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El amanecer tiene

esa tristeza de llegar,

en tren, a una estación que no es la de uno.

 

Daybreak has

that sad sense of arriving,

by train, to someone else’s destination.

 

—Juan Ramón Jiménez
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Prologue

He couldn’t see. He could feel though. His battered body rocking side to side sent a burning jolt through every part of him. He could hear, too. Somewhere beyond the blackness their voices hummed, words and noises tumbling together with the drone of the engine. Then there was the blood rushing in his ears louder than all that, and his breath – fast and hot through his nose and nowhere near enough to fill his lungs or slow the panic.

Something had been crammed into his mouth so that it teased the back of his throat. He retched repeatedly. To shift it he tried coughing, but that only made him retch harder and he was afraid of being sick, of choking himself. His head throbbed when he heaved, tears seeping from the corners of his eyes to drip down his face into his hair.

Everything hurt. The blows to his head had dazed him, but he’d still felt every kick they’d delivered to his chest and stomach, forcing the air from his lungs to leave him empty. Now, hands and ankles bound, he was curled in a ball on his side, the rough carpet grating against his cheek and then his forehead when he shifted, though there was nowhere to go in the tiny space. No way out.

A groan came from somewhere far down in his throat, a feeble cry as fear and pain gave way to self-pity. He had done this. He had done it to himself. He had made his choices and there’d be no second chances, no last reprieve. No going back or changing his mind. He was alone, trapped. Now they’d want him silenced.

The sobbing jammed up his nose, making breathing a chore. He snorted to clear it, wiping his face over the harsh fibers of the trunk carpet. As he did, the motion of the car slowed, then stopped.

The voices grew louder but still he couldn’t make out what they were saying. Then the slam of a car door and another soon after, both of which reverberated through the core of his bruised guts. Cool air crept in from somewhere. He felt it on his face, wet from blood and tears and snot, and on the crotch of his jeans where the damp denim clung to his skin.

Something pounded twice above him and he jumped, cried into the gag, but the trunk didn’t open. He slowed his breath to listen. There were other sounds, familiar but difficult to place over the blood raging in his ears, his thumping heart. Metal against metal. A deep steady hum. Then a smell invading his nostrils, filling his head. Strong, intoxicating, creeping down his throat…

The gas station. They were at the gas station. That would mean they weren’t alone.

His breath snorted in short, hot puffs through his nose. He turned his face into the carpet again to wipe it, then stilled to listen.

He heard the tap of the fuel nozzle and the clunk as it was returned to its holder. Another few seconds and the humming stopped. A thud again on the roof of the trunk, a warning. Then silence. He was alone.

There was little room in his prison, but little other hope either. He pulled his knees up enough to give himself the leverage he’d need, then slammed his boots hard against the car’s interior. His first attempt was pathetic, rubber soles meeting with carpet. He tried again, then again. Any second now they’d be back and his chance would be gone. With everything he had left in him, and with adrenalin masking his aching body and thundering head, he kicked like a mule and yelled into the gag.

When he stopped, there were sounds somewhere outside his metal prison. Maybe them, maybe someone else. What did it matter now, he was already dead. He kicked some more even though his legs weakened, even though his breathing was far too shallow and head hot, even though he might pass out before he could make the most of this last chance.

Then a tap. A man’s voice.

“Hey. Hey, someone in there?”

He screamed into the gag. Kicked some more to be sure.

“Jesus,” he heard. The sound of something clicking. Movement as the trunk rocked. “I can’t open it. It’s locked.”

He yelled again, wanting to form words, wanting to explain, wanting to shout for help. Then the voice was louder, clearer, the man just on the other side of the locked trunk that separated them.

“I’ll get help,” he said. Then a little louder, “Don’t worry, okay? I’ll get help.”

He closed his eyes even in the darkness. A long cry hit the gag on an exhale and the tears came more easily. He was going to be okay. He’d get out of this. And when he did, he’d disappear, as far from this life as he could. He was done with it. Really done with it.

Two doors slammed, the engine started and they were moving again. All he had to do was stay calm now. Bear it just a bit longer. He kept his eyes closed and dared to slow his breathing. But it didn’t feel as if they’d gone far when the car rolled to a stop again. The voices in the front were quieter than before, and he wondered if the cops were tailing them already and they’d ducked the car out of sight. As if that would be enough. He longed to hear the thrum of a helicopter overhead.

Cooler air filtered in again through the gaps between the trunk and the back seats. He strained his ears to listen, but there was nothing now, only silence. Panic was still too close for comfort but he urged himself to be patient. Someone knew he was here in this trunk. Someone knew he was in trouble. That was better than where he’d been ten minutes ago.

Time passed slowly. If not for the gentle movement of the car every now and then, he would think he was alone. But then came noise from outside. A key in the lock. He prayed to see a uniform. Prayed to see a cop more than at any other time in his life. He’d tell all, everything, whatever they wanted. Just please let it be a cop.

Except he could see nothing. Sunlight blinded him and he squeezed his eyes shut while a throb shot through his head so violently he braced against it.

Hands were on him, lifting him. He squinted an eye open. Saw the red metal of the car, his hands, the marks on his wrists where the bindings cut into the skin, his filthy jeans, the dry dirt when he landed on it. He groaned with the impact that jarred his back and flared hot flames through his torso and skull.

“Jesus fucking Christ, Simon, you stink,” a voice said above him. And to someone else: “He’s fucking pissed himself.”

“What’d you expect? He’s a spineless waster, he always was.”

Head in the dirt, Simon could only see under the car, to the scuffed black boots of his second captor coming around it, the same ones that had done the damage earlier. He inhaled dust through his nose, then coughed and choked against the gag as it hit the back of his throat. He turned his forehead to the ground to hide from the sun, the men, the pain splintering his head to pieces. But then hands were on him again, yanking him up. There was another noise now too. Somewhere far off. Muffled like his own shouts had been earlier. His vision began to clear as he forced it to adjust to the searing light. Rough hands pulled him to his knees.

“Hold him,” the man above said to his partner. “He’s gonna watch every fucking second of this.”

Simon’s head swayed under its weight, but firm fingers gripped hold of his chin to hold it steady. Through half-closed eyes he watched as his captor walked about twenty feet away to a pine-green Toyota and pulled open the rear door. He reached in with both hands and after some wrangling yanked out what was inside. It landed face first on the desert floor in much the same way Simon had. And like Simon, this man’s hands and feet were bound too, a cloth stuffed in his mouth.

The man was short but big, and their captor made hard work of bringing him upright to his knees. Behind the cloth gag, the round face shone as red as a warning beacon and sweat slicked his forehead and cheeks, seeping down to the open collar of his white polo shirt. His breath was fast and loud through wide nostrils; a lump above his right eye bore a deep cut that wept a fresh line of blood down to his chin.

“Fat motherfucker, aren’t you?” the man standing over him said, whipping up the bottom half of his T-shirt to wipe his own forehead. “Jesus! No one ever tell you to lose a few pounds?”

The man holding Simon gripped his chin harder as he snorted a laugh. “Just get on with it, Mack. We need to be gone.”

“Yeah, all right, let me catch my fucking breath.”

Mack puffed out a sigh before returning his attention to the quivering man at his feet. Grasping a fistful of the man’s black hair, Mack ignored the whining protests to turn Simon’s way.

“This, Simon, is all because of you.”

His hand disappeared behind him and T-shirt hitched up over one hip. When he brought the hand back, it was with a silver revolver off which the sun’s rays flashed. Simon saw it first and jerked against the hand that held him. But a second hand clamped around the back of his neck so he was forced to stay still.

The man on the ground opposite was already snorting through his nose. But when he caught sight of the gun, panic set in fully. He groaned into the gag and thrashed his body, instinct urging him to flee even though he was bound. His captor lost his grip and the man smashed head first to the dirt but was yanked back up again just as quick by his hair.

“Jesus, take it easy, big man,” Mack said. Once he’d regained his hold, he looked back Simon’s way. “See this, Si? If you hadn’t made a fucking show of yourself, we wouldn’t have to do this. This good man here would just be on his way, none the wiser.” He waved the barrel of the gun at the man on his knees to demonstrate the point. “Now we have to waste valuable resources doing this. And it’s all on you, Simon. It’s all on you.”

Simon stared at the terrified figure as it came to him. The man from the gas station. His savior, his last hope. An innocent. Nothing to do with them, nothing to do with this. There were no cops coming. No helicopters.

Gravity took Simon’s exhausted body to the dirt despite the efforts of his captor.

“I said hold him, Cantrell,” Mack shouted.

“I fucking am.” Hands grasped him again, fingers digging hard into his skin, tugging at him. “Stay up, you prick.”

But he couldn’t, not when every last ounce of energy had gone from him. Not when he’d just made this so much worse.

Cantrell got down on the ground beside him and yanked on the hair at the top of his scalp, snapping his head back so that he could do nothing but watch when Mack brought the barrel of the revolver to his captive’s temple. The man’s face and throat had turned a grotesque shade of purple, the blood far too much and too close to the surface. But even in his panic, his eyes found Simon’s and they stared at one another. Thinking what? Saying what, if they could? Sorry?

“Do you have anything to say to the braindead motherfucker over there who just ended your life?” Mack asked, ripping the gag from the man’s mouth. Strings of saliva came with it and Mack threw it to the ground in disgust.

“Please. Please.” The man coughed over his words, his attention gone from Simon now. “I have a family, I have children. Please just let me go, I won’t say anything, I swear I won’t s—” The retort from the gun disappeared into the wide open empty space of the desert and the man dropped almost as fast as the spray of blood that exploded from the other side of his temple. The silence that followed stretched into a long breathless second…

Bile flooded into Simon’s throat and he choked into the gag. The fingers let go of his hair and his face once again hit the dirt. Pain stabbed through his nose to his head and a warm trickle seeped down to the gag. The bile he swallowed tasted of blood.

“Get him in this fat fucker’s car,” he heard Mack say over the sound of something being hauled across the hard ground. But Simon had closed his eyes even before he felt himself being lifted again. He didn’t want to see any more. Couldn’t bear to look at what he had done by his own actions. Nor dare think about what was coming for him next.

The darkness behind his closed lids turned black. The trunk slammed shut.

 

 




Chapter 1

It was just after one in the afternoon. The normally hushed, easy ambience of the Silver Scales coffee shop and diner was temporarily sidelined while a busy midweek lunch intake invaded. Situated close to the circuit court at the southern edge of Pinefort city center, the diner was a convenient respite from the suffocating confines of the walls of justice, and today it seemed that respite was needed more than normal. Almost all of the dark oak booths were occupied, and the wood floor was littered with briefcases and shopping bags around which the serving staff maneuvered their trays as if playing a game of Operation. The buzz came not from their movements but from the sound of simultaneous chatter, loud enough to drown out even the air conditioning unit over their heads working overtime to maintain a comfortable temperature at the height of summer and in a room full to its capacity.

A group of women office workers came through the door at the same time as Hoss. They scanned the place the same way he was doing, before deciding on somewhere less hectic and turning to leave. He would have liked to have done the same, but he didn’t have any choice in the matter – his lunch partner would have arrived early to get them a seat and Hoss knew exactly where that would be. Bracing himself for what was to come, he tucked his hands into the pockets of his hoody and carved out a route toward the back of the room. It didn’t take long to find him.

Patrick Hoskins, one-time sheriff of Sykes County Sheriff’s Office, had spread himself enough to take up an entire bench that would have comfortably seated three. One arm was hooked along the back of the bench, hitching open his unbuttoned blue shirt, beneath which a black T-shirt stretched snugly over a manageable paunch. The tan leather jacket he favored through every season was propped over the wooden chair opposite him, the only seat available to his son.

Hoss pulled the chair out to sit. Only his father could turn the place where people came to relax and catch up over lunch into an interrogation room. He thought about checking the seat for uneven legs too, as if any more discomfort could be piled on for good measure. But he was distracted by his father punching the air to pull back the sleeve on his shirt and check his watch.

“Five minutes, that’s all,” Hoss said, as he sat with his back to the room. “Traffic’s a bitch at this time of day. Took ten minutes just to get a cab. And you picked a big case day, by the look of it.” He peered over his right shoulder, then the left.

“It’s okay, son, settle down. I’ve got the door.”

Hoss turned back to his father’s cool evaluation. It was hard to tell whether the thin smile meant he was being sneered at, or mentally dissected.

“I was looking for a waiter.”

“No need. I’ve already ordered for you.”

“Already eaten it for me too? I’d like to get a drink, if that’s okay with you.”

His father held up his hands and dipped his chin, the tufts of white hair at each side of his head catching the breeze from the AC vent so he looked for a second like a white-horned devil.

A waitress appeared at their table. Hoss ordered a light beer and when she left he sank back in the chair under the pretense of being indifferent to the seating choice. God forbid Patrick Hoskins would sit with his back to a busy room, but if Hoss were to protest he’d be accused of being paranoid.

“Beer?” his father said, with a tilt of his voice and a raised eyebrow that, despite the smile, still suggested it was meant as a reprimand.

Hoss snorted a dry laugh but let it go. He’d promised himself he wouldn’t be riled by his old man. Not today. “So what did you want to see me about?” he asked instead.

Patrick Hoskins leaned on the table with his arms folded. Theirs had never been an easy relationship. Hoss’s older sisters were closer to their father than he was, and that was due to two things. One was that Patrick idolized and protected his girls in a way he never had his boy. And the other was that those girls were more forgiving than their brother.

“You been eating, Lawrence? You look like you’ve lost weight.”

“You’re worried about my diet now?”

He caught sight of himself in the reflection of a framed picture on the wall behind his father. The image was a black and white photograph of the building across the road taken some hundred or so years ago, the weight of justice metaphorized in the impenetrable and asymmetrical architecture. Though all Hoss saw was a man who should have shaved this morning and whose eyes seemed too far back in his head.

The waitress returned with a tall glass and a cold bottle. He thanked her and, after pouring, took a long drink. It was cool and went down easy, and if not for his father’s watchful eye he might have downed it and ordered another.

“So what is it?” Hoss repeated, swiping the beer trail above his top lip with the back of his hand.

Patrick picked up his own glass and took a sip of the iced water. When he brought it back down to the table he relented to his son’s questioning, but only in his own time.

“You given a date for your return yet?”

Hoss had expected that. Had planned for it even and prepared his response. But now that he was here and his father looming before him, hair thinning on top and eyes caught in a web of wrinkles but no less imposing a character than he ever was, he stalled. His throat dried and he hid his discomfort with another drink.

“It’s been five months, Lawrence.”

The glass came down harder on the table than he intended. “Has it? I hadn’t noticed.”

“They’re still paying you, right?”

There were many areas of Hoss’s life that he wished his father to remain ignorant of, and his financial status was one of them. By the age of thirty-two, Patrick Hoskins had already made lieutenant and was in line for the captaincy; which was considerably better than how his son was currently doing approaching the same age. Hoss may have followed his father into law enforcement, but that’s as far as their similarities went. The career ladder was about as appealing to Hoss as a ride through the city on horseback buck naked. More satisfying were the rare days when he felt his work made a difference to the community he served.

In that sense, he preferred to think he took after his mother. While Patrick earned enough to support the whole family, Elena Jane Hoskins signed up to any voluntary project that would have her. Around the needs of her children, she worked hard and without financial recompense for those who benefited from her time, support and gentle, forgiving nature. His father always said she did all this to offset the boredom of being a housewife – a little something for her to do while the kids were in school. Hoss thought of it as being kind and selfless.

The chicken salad his father ordered arrived at the table, and they might have eaten in silence but for Patrick’s ramblings of his recent weekend fishing trip to Lake Fallmarsh with his long-time buddy, Sheriff Tom Wallston. Hoss didn’t care to know how their conversation had gone, but he was pretty sure he’d have been high on the list of available topics. He forced down chunks of chicken as his father rattled on, and once their plates were cleared he wondered how soon he could make his excuses and leave.

“Look, son, what do you need? To get you back on track?” Patrick patted at his mouth with a napkin. His pale eyes shone, but Hoss was a long way from thinking it was concern reflected there. A son who was failing at the career his father had excelled at wasn’t a good look for anyone. Hoss laid down his knife and fork and finished the last of the beer.

“You’ve been going to the sessions, right?” Patrick added, pushing his plate aside to clasp his hands together, and dipping his chin to peer across the table with something dangerously close to sympathy.

Hoss leaned back in his seat, the wooden chair creaking as he did. Maybe his father didn’t realize how savvy he was to interview and interrogation tactics. Maybe he’d already forgotten how he’d done the same job himself until just recently. All this best pal nonsense would get him nowhere.

Hoss hooked his thumbs into the loops on his jeans. “I’m sure you’ll already know that. You’ll also know I finished them.”

Three months of weekly sessions courtesy of the Sykes County Sheriff’s Office, with a quack almost ten years his junior who’d never seen the inside of a police department, let alone what went on in one. One hour a week. One hour too many. He felt little better for the sessions, apart from the last one when the torture finally came to an end. He should never have listened to Fletcher. She was the one who persuaded him to go through the company procedures, give himself time to think about things while keeping all his options open – he had wanted to quit right there and then before he was pushed. And now, months later, he still wanted to. He had just taken a huge step closer to making that final move, but it wasn’t with Patrick Hoskins he wanted to share the news. So while his name was still on the personnel records of the sheriff’s office, he’d keep his thoughts to himself. At least where his father was concerned.

A loud crash over Hoss’s shoulder tore through the chatter. He spun around, ready to leap from his seat, right hand reaching toward his hip. The waitress directly behind him gasped, more surprised by his reaction than by the pieces of cutlery she’d dropped to the floor.

“So sorry,” she muttered, backing up a step and crouching to pick them up.

Hoss straightened his hoody and leaned over to help, laying the knives and spoons on top of the pile of plates she still held hooked on one arm. She thanked him with an embarrassed smile and left. He didn’t think she had seen the gun his fingers reached for, but his father would have. He turned back without looking at him and reached into the pocket of his jeans for his wallet.

“I’ll get this,” Patrick said, holding up one hand.

Hoss couldn’t be bothered to argue. Heat crept up his neck, but he resisted the urge to tug at the collar of his hoody.

“Look, Lawrence,” his father said, leaning over the table once more and this time lowering his voice. “Cops go through this stuff, you know? It’s not easy. No one’s saying it’s easy. But that’s why there are things in place. Systems. To help you move on and get back to the job.”

Whether Patrick was done with him or not, Hoss didn’t care. He got up to push the chair under the table. “Thanks for lunch.”

“Lawrence.”

He waited, holding the gaze of the man who could offer him nothing that would help and from whom he’d long stopped hoping to hear it.

“Get back to work, son. It’s what you need. Get back to work.”

 

 




Chapter 2

Cass Fletcher rolled the old and rusting 1950s Ford pickup to a stop alongside the sidewalk in front of a neat square lawn freshly cut. She killed the engine and smiled to herself. In the pretty neighborhood of Sutton Creek, a peaceful haven for those over a certain age leaning toward a more sedentary stage of life in the less chaotic northeastern region of Sykes County, the only lawn with not a single flower bed or garden ornament belonged to Jerome Gonzales. Neat and simple had always been his motto in work. In life too, it seemed.

Clutching a bottle of the good stuff under her arm, Cass walked up the empty driveway to the front door. The day was another warm one and she reached behind to fan at her cotton T-shirt where it had stuck to her back during the trip. Air conditioning in the truck meant cranking down a window, and only one of those, the other was jammed shut.

She tapped lightly on the varnished door and stepped back to look around. Her arrival was expected, but she wondered if Gonzo had forgotten or whether she’d got the date wrong. It wasn’t like him to have an empty driveway; engine oil ran through his bloodstream, and he was known to have several cars or car projects on the go at any one time. His prowess in a squad vehicle held legendary status at the sheriff’s office, his record for no-fault dings in a thirty-five-year career still unbeaten.

At the top of the driveway was a garage with a silver-painted door. She stepped up to take a closer look, but hadn’t quite reached it when a voice called out behind her.

“Not without a warrant, Deputy.”

Cass turned with a smile that just his voice alone was able to summon.

Gonzo stepped out from the front door, and as she walked back toward him she was forced to hide her surprise at his appearance. She’d last seen him a couple of years back at his wife’s funeral, but in the time since then it seemed he had aged twice as fast. His hair was closely cut and white around the back and sides, matching the featherdown above his top lip and creeping along his chin and jaw. On top he was now all but bald, the sun bringing out the freckles across his scalp she never knew he had.

It wasn’t the hair loss that bothered her, though. Of more concern was the way his navy polo shirt hung from his broad shoulders and swayed loose around his waist, where once it would have been propped comfortably over his stomach. It was as if the scaffolding were still up but without the building it was meant to support.

Her former captain and field training officer wasn’t one for overt displays of affection, so instead she extended the bottle toward him, a greeting she knew he’d find more favorable. His dark eyes brightened behind thin-rimmed glasses and he held up a palm for her to slap.

“You always did know how to wrap me around your little finger, Fletcher,” he said, with the restrained smile she realized she’d missed. “Go on out back. I’ll get us some glasses.”

He pointed down the side of the garage and, as he returned inside, Cass clicked open the gate to the rear yard. In front of her on the small patio was a simple round wooden table and four cushioned chairs shaded by a large colorful beach umbrella.

“Move into the sun if you want,” Gonzo said, coming out from a pair of sliding doors at the back of the house. “It’s too hot for me.”

“This suits me fine,” Cass said, pulling out a chair. A cool breeze blew through the yard, fluttering her T-shirt and drying the sweat on her back so that just for a second she shivered.

“What’s all this?” she asked as she sat, nodding toward the cardboard files and papers spread out over the table and pinned down with pebbles.

“Ever the nosy one.” He unscrewed the bottle and poured them each half a glass of the liquid gold. “Just a case I’m working.”

She tilted her glass to tap against his and he dropped into the chair with a second cushion at its back, part of which had sunk between the spindles. They both sipped in quiet appreciation until he gave a soft groan, raising the glass and eyeing the bourbon as if it deserved something better than just being swallowed. When he spoke, his voice was as raw as a Challenger Hellcat on a bitterly cold morning.

“Been a while since I had one of these.” He dipped his chin to his chest to help him get the words past the burn.

“Should I be worried?” Cass asked, of the man who could drink the best of them under the table and frequently had.

“I’m a good boy these days, Cassandra. Mostly.”

As he downed the rest of the glass in one gulp and returned it empty to the table, she thought again of how much thinner he looked. This close, his cheeks were drawn; or maybe it was just his pale beard making them seem that way. She pointed to his paperwork.

“Going to tell me what you’re working on then? Or will I have to use covert tactics to take a peek when you’re not looking?”

“Neither,” he said, peering at her over his glasses. But he quickly backed down, softly hissing through his clenched teeth. “I taught you far too well, Fletcher. It’s just someone who’s got herself into a spot of bother, that’s all. I’m trying to dig her out.”

“And when you say bother…”

“The four walls and a metal door kind.”

“Any luck?”

His frown and heavy sigh made her wonder if it was this that was weighing heavy on him. But it wasn’t like Gonzo to let a case take over.

“Long way to go yet.” He rubbed his thumb across his forehead.

“Anything I can help with, Gonze?”

The frown disappeared and he dropped his hand. “Actually, yes. You can stop asking so many fucking questions and tell me why you’re really here.”

She smiled. “I came to visit my old mentor. Does there have to be a reason?”

“Yes, I don’t do genial visits, as well you know.”

She did know. There was nothing wrong with his personality, at least. Same old Gonzo there.

“You back at work yet?” he added, folding his arms across his shirt.

“Sure. Teaching Spanish to the English speakers.”

She didn’t need to look at him to feel his dissatisfaction.

“You can do that in your spare time. There’s only one job for you, Fletcher. What are you doing fucking around like this, wasting the best years of your career?”

She was used to Gonzo’s dry and embittered humor. But she also knew when he was genuinely pissed off.

“Look, I messed up on something.” She looked out across Gonzo’s yard to where his long clothesline swayed under the weight of only a handful of clothes. “The sheriff’s office wouldn’t have me back now even if I wanted to go. And anyway, it’s not like I’m the only detective there is.”

“No, but you’re a damn good one.”

“Because you taught me, sir?”

His dark eyes flicked her way. “Exactly. So screw the sheriff’s office. Go someplace else.”

“Maybe.”

“No maybe, Cass.” His voice was sharp and he looked away, lips pressed together into a thin line. There’d only been one other time she’d seen him look this irritated but unnerved at the same time. The day he buried his wife.

“Anyway you were right,” she said, drawing his attention back before he could get too lost to his thoughts.

“Yes I know. About what?”

“I did want to ask you something.”

He clapped his hands. “Hallelujah, she gets to the point. Out with it then.”

“If I wanted to look into something – of my own accord, an old dead case – where might I start?”

He gave a cough into his fist, then shifted in his seat to clasp his hands together on the table. “Well, Fletcher. You’d start by forgetting about it and getting someone to give you a badge to wear instead.”

Her shoulders slumped and she sighed as she swiped up her drink. He was certainly in his most cantankerous of moods today.

“Failing that, you start at the beginning like you would any other case. Start with the crime, work your way out from there.”

“What if there might not be a crime?”

“If it looks like shit and it smells like shit, and you in your best professional opinion identify the probability that it is shit, then you treat it as such and get to work. What’s the case?”

She tilted her head and smirked. “Come now, Gonze. That’s not how it works. Show me yours and I’ll show you mine.”

“Smart ass. Jesus.” He shook his head, but no amount of beard or stubborn intentions could hide the threat of a smile that teetered on his lips. Just for a moment he almost looked like his old self. He tapped on the file closest to him. “My client’s doing a twenty-year stretch for a murder pinned on her by her husband.”

“Who was she supposed to have murdered?”

“Her lover. With a carving knife. In the outdoor pool.”

“What a beautiful tragedy. And it smells like shit?”

Gonzo peered at her sideways and winked. “It’s covered in it.”

“So the husband is the real killer?”

“No. The husband’s brother.” He blinked and the weary look was back. “Don’t ask. Your turn.”

Cass drained the glass first and returned it to the table.

“Case was opened as a possible homicide, then ruled suicide and closed. Gunshot to the head at the kitchen table. Pistol at her feet.”

“And you suspect bullshit?”

“Her son was in the next room at the time. He was only three years old. But more than that. There’s a shitload of circumstances stacking up behind this that deserved further attention. Lovers, debts, a gang connection.”

Gonzo clenched and unclenched his fists on the table as he listened to what she was saying. The tattoos up his forearms and biceps, faded to dark green amid the undergrowth of fair hair and tan freckles, trembled with the movement.

“Sykes County case?” he asked, and she nodded.

“I haven’t delved too far yet. The boy’s uncle is reluctant.”

“How old’s the kid now?” he asked, running a hand over his trimmed beard.

“Eighteen.”

“Then he’s an adult. It’s his decision whether the case gets looked at, not his uncle’s. And he’s the one who can help you get some key information. A copy of the coroner’s report for a start, if he doesn’t already have it. But if you were on the inside, Cass, you could work this a lot easier.”

She played him at his own game by throwing him a warning look. He waved it off and gave up pushing those buttons.

“Okay, have it your way. Like I said, work it the way you would any other case. The information won’t be as easy to get as you’re used to, but it’s there if you know where to look or how to ask. Start with the people who worked it back then, the deputies or detectives, the coroner, people who knew the dead woman, etcetera… you know how this works. But be ready for it to go either way. Some will talk more now than they would back then. Others will want nothing to do with it – it’s done, in the past, they don’t want to think about it or talk about it. And the gang connection?’ He looked her squarely in the eye this time. “Watch your back, Cass. There could be a good reason this thing was buried, you understand? Don’t go where you shouldn’t. If you suspect anything and you feel that strongly about it, call it in and let the ones with the nines and metal bracelets handle it. These people, they don’t forget.”

“I won’t do anything stupid, Gonze.”

“Sure you won’t,” he said, with a heavy dose of sarcasm and even heavier sigh. He looked like a father who’d just learned his daughter was about to infiltrate a Mexican cartel with only a peashooter and a big dog for backup.

“Everything I know I learned from you, Cap,” she added, to pacify him. It worked. He laughed softly, though his eyes looked tired when he took off his glasses to wipe at them.

“Captain. Christ. Seems like an age ago now.”

“Not that long,” she said, and smiled when he slipped the glasses back on and raised a doubtful eyebrow.

They talked for another half hour. About people they knew, ongoing cases they’d heard about. All the safe topics and nothing personal. This was Gonzo’s way. It had taken her some time to get used to that in the beginning when she first started working with him. He was a world apart from the other older men in her life, her father and grandfather who had shown her nothing but love and patient support and could talk for hours. But in time she came to learn that Gonzo’s spit and fire was sometimes a disguise for something much less vitriolic at heart. It was his indifference that was to be feared more.

When they came to a lull in the conversation, he pointed to the bottle. “Another?”

“No, I’d better go and let you get back to work.”

She got up from the chair and he was quick to join her.

“Thank Christ. Didn’t really want to have to put you up on the sofa, Fletcher.”

“God no. And have people talk?”

“Oh I don’t give a fuck about talk. It’s just I don’t want to see you longer than I have to.”

This time she was the one who laughed, all the more amused because she knew he meant it. She unlatched the gate and he followed her through onto the driveway.

“What I don’t get,” he said behind her, “is why you couldn’t have just asked me all this over the phone. Saved half a tank of fuel.”

She stopped at the top of the drive, brushing back the curls from her cheek and hooking them behind her ear. She had to squint against the sun to look at him. “The bourbon is to thank you for your help with Carl Evertson. You helped us find him, stop him killing again.”

“Not me. I just punched your questions into the machine and read out the answers. Nasty business, though. That detective pull out of it all right?”

She thought about that. It was hard to know with Hoss, when he kept everything so close to his ego. But then, didn’t they all?

“He’ll be all right,” was the best she could come up with. “Anyway, more than that, I just wanted to see you.”

He’d hate that, but she had to say it all the same. Something compelled her to, something about him that was making her uneasy.

“Get back in the war suit, Cass,” was his response. “You want to detect, that’s why you’re looking at this case and why you had your eye on mine.”

If it was anyone else she might have lost her cool. She’d spent the best part of two years batting off people’s opinions on what she should be doing rather than what she was. But she wouldn’t leave here angry. So instead she gave him a teasing smile.

“You want to put me back in the line of fire, Gonze?”

She waited for his returning quip, but it never came. Instead he was pale and serious as he said, “We’re never out of it, my darling.”

Without thinking she stepped forward to hug him or kiss his cheek or something, but he was already turning away to his garden. He lifted a hand, waving without looking back. She thought about calling after him, though she wasn’t sure what needed saying exactly. And anyway he was already gone, the moment passed.

 

 




Chapter 3

Dempster’s Bar was empty but for the few stragglers with no jobs to go to and nowhere else to be. It was light relief after the commotion of the diner, and Hoss ordered a whiskey chaser and took both glasses over to a quiet corner booth.

It was only mid-afternoon, still early, but the shot went down without too much trouble, tossing a fire blanket over the unease that had poked at his gut all day. He took a sip of the beer before reaching into his back pocket for the envelope he’d received in the mail that morning.

Running his thumb under the seal to reopen it, he winced when the paper sliced like a blade across his skin. A thin line of blood sprang up and he held it to his mouth for a second. With the rusty tang on his tongue, he took out the piece of paper from the envelope and laid it unfolded on the table. From his jeans pocket he took his phone and scrolled through the contacts.

The call rang for so long that he was mentally preparing a sarcastic message for the voicemail when at last it was picked up.

“What do you want?”

“Fletcher,” he said with a smile. “Changed your mind about working with me yet?”

“Nope.”

“You will. Guess what I’m looking at right now?”

Her sigh reverberated down the line. “Debbie aged forty-two from Baltimore with a double D cup.”

He tutted, but leaned back on the bench seat to make room for his long legs to stretch into the empty space beneath the table. “Your opinion of me is very low, Fletch. I’d settle for a C cup. Anyway, no, none of that. Right now I’m looking at a PIA certificate confirming that I, Lawrence Patrick Hoskins, am hereby licensed to practice as a private investigator within the state of Belwall. It’s official.”

“Shit.”

He grinned. “I knew you’d be pleased for me, buddy. So now it’s your turn, right?”

She only grunted in response, so he added, “Or hey, maybe you could be my glamorous assistant. I’m picturing a thigh-high skirt and a very small boob tube.”

“The boob tube you could get away with, but the skirt? Not with those knees, sunshine.”

He laughed softly. “Very good. So I can count you in, partner?”

“No. But congratulations, Hoss, seriously. It was never in doubt.”

“Good of you to lie so convincingly. Let me know when you’re ready for me to take the lead on this case you’ve been dancing around for months.”

“Don’t hold your breath. Billy’s uncle is still digging his heels in about the whole thing.”

“Your charm must be failing you, Fletcher. How about I give you some lessons? Tonight at mine. You bring the drinks, I supply the entertainment.”

“I dread to think what passes for entertainment in your apartment. But all the same, I can’t today. Another time maybe?”

“Sure. No problem.”

He tapped at the certificate with his finger, wondered how his father would have reacted if he’d slapped it down on the table between them earlier. Maybe he should have. Shown his father he wasn’t the lost little boy he seemed to think he was. That he was capable of taking control and already had.

“Everything okay, Hoss?”

“Course, yeah. So where are you?”

“Home.”

“There you go again,” he said, tucking the fingers of his free hand into his jeans pocket. “If you’re at the cabin, I’m Nefertari the Egyptian queen.”

“Nice of you to call, your highness. Visit the bars of downtown Pinefort often, do you?”

He wiped a hand across his mouth. Busted! “Touché, Cassandra. You’d make an excellent detective. Or better yet, PI’s assistant.”

“I’ve got to go, Hoss.”

He wiped at the condensation on his pint glass with his thumb, catching sight of the puckered white line across the inside of his left wrist, a reminder of that night five months before, the one for which he owed her his life. He pulled his arm back so the hoody sleeve slipped down over the scar.

“Put that party on hold, soldier, okay?” she said.

“Course. Don’t worry about it. I’ll knock up Hitch, gatecrash a couple of  clubs like we’re still teenagers.”

“Take care, Hoss.”

The call ended and he swiped the screen, thought about firing off a message to his friend and academy classmate Sam Hitcham, but he’d still be on patrol. Instead he pocketed the phone and folded the certificate, returning it to its envelope and into his back pocket. While he was still officially employed with the sheriff’s office he wouldn’t be able to practice as a private investigator, but he’d let his admin leave roll out a little longer before pulling the pin. It would give him enough time to get himself set up while still having something of an income coming in. He’d never been a big spender, but he’d need to put plenty aside if he was going solo. He didn’t really want to have to leave his apartment in the city, nor did he fancy living like Fletch – alone in a cabin in the woods, cut off from everything and everyone like some kind of recluse. Though more lately he was beginning to see the appeal.

Hoss’s eyes went to the door when it creaked on its hinges. A group of five women came in chatting and laughing and bringing the noise of the city traffic with them until the door banged shut again. Four of them he didn’t recognize, but the last one in through the door he did.

Catherine Marshall would have caught his attention had she been modeling a Pinefort City refuse sack. But she did so even more now, dressed in a navy skirt and blazer suit tailored to fit her tall, lean figure, a white shirt open at her neck. Long, straight, sandy hair had been pulled back into a simple ponytail, and she carried a leather briefcase at her side, suggesting her office for the day had been the courthouse rather than the mortuary, her usual workplace.

She didn’t see him at first, following her colleagues to the bar where they lightheartedly wrangled over who was paying for the drinks. But while they waited to be served, she scanned the room and at last her gaze came his way. He was ready with a smile when it did. Recognition hit and she beamed a broad grin in return before coming over.

Hoss hoped the warm day hadn’t obliterated the deodorant he’d liberally sprayed that morning, and as she approached he straightened in his seat like it wasn’t desperate to be in a bar alone in the middle of a weekday afternoon.

“Detective, nice to meet somewhere other than a crime scene,” she said, her smile showing off perfect white teeth. It was the sort of smile that could floor a good man at a hundred yards. And though he wasn’t sure he qualified as one of those, it was certainly working on him. He hoped she couldn’t see the heat that he felt crawling up his throat.

“Give it time, we might just have one,” he said, nodding toward the cocktail pitcher and its bright orange contents that was being brought out for her friends at the bar. “Thought I’d get here early, get a head start on the report.”

She turned to see what he meant, then laughed with an ease that brightened her chestnut eyes so they shone. “I think I can probably help you with IDing the victim. I’m usually a tea drinker.”

“Tea? Shit, you are in trouble. If I’m not mistaken, that looks very much like Sex on the Beach. Nice in theory, but nearly always regretted afterward.”

She laughed again, but sensing he’d soon lose her to her friends, he gestured to the bench opposite him. “Can I get you something more conventional?”

She slid onto the edge of the seat but pointed a thumb back over her shoulder and rolled her eyes. “Thanks for the offer but I won’t stop long. Janet’s birthday. No knowing how it might end.”

“Ah Janet,” he said, and shook his head. “In that case, could go either way.”

“You know Janet?”

“Not yours specifically. But Janets – they’re all one and the same in my experience.”

“Oh really? I won’t tell her that.” She pulled off her blazer, and he pretended not to notice how her shirt tugged open, or the smooth lightly tanned and freckled skin beneath. “So did you transfer? I haven’t seen you since…” She squinted, trying to remember.

“Warren Harkley. Blunt force skull trauma.” He didn’t need help remembering. He recalled every single one of them. Every detail. “No, I didn’t transfer. I’m ROD. Relieved of duty.” He pulled the pint glass toward him, and shrugged it off. “Long story.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. Are you okay?”

Her gentle tone was the same one she used when she recorded her findings at the scene of a homicide. It was what had appealed to him first, her generosity of spirit, the respect she gave the dead. But he wondered if she knew more than she was letting on.

Her mentor and boss, Doctor Faith Hollington, knew how the Carl Evertson investigation had ended. She had called and left a message on his home phone soon after, offering her best wishes for his swift recovery. And despite her ever professional tone, he knew it would be more than just the physical recovery she was referring to. How many people had a near-death encounter with a serial killer and came out of it with their head still intact? It was the same thing they’d all have been thinking.

Hoss leaned back in the seat so he could drop his wrists beneath the table, but lifted his head and smiled. “Actually I’ve just got my private investigator’s license. It’s all missing persons and cold cases for me from now on.”

Her smile faded. Not the reaction he was going for.

“You’re not going back?”

“Probably not,” he said, adding a brief shake of the head to convey the decision was surer than his words and had already been made. He thought about showing her the certificate, but one of her friends called from across the room and she turned, held up a hand. When she looked his way again it was with the smile back in place.

“I should get over there. Go meet my fate.”

She stood, gripping her case and jacket in one hand.

“Drinker’s tip,” he said, sliding out from the bench, disappointed the conversation was ending so soon. “Visit the restroom often. They’ll think you’ve drunk more than you have.”

Her smile broadened, the killer one again. “I’ll remember that. It’s good to see you again, Detec— Sorry. Lawrence.”

“You too, Catherine.”

He awkwardly held his hand out to shake hers. She took hold of it, but then surprised him by leaning in to touch her cheek to his. The scent of wild flowers wrapped around him before just as quickly she stepped back again. She let go of his hand, though he thought he glimpsed hesitation in her eyes, as if she were as reluctant to walk away as he was for her to go.

“Listen,” he said, jamming his fingers into his pockets, “maybe we could—”

“Cath.”

They both looked across the room when the call came again. A cake had appeared on the table and one of her friends was preparing to light the candles. He rubbed a hand over the stubble on his chin.

“Insistent, aren’t they?” he said, though laughed to disguise his irritation. She turned back with an apologetic smile.

“Sorry, I should go.”

“Sure. Have a good time. Maybe I’ll see you around.”

She nodded and walked away. And he might have watched her go, if not for the four pairs of eyes that turned in his direction. He dropped back into the booth to finish the beer, making light work of it as the group across the room grew more jubilant in their celebrations. He took his empty glasses to the bar, glancing her way only once on the way out. But like her friends, she was engrossed in something they were all looking at on a cell phone. Probably that was for the best.

After the cool air conditioning in the bar, outside was warm and still, and his hoody grew uncomfortable on the short walk of three blocks back home. Once inside, he yanked it over his head, trying not to dwell on how silent the apartment seemed after the bustle of the city. He threw the hoody to the sofa and took his gun and holster from his belt. In the past, his routine would be to release the magazine and the round from the chamber and return them to the safe in his bedroom, but that routine changed five months ago. Now, as he took a long cool shower to wash the day from his body, his hair, his head, he locked himself in the bathroom and the still-loaded Smith & Wesson was within reach just outside the glass door.

He looked down to his wrists, one normal, the other forever changed by a man who’d turned him from the hunter to the hunted in less than a heartbeat, in one slip of concentration, one fatal wrong move. Water thundered against the crooked two and a half inch scar until he could almost imagine it washing away, almost imagine it had never been there at all.

It was always cold water now, never hot, never scalding like his captor had tortured him with – the excruciating rush of it on his feet, a million pinpricks stabbing at his skin, while the overhead bulb flashed off the silver blade as it broke through his skin and kept right on cutting…

Hoss sucked in a huge breath, too much for his lungs which grew heavy with the effort. A sharp pain in his chest clutched hard. He let the breath out and pressed his forehead to the cold, wet tile. The water hit the back of his neck and rolled down over the goosebumps on his spine so that he couldn’t stop shivering. His eyelids were heavy and he wanted to close them but wouldn’t, not here, not when those images would only come back clearer. Just the sound of the water brought them back, sometimes the feel of it on his bare skin too. And a bath… he would never take a bath again.

Later he sat in a towel in his armchair beside the floor-length window, watching the city ten stories below with the gun at his feet, a cold bottle of beer resting on his thigh and his phone balanced on the chair arm. It was after five and Sam’s shift would be done by now, putting him down there with the rest of the rush hour traffic, driving his own ride home. If Hoss was going to message him, now was the time, before he got home to Sarah and the girls, before his family obligations hijacked his time and his conscience. But he hesitated to pick up the phone. Who was he kidding? Sam never even made it out on a Friday night anymore, let alone midweek. Not since the attack outside O’Reilly’s bar that almost cost him his sight in one eye and most certainly his pride. He’d been too tanked that night to defend himself.

Hoss shook his head before putting the bottle to his lips. What idiots, the pair of them. Duped by the same man. A man on a revenge mission for the brother he’d lost to suicide – the same brother they’d shared a few weeks with in the police academy but hadn’t known was suffering and hadn’t given a second thought when he never came back to complete training. What did that say about them? It said they’d been too full of themselves to notice how their classmate took the locker-room banter too much to heart. And it said they’d been blind to the threat that stalked them in pursuit of that revenge. But more than that, it said that he – by his arrogant ignorance – didn’t deserve to stand beside his peers as a law enforcement detective, didn’t deserve to wear the gold badge.

His father’s insistence that he go back to work was only to save his own embarrassment in front of his pal Wallston; Hoss had read that in his old man’s cool but weary features earlier, as he had read it there on other occasions throughout his career. And on Catherine’s face he’d glimpsed only pity when he said he wouldn’t return to the job – that wasn’t what he wanted or needed either.

So he had failed, he accepted that. But it would be the last time he would. Whatever he chose to do next, he’d make damn sure he got it right. If only to prove he was capable of more than everyone thought, prove that he knew what he was doing.

Hoss emptied the beer down his throat and glared out the window at a lone black cloud creeping over the apartment roof opposite, robbing the sky of color and the city of sunlight. He rubbed the mouth of the bottle back and forth over his bottom lip. It would be all or nothing now. He’d fucked up too many times and he wouldn’t let it happen again. He couldn’t. There had to be more to him than that.

 

 




Chapter 4

In all the years Cass had been coming to the store in Fallmarsh Creek, nine miles north of her grandfather’s cabin, she couldn’t ever recall a time she’d been out back in the galley kitchen. But if she’d had to imagine what it would look like, she’d have been right.

For more years than Cass remembered, it had only been Mitch and his brother’s son, Billy, living here, and that was enough to explain why the kitchen was functional but minimal. No matching plates or quaint animal wall decorations. No two cupboard doors the same. No hint of silver on the now entirely blackened stove squatting in the corner. And the only source of natural light was a small square window framed with a net curtain possibly older than the building itself.

There was barely room for all three of them in the narrow space, but somehow they managed it. Cass sat at the worn Formica table beside the wall, with Billy in the only other chair opposite, and his uncle leaning against the large, old-fashioned ceramic sink with his arms crossed over his woolen shirt and the fingernails of his right hand being worked over by his teeth.

Cass looked across to Billy, who was watching her with caution. Thick black hair hung like a shelter over his eyes and the blood had risen to his cheeks with this confrontation they were having. He was a lot better with her these days, less painfully shy since the time he crashed in through the door of the cabin and snatched her gun from the counter to hold to his own temple. He’d been scared and lost that day after brawling with his uncle over the same topic of conversation they were having now. Now, just like then, he was looking for reassurance. She nodded once and returned her attention to the man at the center of his concern.

“I understand this is hard, Mitch.”

Mitch’s head came up, his aging features devoid of their usual softness. Now the lines splintering his forehead and around his mouth creased into deep chasms, and chocolate brown eyes narrowed till they were almost closed. This was never a subject he was comfortable with. Yet the more time went by, the more invisible the past became. Maybe that was fine by him, but not his nephew, a boy who didn’t want to shut out what happened but wanted to know more; wanted to be sure of how he should think of the mother he had no concrete memories of.

Mitch’s reply when it came was forced through his rigid jaw. “It’s not hard, Cass, it’s over with. It has been for fifteen years.”

“But is it, Mitch? Over?”

“Yes,” he snapped forcefully, then winced and rubbed his calloused fingers at the space between his eyes. He wasn’t used to showing his anger. He preferred to bury it.

“You can honestly say you
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