. Shit, he complained a lot, but he was a lucky bastard really.

“One thousand dollars a month. That must have been a lot to Mr. Martinez’s family. They must have been very grateful.”

“Yes, it was. And yes, they were. I don’t regret a cent of it. If I wasn’t stuck where I am, I would still be supporting them.”

“Twelve thousand dollars a year though. That’s quite a chunk of your earnings. Quite the commitment.”

“I was happy to do it.”

“Quite a loss too, if they were to lose it. Which they now have, of course.”

Rosa looked ready to reply, but Mueller’s gentle shake of the head stopped her. Alburn crossed back to the jury box. Standing beside the jurors, us against you, he turned to face Rosa.

“How do you explain your prints on the murder weapon, Ms. Santago?”

Another leap. Another intake of breath. But Rosa was getting used to this now and held her nerve. “I cooked for him.”

“How very convenient.”

“Not convenient. I cooked for him, that’s it.”

“Yes, steak, as Mr. Crossbridge, the medical examiner, confirmed for us just last week.”

Rosa’s lips turned down, and she drew her eyes away from the response and perhaps the memory of last Wednesday afternoon, when they had all suffered under the heat and the weight of Crossbridge’s testimony of the autopsy.

“A final meal, perhaps?” Alburn pushed.

“Objection—” Ms. Mueller was on her feet, but once again Rosa Marie was defiantly choosing to answer without waiting for the judge’s response, which would have surely been to berate the prosecutor.

“I always cooked for him. It was my way of showing my appreciation.”

“Your appreciation?”

“That’s right.”

Alburn jumped on that like a snake on a rabbit. He held out his hands and looked with amused disbelief from the jurors and back to the defendant. “So not only does Mr. Martinez get you – a beautiful woman, if I may be so bold – and his family gets a healthy donation to keep the roof over their heads, but he also gets home-cooked meals to show him how you appreciate him. Is it any wonder, Ms. Santago, that Mr. Martinez would be reluctant to end the relationship?”

“We were not ending the relationship.” Her voice rose as Alburn’s had and she accentuated every word.

“Why he wasn’t prepared to lose all that…”

“That’s not the way it was.”

“Why he might take offense, get angry, lose his cool, Ms. Santago.”

“No.”

“Maybe he lashed out.”

She sucked in a breath, a response that drew more attention from the courtroom than the question itself. Mueller rose again to her feet but Alburn hurried on to explain.

“When officers came to your house on the morning of Sunday, July twentieth, did you not have a mark on your left cheek, Ms. Santago?”

Rosa looked to her attorney, but from where Harry was sitting there seemed to be no help coming from that direction.

Her tormentor went on. “Officers reported seeing a red contusion to your cheekbone, conducive to being hit with a blunt object. It was recent, they claimed, not yet fully bruised.”

“It was an accident,” she said, voice an octave higher than before.

“An accident, Ms. Santago? What accident?”

She licked her lips, eyes flitting from Mueller back to Alburn. “He didn’t mean it. We were just joking around.”

“What happened?”

“We were throwing cushions, that’s all. It was a mistake. The cushion left his hand…”

The room was silent enough to hear the quickening of her breath. And when she didn’t complete the sentence, Alburn quietly said, “He hit you, Ms. Santago.”

“A mistake,” she repeated, just as quietly and with her eyes to the floor at Alburn’s feet.

“He was angry and he lashed out.”

She shook her head, her voice barely audible as she said, “No. That wasn’t it. He’d never hurt me.” Her eyes came back up to fix on Alburn. “And I’d never hurt him.”

“Ms. Santago, the evidence speaks for itself. To fight it is no use to any of us, especially not yourself. Mr. Bonnier pleaded with you to end this relationship so you and he could save your marriage. You had been married for nineteen years, that’s a long time. Fancies come and go, but turning your back on what’s familiar, what’s known… turning your back on your husband, Ms. Santago, was never on the agenda or you’d have done it already. And so, when you told Alejandro it was over, he turned violent, struck out. He couldn’t afford to lose you and nor, specifically and literally, could his family. They depended on you to put food on their table. With no other way of ending the relationship, you took it upon yourself to end it the only way you knew how. Because if you didn’t, it would never really be over.

“We’ve already heard from witness testimonies that Alejandro was a possessive man. He had a big heart and was full of love, but that meant he couldn’t take rejection. There was only one way the relationship would end. And you ended it that night, Ms. Santago, by luring him outside where, from behind, you cut his throat, pushed him into the pool, and watched him die. You let a few hours pass and then made the call. While you waited for officers to arrive, you jumped in the pool and pulled him to the side where you sat with him in your arms, all evidence cross-contaminated – enough, you thought, to protect you from prosecution. Blame an intruder. Except you didn’t think it through carefully enough, did you? There were no signs of intrusion on your property and no one’s fingerprints around the place but your husband’s, Alejandro’s, and yours.”

Robert Alburn’s voice steadily rose as he spoke, and now he reveled in the silence that followed. Rosa had shaken her head repeatedly at his rhetoric, and her hand came up to cover her eyes now.

Against Harry’s better judgment his heart sank. He hadn’t wanted Rosa Marie Santago to be guilty, even though all the signs said she was. He hadn’t wanted her to have been capable of something so ugly as to take another’s life in such a brutal way. Hadn’t wanted this beautiful woman to be shut away for what would be her best remaining years. What did that say about him? Just another schmuck blinded by a pretty face and a twisted sense of justice.

“That’s not how it was,” she said into the still, dry air, a voice with all the life sucked out of it.

But Harry knew the second Alburn turned his body toward the jurors he was about to turn the screw. And turn it he did.

“If that’s not how it was, Ms. Santago, then can you explain why at twelve minutes past midnight on Sunday, July twentieth, 2014, possibly moments before Alejandro Martinez’s death, you disconnected the live feed on the CCTV camera at the rear of your property?”

 

 




Chapter 1

It takes less than a couple of seconds to determine a man’s weakness. But fail to find it before he finds yours and you’re already done for. Don’t take your eyes off his. At the same time observe everything. Like where his hands are, how his feet shift, the way he tilts his body, where he carries tension. That’ll tell you two things. Where his strike is about to come from. And also the part of himself he’s trying to protect, otherwise known as his weakness. Except this is the dance with the devil, there are no formal introductions or periods of grace while boundaries are established. There aren’t that many rules either. Sooner or later someone will take charge of the situation and better it be you first. So… body, hands, feet, eyes. Particularly eyes. A flicker there tells you you’re too late.

“Argh!”

Former sheriff’s deputy and homicide detective Lawrence ‘Hoss’ Hoskins let out a pathetic howl as his cheek hit the floor and a weight came down on top of him. Flames tore through his right shoulder blade as his arm was taken back behind him, his left leg throbbed just above the ankle, and hot breath in his ear reminded him he’d just failed again.

The pressure lifted and Hoss collapsed onto his stomach.

“You bastard,” he muttered, saliva pooling on the mat under his lips. He might have stayed there if not for the taste of something salty on his tongue that he didn’t think belonged to him. He grimaced, running the back of his hand over his mouth as he rolled over onto his back. “I’m done.”

“Like hell you are. You’re done when I say you’re done,” came the demand from the behemoth standing over him, blocking out the overhead strip light.

Hoss coughed into his fist and checked he hadn’t spit up blood. He hadn’t.

“Christ, Busta.” He took the offered hand that first pulled him to sitting then passed him a bottle of water. “You sure you’ve never been in uniform?”

Joshua ‘Busta’ Rimes had a natural, easy laugh. It echoed off the bare brick walls of the room in the rec center Hoss had affectionately nicknamed the Torture Chamber.

“Nah, mate. That sort of thing’s not for me.”

“Oh, I get it,” Hoss said, lips to the bottle. “You just like pushing people around.”

“It’s for your own good.”

“Tell me that tomorrow when I can’t move.” He rubbed at his sore shoulder with the heel of his hand to make the point.

“You missed the sweep, mate,” Rimes said, lowering himself to the floor beside the wall, barely a bead of sweat to sully his smooth forehead or dampen his fair locks. “I couldn’t have made it more obvious and you still missed it. My right, your left. You weren’t paying attention.”

“Shit.” Hoss screwed the top back on the half-empty bottle. “Guess I must have been too distracted by your beautiful Limey eyes.”

“Understandable, my Yankee friend. But more focus next time. Keep your eyes on the real prize.”

“Destroying your ass?”

“Outsmarting your mentor.” Rimes beamed his ten-thousand-watt smile, the one that even at a wake would make everyone feel life was pretty good. It made being around him easy. Which might have been why several months after Hoss had found the unsanctioned burial place of Simon Carpenter, Rimes’s childhood friend, the pair were still in touch.

Rimes was light relief, fun to be around, and now useful too. For the last few weeks he’d been teaching Hoss a style of Aikido he’d learned from an ex-special forces guy who worked with him on the oil rig. The key was to develop a centering presence that enabled the individual to meet both friends and opponents alike with harmony. Sounded lovely. But Hoss was learning that beating some idiot to a pulp was one thing; approaching that idiot from a place of clarity and focused energy was about as easy as catching flies with your toes and just as frustrating.

Less clear was what Rimes was getting out of this partnership now that the case was done. Maybe it was out of gratitude for finding his friend. Maybe he saw something in Hoss that reminded him of Simon. Or maybe just spending time with someone new filled the Simon-shaped void that had been missing from his life. Either way, he seemed to be enjoying the role of sensei to Hoss’s grasshopper – and if tonight’s performance was anything to go by, there was still a long road ahead yet.

The door squealed open and a small round face appeared from behind it. “You guys again?”

Rimes jumped up from the floor. “Scampi, mate. How you doing?”

Scampi stepped into the room and clasped the high palm Rimes held up. They bumped shoulders, though Rimes had to dip his to reach his friend’s. Scampi was a balding five-foot-nothing with an overripe tan, a wardrobe of only satin shorts and tight vests, and the build of an Old English Bulldog, all chest and shoulders. Guess that’s what happens when you own a gym – you’ve got to look like you know how to use it.

“You two are either in training for something, or this is that sado-masochistic shit I’ve heard about.” Scampi’s voice echoed up to the high ceiling. He could really project for a little guy.

“My boy here’s in training,” Rimes said, with a nod of the head in his boy’s direction. “See you could do with a little yourself, Scamp.”

“Cheeky son of a bitch. I let you use this place for free and this is what I get? In training for what, pal?” Scampi flicked his chin toward Hoss with a gleam in his eye that said he sucked this stuff up. This was a man who lived and died by protein counts and body stats, pumping iron and chasing the competition. None of which did anything for Hoss. That wasn’t what all this was for. He wasn’t sure he could even explain what it was for.

“In training for life,” he settled on with a smirk, and downed the rest of the water. Rimes laughed, but Scampi seemed disappointed.

“Well, you know the rules, my friends.” He pointed across the room to the badminton set lying ignored on the floor. “That’s why you’re here. Break his neck, Busta, and it’s nothing to do with me.”

“Gotcha. But don’t worry, Scamp. He’s perfectly safe in these hands.”

Scampi’s smile was wry. “You trust this English son of a bitch? I wouldn’t.” He winked when Rimes responded with a finger. “Catch you guys later. Train safe.”

When the door closed, Rimes swiped up his bottle of water and sat astride a wooden bench running the length of one wall. He took a swig from the bottle before stretching out on his back.

“Train safe,” Hoss repeated, and snorted a laugh. “You listening, Busta? That means don’t break anything. Mainly me.”

“Still breathing, aren’t you?” He held up his arm, looked at his watch. “Two more minutes, lightweight.”

Hoss was thinking of a comeback, but his friend’s attention was already drifting elsewhere. Laid out on the bench, he was staring at the ceiling like he’d just been reminded of something he was trying hard to forget.

“So how’d it go?” Hoss asked, injecting some lightness into the question, as if he wasn’t asking about the second worst thing Rimes had ever done. The first was standing graveside at his parents’ burial at the tender age of twelve.

“As expected, I guess.” He tilted his head on the bench. “Thought I’d have seen you there, mate. Seeing as it was you brought him home and all that.”

Hoss drew his knees up and rested his sore elbows on them. He wasn’t sure if Rimes was pissed off or whether he was just stating fact. Either way, Hoss didn’t feel brilliant about not attending Simon’s funeral, but he had his reasons. “Didn’t seem right,” he said, picking up the empty bottle and tapping it against his knee. “Funerals are private. For the family.”

“You’d have been welcomed.”

Hoss caught the snort of laughter before it emerged, covering it by pinning his lips together in a regretful smile.

Rimes pulled himself upright on the bench. “So what was it then?”

“What was what?”

“Something happened with you two.”

He said it like he already knew. Hoss thought of Catherine, Simon’s twin, and the two nights they’d spent together. How warm and inviting her touch had been, and how much he’d needed that after everything that had happened in the months before. Her fingers gentle across the scar on his wrist were enough to erase all that; and just for a short while he’d thought maybe he could love someone like her. But he was quick to learn it would come at a price. The coolness she could switch on at will, and how quickly she could turn her back when it suited her. He couldn’t be living on a knife edge the whole time, wondering which Catherine he would get. He’d lived off uncertainty for long enough, and it hadn’t served him well so far.

Rimes was watching him, still patiently waiting for an answer to a question he hadn’t asked. So had something happened between them? Or was it just a fun couple of nights to pass the time? Hoss wondered what answer she would give.

“Yes and no,” he said, wincing as he pulled himself up from the floor.

“Sounds like Cath.”

Hoss peered toward the bench as he rubbed at his shoulder and circled his arm. A thought struck him, though admittedly not for the first time. With Simon as the common denominator between the two, Rimes and Catherine had more or less grown up together. “Did you and she…?”

“Christ no. I’ve known her a long time, remember. And I like my balls where they are, thank you very much.”

A ping came from Hoss’s bag while he switched arms to loosen up the other. “So it wasn’t me then?” he asked, crossing the room and hauling his bag from the floor to the bench.

“Nah, mate. Trust me. Whatever happened, it wasn’t you.”

Rimes stood to warm up as Hoss swiped his phone screen. The tracking app told him Cass Fletcher had left the funeral of her former field training officer and was heading north. North?

“Where the fuck’s she going now?”

Fletch smiled back at him as she inched along the interstate, heading out of Sykes County. It was an old photo; he could just see the edge of her collar, a white blouse, and she grinned with an ease he hadn’t seen from her in a long time.

“Keeping tabs on that girl of yours again?”

“More like she keeps tabs on me.” He shook his head, her photo still moving farther away. He closed the app and threw the phone in his bag. “And partner is the word you were looking for, Busta. Call her my girl again, especially in her presence, and it’ll be all of our balls we’ll need to worry about.”

Rimes held up his hands despite the floodlit grin that was putting in a revival. There was something unnerving about it this time, though. Something that suggested there was more to his error than he was letting on. A dig for information, maybe.

“So you guys on a case just now?” he probed.

Hoss thought of the box labeled Rosa Marie Santago currently gathering dust on the living room floor of Fletcher’s cabin, an inheritance from the recently deceased Gonzo. He replied with a sound that was suggestive of a maybe, a probably, and a not really. “It’s complicated.”

“Isn’t it always?” Rimes winked and took his stance, left foot back, right forward, arms and hands raised. “Ready, Hossman?”

Hoss tugged on the strings of his sweatpants, sucked in a long, slow breath to center himself as Rimes had taught him to do, and got into position, mirroring his friend and silently praying for his life.

“Let’s go, buddy. And don’t go easy on me like you have up to now, okay?” he said. “I need to get this right. Even if it kills me.”

 

 




Chapter 2

The ride was smooth, the air comforting inside the car with the heaters on, enough to make Cass want to sink deeper into the leather seat, close her eyes and shut the world out. The funeral for Gonzo had been tough; maintaining her composure tougher. He had partnered her when she was a new boot at the Sykes County Sheriff’s Office almost seventeen years ago, and went on to mentor her indirectly through her move from cop to detective, and through his own move from lieutenant to captain. She might even say his guidance went on much longer than that.

Jerome ‘Gonzo’ Gonzales was a wealth of knowledge and wise quips that didn’t stop coming right up until his early death from pancreatic cancer, which took him within two months of his diagnosis. He was only fifty-nine. But tears weren’t allowed. At least, he wouldn’t have allowed them. He steered away from emotions as best he could, and expected others to do the same. Ironic, of course; strip back the cool exterior and wisecracks, and he was the most honest and caring man she had ever met, outside of her own father and grandfather.

Now that the funeral was over she should have felt relief. She would have done. Except now there was something else to worry about.

The brand new silver Merc she was in was the antithesis of her grandad’s Ford pickup. She preached to all who’d listen how she wouldn’t replace that old truck for anything, but right now polished leather and walnut were wrapping around her senses like a silk sheet and she wasn’t far from caving to such unnecessary materialism.

Clive Leonard, the Merc’s owner and driver, held the wheel with both hands. Ten and two. A habit ingrained in his soul. On his pressed black uniform the new addition of the gold star was fitting, its gleam indicative of the man who wore it. She could imagine the time and commitment he’d put into polishing it. For Leonard, no job was too small to not deserve due diligence, and nothing went unnoticed.

Cass felt Leonard’s pride at wearing that badge almost as much as he did. He had negotiated the trenches better than she had, survived being buried under a shitload of shifts and regulations and nevergreen policies that could change from one week to the next; office relations, biting your tongue and holding your nerve, steep learning curves and sloping statistics. And that’s before they’d even hit the streets. She, in contrast, had crashed and burned at the first sign of real trouble. Her only regret was she wouldn’t get to work under his command now he’d reached his ultimate goal.

“When did it happen?” she asked, studying his firm features in profile, wisps of black hair curling above his earlobe, dark eyebrows crowding equally dark eyes.

“Last Tuesday,” he muttered to the road ahead.

She looked out the windshield. A light rain had started up since they’d left Manor Hall on the east side of Orley and the sky had turned colorless, as if draining of life. Leonard flicked on the wipers.

“That’s almost a week ago.” She tried to think back to what she’d been doing that day. She couldn’t remember. Nothing important. “And you don’t tell me until now.”

He looked at her only briefly. He couldn’t take his eyes from the road for long, but maybe he was glad of that.

“Your FTO, Cass,” he said, hitting the signal to overtake an eighteen-wheeler. “You had enough on your plate. I didn’t want you to miss the funeral. Anyway, he’s all right, I told you.”

They’d been at Manor Hall for over two hours before Leonard had pulled her aside to tell her about Buck, her old partner at the sheriff’s office, real name Aaron Rogers. He’d left Sykes County soon after she had, but unlike her, not the job itself. He’d been working an undercover op for another agency when, it turned out, things had turned ugly and he took the blunt end of a scuffle. Leonard had been frugal with the details, but when she’d asked where Buck currently was, he’d surprised her by saying he’d take her to him. Scuffle, her rolling gut suspected, was an understatement.

Clive Leonard was a calm man. Stress, at least on the surface, ran over his full head of thick black hair and got lost to his shadow. He could handle any situation and anyone in that situation, and there were only a handful of occasions when Cass had seen his impenetrable exterior threatened. One was when he supported her through the officer-involved shooting, in which a teenager whose thigh she put a bullet in to disarm, subsequently died of a massive heart attack before he reached the hospital. She had chosen Leonard as her companion officer, and he had run the gamut of emotions with her as if he’d fired the fatal bullet himself.

The other time his resolve wavered was after Hoss’s near-miss encounter with Carl Evertson, the killer he’d been trying to catch. Leonard had been Hoss’s captain then, and the threat of losing one of his deputies one of those things that kept him up at night. He’d got away with it with Hoss, but only months later that nightmare came true when Lieutenant Adrian Matherton made the decision to go permanently end-of-watch with his own service weapon. His was the last funeral they had attended together before Gonzo’s. Leonard hadn’t spoken of Matherton since, but Cass knew his loss would have left a scar; in the same way it had for all of them.

She looked closely at her friend now. Because here was another one of his old deputies in trouble.

“So what aren’t you telling me, Clive?”

“Nothing. Like I said, he took a bit of a beating. But he’s all right.”

“So you keep saying. Which means he isn’t.”

The GPS instructed them to exit at the next ramp. Leonard flicked the signal.

“Clive…”

“Christ, Cass, it would be a lot easier if you’d just wait till we get there.” He sucked in a breath through his teeth, let it out through his nose. “Look. It got a bit nasty, that’s all.”

“Mierda,” she swore. For ten years she and Buck had been solid gold partners, moving from Patrol to Homicide together, each working to the other’s strengths and weaknesses. But since they’d both moved on he’d been working undercover, location undisclosed. Contact had been scarce and usually electronic, but she always knew they’d pick up where they left off as soon as they got the chance.

“He was pulled out of there straightaway, Cass. He won’t go back. He’s safe now.”

“How bad?”

They passed into a town, its traffic slowing their progress.

“Couple of pints of the red stuff. And a scar across his back to show the grandkids.”

“A blade?”

His silence was the answer.

“Mierda. Hijos de puta.”

“Some broken ribs too. Bruised jaw. And he’s out of it just now. But you know Buck, Cass,”—he flicked his head from the road to her—“you worked together long enough. He’s a soldier, for Christ’s sake. Nothing will hold him down for long.”

Her head fell back against the headrest and she covered her face with both hands, took some slow breaths. So that’s why Leonard hadn’t told her before. She’d thought the funeral would be hard enough, but now this too. And this was worse. Because at least Gonzo was free from his pain.

Leonard knew better than to try to comfort her. She was glad of that. She took a few more breaths, berating herself for what use she’d be to Buck if she fell apart. Yes, she was scared – just hospitals alone had that effect on her – but it would be scarier for Buck.

She dropped her hands to her lap. And as the road took them out of the town and into open green space, she said, “Did they make him for an officer? Is that what it was about?”

“His identity is safe. Deal gone bad, that’s it.”

“And where will they think he’s gone? The members of his gang or whatever he’s involved in.”

Leonard drew his hand over his mouth. “Look, it’ll be sorted, all right? They know what they’re doing.”

“They’ll have to say he’s dead.”

“Yes, probably.” Hard black eyes glared over at her for a second, and there it was, the merest of cracks disguised as irritation. She nodded and looked away. “He’s safe, Cass. All we’ve got to worry about is getting him back on his feet.”

The car fell silent apart from the drone of the engine and the accompanying hum of the heaters, enough to lull her into sleep if her mind wasn’t running on overdrive and her nerves dialed up to eleven. She waited a few minutes for the air to settle, before asking what Buck had been working when it happened. She didn’t really think Leonard would answer, but his voice was calm again when he did.

Not even the sheriff was party to all the details of another agency’s operations, but fellow colleagues had given him the heads up. Buck had been working Serious Crimes on a long-term operation that centered around pedophile rings and human trafficking. It shouldn’t have come as a surprise, but it didn’t make her feel any better to know, and she was glad Leonard’s details were scarce. Or so he said.

As if it had one, her mind stepped up another gear. What side of life had Buck been exposed to? What had he seen and had to do to infiltrate these groups? What kind of scars might that leave? More than the physical ones, surely?

Leonard changed the subject and she pretended to listen, but office gossip wasn’t enough to cut through the fear of what she was about to face. He was still talking ten minutes later when he pulled the Merc into the grounds of Saint Mary’s, a private hospital at the end of a tree-lined lane that fooled the visitor into thinking they were heading somewhere they’d want to be. Once in a parking bay, he cut the engine and turned to look at her in the same way he’d make an informal psych evaluation of one of his deputies.

“And we thought homicide was bad,” she said, with a smile she hoped might fool him.

“Homicide’s a stroll through the daisies, Fletch,” he said, slipping into her work nickname. He unclipped his seatbelt. It retracted back with a hard slap against the walnut trim. “At least our subjects never gave us any trouble.”

 

*

 

Leonard’s uniform was all the pass they needed to be shown down the corridor to Buck’s room. He took the lead, Cass walking in step behind and concentrating on the clip of his polished shoes over the linoleum to distract her from the other things. Things like disinfectant, machines, somber conversations – any of which might send her into blind panic. The male nurse stopped just outside an open doorway, and he and Leonard spoke for a few moments, about how Buck was doing, what the prognosis was. She didn’t take in any of it, other than the nurse’s certainty that speaking to Buck would help. Her mind was foggy, heart rate rising. Now she was here she wasn’t sure she could go in. She considered telling Leonard she needed some air first, but then a figure appeared in the doorway.

“Mrs. Rogers.” Leonard stepped toward Buck’s wife to kiss her on the cheek. Christa Rogers sidestepped out of his reach. She was a short, petite woman with black hair that hovered around her shoulders, and dark cautious eyes to match. She clutched at the strap of her purse with both hands, as if she feared it might be taken from her.

Undeterred, Leonard asked, “Is there anything we can do? Anything at all?”

Her eyes said a hundred things, but none of them came out of her mouth. She looked from Leonard to Cass; then without a word walked past them down the corridor. Cass watched her go. The Fireball, Buck used to call her. There seemed little fire left about her now. And it didn’t take a therapist to figure out what had doused the flames.

“Did you notice?” Leonard said behind her.

“Notice what?”

He tutted; held up and waved his left hand. “No wedding ring.”

“Shit.” Cass looked back down the corridor but Christa had gone. “How come you noticed something like that?”

“Just an old romantic at heart, Fletcher. Did you know Marissa and I are renewing our vows in the summer?”

“Jesus Christ,” she muttered under her breath. “If this is your way of getting me in that room, then congratulations.”

But Cass only took three steps in through the door before she stopped.

She wasn’t even sure the person on the bed was her old partner. Only his arms, shoulders and head were visible outside the white sheet. A tube, taped at his mouth, ran over the pillow to a pump quietly operating at the side of the bed. His face was twice the size it usually was, his neat features lost to swollen bruising, his jaw rough with black stubble.

One of the things she had always ribbed him about was his unnaturally smooth dark complexion, absent of any wrinkles or facial growth. But this here was a different Buck. This Buck had aged in the time since she’d seen him last, or maybe just in the week since the accident. Even his head had been shaved of the tight black curls he was known for. Had that been part of the job too? Changing his appearance? Becoming someone else entirely? Was that what went wrong with Christa? Cass had heard of that, of undercover cops getting in too deep, losing themselves to the characters they became. How much of the old Buck was still in there?

“Thought you said he was all right.”

“Course he’s all right, Fletch, look at him, he’s just milking it,” Leonard said at her shoulder. But a few seconds later, when still neither of them had moved, he put a hand to her elbow. “I’ll get some coffees. Go and sit with him.”

Leonard didn’t wait for a reply. He couldn’t get out of there quick enough. A part of her wanted to get out of there too, but somehow she made it over to the bed. No wonder Christa had said nothing. What was there to say?

Closer, she could see the bruise blooming over his jaw and cheek. See, too, the bandage across his chest just below the edge of the bed sheet. His hands lay still beside his body, the one closest to her with a canula taped to the back of it and a thin tube attached. Cass lowered herself to the plastic chair still warm from the last visitor. She looked at his hand and hesitated to touch it. He might think it was still Christa sitting here.

She peered at his face, his closed lids. “Buck. Partner. It’s Cass.” She slid her hand under his and wrapped her fingers around his warm skin, careful of the needle. “What the hell is this all about?”

No flicker from his lids, no movement from his hand.

“This isn’t how it’s supposed to go. Did you not get the memo?”

Her throat tightened and she coughed. “The sheriff thinks you’re milking it, and I might just have to agree with him. You always were an attention-seeker, Buck, but this is a step too far.”

His lips around the tube were dry. On the bedside table was a glass, and inside it a stick with a sponge at one end submerged in water. She reached for it, tapped off the excess water against the edge of the glass and brought it gently to his lips. Doing something was better. Doing something made talking easier.

“Thing is, Buck, you and me need to have a serious conversation. It’s about this hair, sunshine. I don’t know what you were thinking, but I’m not altogether feeling it.”

She returned the sponge to the glass and used a tissue to wipe away the drips that had run down his neck.

“Jesus, now he’s got you washing him too?” Leonard said, coming across the room with a coffee in each hand. “Guy’s a flake.”

“You might be right,” she said, taking the cup he offered.

Leonard sat at the bottom of the bed and tilted his body to face Buck. He eyed him in the same way he would have once done across his desk in the captain’s office.

“Son, this is not a good look,” he said, stern voice disturbing the solemn atmosphere in the room. “How will you explain this time gap on your record? Did you think about that?” He stopped when he caught sight of her smirking. “What?”

She shook her head and gestured for him to go on. There were many times in her career she’d been glad of Leonard’s presence, and this was another of those.

He shuffled on the bed, pant legs riding up over his black cotton socks. He cleared his throat. “Besides, as your mentor, this reflects unfavorably on me. So stop being an asshole, Buck, and make a swift recovery.” He lifted the cup to his lips and blew the steam from the coffee.

“Very touching,” she said.

“I thought it best to go easy on him. For now.”

“I’m sure he’ll appreciate that.”

They stayed for another ten minutes, filling Buck in on the things he’d missed, from Leonard’s promotion to her new private-eye venture with Hoss. Neither mentioned their former lieutenant, but she knew Buck had already heard about that on the grapevine. That was the thing about the job. News traveled when it concerned one of their own.

The male nurse returned to check Buck’s stats and tubes, and they used his appearance as an excuse to leave.

“I’ll wait outside,” Leonard said, taking the empty cup from her. He didn’t look at Buck or say anything more to him before he left. She knew it was because he wouldn’t risk it. Better to walk out of there as if the next time he returned Buck would be awake.

The nurse moved to the other end of the room, bustling in the cupboards for fresh tubes and equipment, and allowing Cass the space to say what she wanted in relative privacy. But like Leonard, goodbye wouldn’t be it. She stood and touched her hand to his head. Hard bristles were rough under her fingers.

“Here’s how it’s going to be, Buck. Remember that time you said the worst torture technique someone could inflict on you
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