
  
    [image: Cold Silence]
  


  
    
      COLD SILENCE

    

    
      
        FREYA BARKER

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Introduction

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Also by Freya Barker

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Cold SILENCE

        Copyright © 2026 Freya Barker

        All rights reserved.

        No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or by other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author or publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in used critical reviews and certain other non-commercial uses as permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, write to the author, mentioning in the subject line: "Reproduction Request” at the following address:

        freyabarker.writes@gmail.com

        This book is a work of fiction and any resemblance to any place, person or persons, living or dead, any event, occurrence, or incident is purely coincidental. The characters, places, and story lines are created and thought up from the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

      

      

      
        
        9781998529223

      

      

      
        
        Cover Design: Freya Barker

        Editing: Karen Hrdlicka

        Proofing: Joanne Thompson

      

      

      

      
        
          [image: Logo]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Single motherhood to two teenage boys turns out to be far more challenging for Tessa Androtti than her brand-new job as detective for the Edwards County Sheriff’s Department. Especially, when the younger of her sons is keeping her up at night. Not only was the move from the big city supposed to give her a chance to build a new life away from lingering memories, but she had hoped it would be a positive change for her youngest, Remi.

      However, just when she’s up to her eyeballs working on a recent violent murder, Remi gets himself into trouble again.

      Trouble that appears to be connected to her investigation.

      

      Lifetime resident of Silence, Clem Tanek, couldn’t be more surprised to find one of the new, pretty detective’s sons trespassing and stealing property from behind his auto repair shop. Despite his social awkwardness when interacting with the boy’s mother a few months ago, Clem can handle her kid just fine. Remi’s skills and interest in vehicles provide an opportunity to try and get the kid back onto the right track, without involving law enforcement. It also offers Clem a second chance with the new detective, hoping to make up for that disastrous first encounter.

      

      But their path isn’t an easy one. Both have significant baggage, as one would expect from lives already half lived, and adapting to change can be a challenge. Particularly, when dealing with teenagers which, in this case, means wading into dangerous waters for both Tessa and Clem.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 1

        

      

    

    
      Tessa

      

      “Mo-om! Remi’s been in there for half an hour. I’ve gotta get ready!”

      I swear, I’m about to start drinking and it’s not even eight in the morning.

      Love my kids, but they sure wear me down.

      “Use my bathroom, Linc,” I yell up the stairs.

      I’m not sure what’s gotten into my youngest boy, Remi, recently. A few months ago, it would’ve been a chore to get him to brush his teeth or, God forbid, have the occasional shower, but lately he’s been spending a lot of time in there.

      Must be a girl. It was the same for his older brother, Lincoln, who went from looking like Pigpen and reeking like a gym locker most of the time to clean-clothed and smelling fresh. Maybe a little heavy on the Axe, but definitely better than the scent of dirty socks.

      Remi wasn’t quite that bad, he’s not into sports and athletics like his brother, but I was still relieved when he voluntarily took a shower a few weeks ago without me badgering him. I made the mistake of asking him what had prompted it—forgetting the unspoken parenting rule to never point out the desired behavior—and got my head bitten off in response.

      Still, I’m focusing on the silver lining. For the first time since puberty hit our house years ago, I can breathe freely again. Offering up what I’ve come to treasure as my personal sanctuary for the sake of peace in the house is a small sacrifice.

      Maybe now I can have five quiet minutes for my coffee to take effect. Grabbing my mug, I head out the back door to the deck.

      It’s a little chilly, but the cool air on my skin wakes me up and sharpens my senses. I love this time of day, everything smells fresh and full of promise, and this view is nothing to sneeze at. It’s one of the things that sold me on this house. It’s a much bigger place than we had in Spokane, and for less money, which is always a bonus. This is a quiet neighborhood on the edge of town, with mostly unspoiled nature at our back. I loved the idea of my boys having all this space with direct access to the outdoors. Heck, I’d even hoped it might spark some interest in Remi, who has been struggling to find his niche, but so far he’s persisted in his displeasure to have been forced to move here.

      I hate to label him as such, but Remi is my worry child. He seems so rudderless compared to his older brother, who has always been so clear in his purpose. Linc is a typical jock, with a focus on athletic performance first, girls a close second, and last, but not least, his grades. Despite some of the family shit that went on in his younger years, before I divorced his father, he seems to skate his way through life.

      It has to be tough for Remi to grow up in the shadow of his older brother, and I’ve tried to help him find his own light to shine in, but still my baby struggles.

      “Ma!”

      I tilt my head back to see my youngest poking his head out of his bedroom window.

      “I need a ride.”

      “Why can’t you go with Linc?”

      Lincoln worked part-time jobs since he turned fifteen, with the sole purpose of saving money to buy his own car. He is now the proud owner of an older Jeep Wrangler, rather beaten up, but running in good order.

      “He’s picking up Naomi.”

      Aha. These past few years, my eldest is never without female companionship for long, and once school started last month, it didn’t take more than a week for me to start hearing the name Naomi pop up.

      Linc has picked her up for school a few times before, and I guess he told his brother to get in the back seat, so Naomi could sit in front beside him. Remi doesn’t like to be a third wheel. I can see both their points, but I don’t have the energy to try and negotiate a compromise this morning. I have a ton of work waiting for me back at the station and can’t afford to be late.

      Luckily, the high school is just a few blocks from the office.

      “You’d better hustle, because I’m leaving in—” I quickly check my watch. “Three minutes.”

      Once we are on our way into town, I look over at Remi, who is slumped in the passenger seat beside me, his head turned to the side window in a clear attempt to avoid any and all conversation. I’m his mom, so fat chance of that.

      “Bud, happy as I am you’re spending more time in the bathroom, you’ve gotta leave time for your brother to get ready.”

      A snort is my only answer.

      “Hey,” I voice a little sharper. “Don’t give me attitude when I’m doing you a favor by dropping you off at school. All I’m asking is for you to be considerate, that’s all.”

      “Yeah, whatever.”

      I clench my jaw, resisting the urge to react to his disengaged response. I swear I can feel another gray hair sprouting every damn time we have one of these interactions.

      Pushing him is only going to ramp up the tension in my vehicle, so I opt to let it go. Raising teenagers is like walking a minefield on a day-to-day basis.

      I feel a little guilty at the relieved breath escaping me a few minutes later, when he darts out the passenger side door without a word, the moment I stop in front of his school.

      Despite the coffee I had at home, I already feel like I need a damn nap. It’s been another restless night, constant worry about Remi keeping me awake, so the moment I walk into the station, I make a beeline for the dark sludge passing for coffee in the kitchen. It doesn’t taste great, but it sure packs the kind of punch I need this morning.

      Brenda, the sheriff department’s office manager, is just coming out.

      “Mornin’,” she returns my mumbled greeting as she cocks her thumb over her shoulder. “Fresh pot in there.”

      “Bless your heart.”

      I slip past her and inhale the fumes as I grab one of the department mugs off the shelf and fill it. I take my first sip before I turn around to find Brenda leaning against the doorway, her head tilted to one side as she scrutinizes me.

      “Tough morning?”

      Instantly my hand goes to my hair, which is already escaping the messy knot I turned it into after my shower.

      “Is it that obvious?”

      She grins. “You forget, I’ve got a couple of boys too. I recognize the look of exasperation on your face. Pretty sure I’ve worn that same expression from time to time.”

      That’s right, I knew she had boys. I’ve been preoccupied getting us settled in, the boys ready for school, and myself up to speed at work, I haven’t really had the time to connect with people on a more personal level. Maybe that’s what I need for a better balance in my life.

      “Exasperation, huh? Guess that describes my state pretty accurately this morning,” I return. “Any tips or suggestions are welcome; maybe over drinks some time?”

      “Friday night my husband is taking the boys to Spokane to see the new Marvel movie on the big screen. Why don’t you pop by? I’ve got a fully stocked bar,” she adds with a wink.

      “Sounds tempting,” I admit. “Let me check in with my hoodlums to see what they have going on that night.”

      “Yeah, of course. See if it works.”

      She starts walking away before she stops and turns.

      “Oh, before I forget, I sent a copy of the forensics report you were waiting for to your email. It must’ve come in late last night.”

      Finally.

      About two weeks ago, a local hunter stumbled on to what looked to be a brand-new Ford Mustang abandoned on one of the old logging roads heading up Black Mountain. The vehicle had been deliberately covered with brush—clearly intended to hide it from view. When the hunter peered inside the window and noticed the passenger seat covered in blood, he immediately contacted us.

      Judging from the sheer volume of blood, it looked like someone bled out in that vehicle, but we found no evidence of a body, just a few smeared prints on the inside of the door. A VIN search on the Mustang came back to a stolen vehicle from the upscale Spokane neighborhood of Rockwood. A blood test confirmed the blood to be human, but who it might have belonged to, as well as the whereabouts of the victim, has remained a mystery.

      Hoping the forensics report will give me some guidance on this damn case I’ve been spinning my wheels on these past weeks, I rush to my desk.
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        * * *

      

      Clem

      

      “Go home, Kyle. I’ll finish it up.”

      As glad as I am the new, young mechanic I hired on after reopening the garage does not seem averse to working longer hours, it’s already been a long-ass day and I’m fucking starving.

      “You sure?” the scrawny, redheaded kid asks, poking his head out from under the hood of the Infinity he’s working on.

      “Yep. Get out of here, it’s Friday night. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      Tomorrow will be a busy day, but Manuel should be back, so there will be three of us to tackle the work. Manuel had a rare few days off to visit his ailing mother. One of only a few times he asked for time off since he started working for me over ten years ago.

      Anyway, we’ll be at full strength tomorrow and should hopefully be able to clear out the back lot before next week.

      I follow Kyle to the front and lower the massive bay door behind him, locking myself in for the night.

      When fire leveled the old auto shop—which had been in the family for generations—I wasn’t sure I’d have the heart or drive to rebuild Main Street Mechanics from the ground up. It would’ve taken a year at least, during which time I wouldn’t have had an income, and I’d likely have lost most of my customers in the interim. Aside from that, the business had already outgrown the shop, and there wasn’t a large enough real estate footprint to build anything bigger.

      Repurposing the old fire hall had been at the suggestion of Hugo Alexander, Edwards County Deputy Sheriff, who is a buddy of mine. The place had sat vacant since they built the new large fire station on the outskirts of Silence. It had taken a bit of negotiating and working out a bit of creative financing, but I was able to buy it and set up shop here.

      Turning the lights off in the shop—I’ll come back down later to finish replacing the hoses on that Infinity—I head up the open stairway to the second level and aim straight for the spacious open kitchen and the cold beer in my fridge.

      Originally, the upper level had housed the living and sleeping quarters for the fire crew but, with some minor renovations, I’d turned it into a comfortable apartment for myself.

      The insurance check I’d received for the old place hadn’t been enough to cover the cost of the fire hall, so I ended up selling the small house I’d called home for fifteen or so years to make up the difference. I didn’t really have any emotional connection to the house anyway. The shop was my home and I spent the bulk of my time there, but it had been somewhere to lay my head at night.

      With the extra money I was able to make a few adjustments to this upper floor, and already it feels more like a home than the house ever did. Although I suspect the smell of motor oil that follows me up here has a little something to do with that.

      Along with a beer, I pull a block of cheese from the fridge, cutting off a chunk to tide me over until I can get some dinner together. I’m thinking I’ll cut up some vegetables and a couple of those spicy sausages I picked up, and toss them on a baking tray in the oven. They can cook while I drink my beer and watch the news.

      I’ve been trying to watch what I eat. I never took the time to cook much before, just popped a frozen dinner in the microwave or stopped in at the diner for something greasy. It showed in the gut I’d been steadily growing since I hit my forties. Then right after the fire, I went in to see the new doc for a checkup. The guy warned me that with my high cholesterol and blood pressure, I was heading for a heart attack unless I started living healthier. Seeing as my father dropped dead from a heart attack when he was just a few years older, I took the warning and made some adjustments.

      A lot has changed this past year, and though I’m not normally a fan of changes, I feel I’ve landed in a pretty good place. My business is steady, my health is better, I’ve got my friends, my Thursday night poker game, and a kick-ass place that feels like a home to put my feet up in at the end of the day. What else do you need?

      After finishing up the dishes forty-five minutes later, I briefly consider leaving the Infinity until the morning, but end up heading back downstairs anyway.

      The moment I flick on the bright overhead lights in the garage, I hear some noise out back. A metallic clang, like something bumping the lid of the garbage container out there. Maybe I startled something rummaging through the trash, it wouldn’t be the first time. It’s not unheard of for wildlife to venture into town, looking for an easy meal at this time of year.

      Grabbing a large wrench from the tool bench—I’m not about to potentially face off with a hungry bear empty-handed—I head toward the regular back exit next to the large bay door. Unlocking it, I ease it open, poking my head out.

      At first, I don’t see anything. Nothing seems out of place in the back lot where we park vehicles still to be worked on and those waiting for owners to pick them up. In the light escaping from the glass panes at the top of the large rolling door, I spot no bears, or any other creatures for that matter, hanging out by the dumpster.

      But when I step outside, letting the door fall shut behind me, I can hear the sound of something scraping the gravel surface to my left. Swinging my head around, I just catch a glimpse of a red sneaker disappearing under the frame of the Jeep Patriot Tim Saunders dropped off for an oil change and fluid top-up earlier this afternoon.

      I slip my hand in my pocket to pull out my cell phone and turn on its flashlight as I duck down, shining it under the vehicle.

      “Get your ass out from under there,” I bark at the wide-eyed teenager looking back at me. “Trust me, kid, you don’t want my fucking help.”

      Wisely, the boy crawls out and scrambles to his feet. It takes me only a second to realize who it is.

      Well, shit.

      Then I quickly scan the Jeep, noticing a hack saw as well as a familiar part lying on the ground beside the vehicle.

      “Really, kid? Surely you can find better things to do than pulling catalytic converters from vehicles a stone’s throw away from the sheriff’s station.”

      “I wasn’t…I didn’t…” the punk stammers before snapping his mouth shut.

      He realizes there is no denying with the evidence basically lying at his feet. I can see his eyes dart left and right, looking for the fastest escape route.

      “I’m thinking your mom won’t be too pleased when I call it in.”

      His mother being the sheriff office’s most recent addition, Tessa Androtti. I recognize her boy from a cookout at Bess and Hugo’s place they were at, toward the end of the summer.

      “Please don’t,” the kid pleads, and in that moment, I see the vulnerable boy instead of the criminal teenager.

      Fuck. Those big puppy dog eyes are getting to me, making me feel like a goddamn monster for even considering turning him in.

      “How many?” I snap at him.

      “What do you mean?” he returns, looking confused.

      “Catalytic converters. How many did you drop?”

      He indicates a white Ford F-150 a few spots down.

      “That one too,” he admits.

      Dammit. It’ll take up valuable time to install each of those again, adding to an already full workload for tomorrow.

      “Do you know how much work it’s gonna be to fix those?”

      It’s more of a rhetorical question, I don’t actually expect an answer, but the kid gives me one anyway.

      “With the right tools, probably a couple of hours each.”

      I regard him with a lifted eyebrow. “And you would know what the right tools are?”

      This time he shrugs. “It’s not that hard.”

      There’s something about his casual arrogance that reminds me of myself, thirty years ago. I decide to call his bluff.

      “Well, in that case, I want your ass back here tomorrow morning at eight on the dot, and you can put your money where your mouth is.”

      Now he looks shocked.

      “You mean, I can go?”

      I wag a finger in his face. “But if you’re not here at eight, I will personally walk over to the sheriff’s station and file charges. Right after I have a nice long talk with your mother,” I threaten.

      As I watch the kid take off on his red sneakers, I realize this may not have been the wisest move on my part. But the boy doesn’t strike me as a hardcore criminal. If I’d venture a guess, he’s—at worst—a misguided kid who is heading down the wrong path. I was that kid once, before my dad put me to work in the shop.

      Who knows, maybe a little redirection of that energy, and some honing of what appears to be a passing interest in cars, will set the boy on the straight and narrow.

      I’m just not sure how his mother will respond when she finds out.

      I don’t think she likes me much.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 2

        

      

    

    
      Tessa

      

      My next investment is going to be a good pair of rubber boots.

      I look down at what remains of the three-hundred-dollar Italian leather riding boots I gave myself for my birthday when I turned forty-five last December. An extravagant gift, but I felt I deserved it after the year I’d had. Sadly, they’re no more than clumps of caked mud now.

      Serves me right for thinking they’d be appropriate footwear for traipsing around the woods after an overnight deluge.

      By the time I got up here, it had stopped raining, but the conditions were dismal. Thank goodness for the four-wheel drive and the high clearance on my Jeep Grand Cherokee, otherwise I’d surely have gotten stuck halfway up the mountain.

      I’m not quite sure what I hoped to accomplish up here anyway. We already thoroughly searched the immediate area where the Mustang was found for any evidence or signs of a body, but came up empty.

      Last night was the first time in a long time I did something fun for myself—no work, no kids, having a few drinks and laughing lots with Brenda—but this morning, when I woke up at four, the full weight of the investigation landed back on my shoulders. So I got dressed, left a note for the boys who were still sleeping, and came up here in a last-ditch effort to find something tangible; a fresh lead for me to follow.

      The report we got back from the state police forensics lab earlier in the week did not provide a lot of new information. They’d been able to lift one good palm print from the inside of the passenger side door of the Mustang, but there was no hit when they ran it through AFIS. The one bit of new information I gleaned from the report was that the blood belonged to a male.

      None of it actually moved my investigation forward, which is why I decided to go back to the beginning. I should’ve picked a better day for it, and maybe worn some better footwear.

      Using a nearby tree trunk to hold on to, I pull my foot free from the suction of the mud so I can continue my wild-goose chase. My plan had been to venture out a little farther and make my way to the canyon that runs almost parallel to the logging road. I’d noticed it looking at Google Satellite images of the area.

      I could see someone tossing a body over the edge to get rid of it. I’m not saying that’s what happened, but the possibility was enough for me to want to go check it out.

      It’s wet and miserable, and I’m chilled to the bone, but despite second-guessing myself every two seconds, I trudge on. Every so often I stop to listen, thinking I hear something rustling, but it’s just residual water from the tree canopy dripping down.

      Perhaps I should’ve asked one of the deputies to come with me. The extra set of eyes and ears would have been nice. As would the company, it feels pretty lonely out here. I try not to think of any wildlife I might encounter, but vow to add bear spray to the rubber boots on my list.

      I notice the trees thinning out as the sun starts breaking through the gray clouds, and maybe fifty yards or so up ahead they disappear altogether. I’ve reached the edge of the canyon.

      Not a fan of heights, I proceed with caution. The last thing I need is slipping on the wet rock and landing at the bottom. God knows how long it would take them to find me. All I told Brenda last night was that I’d be following up on some things today, so no one knows I came up here, and I already know from our earlier searches there is no cell reception.

      Boy, another questionable decision to add to my collection. For someone who is usually sharp and levelheaded, I’m certainly off my game.

      I lower myself to hands and knees, feeling safer that way as I approach the edge. My stomach lurches when I peek over and see the sheer drop of the rock face stretching down to the floor of the canyon below.

      Then I notice a flash of red at the base of the deep gorge and a fraction later I see the body. It registers like a punch in the stomach.

      There he is.

      The first thing that stands out is the red baseball cap looks out of place. Probably because I’m hard-pressed to believe the person who left all that blood in the Mustang would still be wearing a ball cap. That person wouldn’t have been able to walk the close to a quarter mile it takes to get here, so would have had to be carried or dragged here. The likelihood the victim would still have had the cap on after that is slim, so it was probably tossed down after him by the killer. Or killers, because I seriously doubt one person could’ve managed to haul the victim this distance.

      My mind spins, plucking at all the bits of information in an attempt to stretch them into a working theory.

      Definitely more than one person involved and probably a second vehicle as well. It would explain how whoever abandoned the Mustang up here would’ve gotten back down to civilization.

      Pulling out my phone, I notice there are no bars, but I wasn’t expecting any. I need my phone to take pictures. Granted, I can’t see a whole lot from up here, but before I go back to call in assistance, I want to make sure to capture exactly what it is I found.

      Using the phone camera’s limited zoom, I manage to get a slightly closer view of the body. He’s face down, the longish brown hair is covering his features. The only thing I can see is part of his jawline. He looks clean shaven and young. The slouchy jeans halfway down his behind add to that youthful impression.

      I can’t see his feet or any shoes he might be wearing, those are hidden by some underbrush, but I can make out the word Obey on the back of the black hoodie the victim is wearing. I recognize the name of the clothing brand, popular with youth. Linc has one of their sweatshirts.

      I snap a good number of pictures, carefully moving along the top of the ridge to get as many angles as I can. Satisfied I’ve covered as much as I can from up here, I cautiously move back from the edge and get to my feet. Then I take a few shots of my surroundings to mark the area, and pull the scarf from my neck, tying it around the bottom branch of a nearby tree to pinpoint the location.

      The trek back to the logging road is no easier, but it doesn’t feel quite as long. I’m too busy processing what I saw and the steps I need to take next.

      My first call, once I drive far enough down the mountain to pick up a signal, is to Deputy Sheriff Hugo Alexander.

      “It’s Tessa. I found the body,” I blurt out breathlessly.

      “Whoa. Body? Back up a little.”

      I briefly explain where I am and why, before launching into a description of the scene I found.

      “Jesus,” Hugo mutters. “What do you need?”

      “I don’t think we’ll be able to get to the victim where he is now without some serious assistance. We’re gonna need a trained recovery team. Where the body landed is a long way down, and I don’t know if there is a better way to access the location than from the ledge.”

      “Let me make some calls. Are you heading back to the site or are you on your way to the station?”

      “Station. I’m happy to go back and wait for a team, but I’m going to need some dry clothes and decent waterproof boots first.”

      “I’m sure we’ve got some spare gear here, and I have an extra pair of boots in the back of my cruiser. I hope you have big feet.”

      “I’m a size nine.”

      “Savvy may have a pair in her locker. I’ll get Brenda to look and ask her to put on a fresh pot as well. I’ll pull up satellite images in the meantime so you can show me the precise location when you get here.”

      Savvy is Edwards County Sheriff Savannah Colter, who is currently on family leave after giving birth to a baby boy last month.

      My feet are still sopping in my socks when I exit the Jeep in the station parking lot. I catch myself stealing a glance at the auto shop across the roof of my vehicle. Clem Tanek’s business is housed in the old fire station behind the sheriff’s office, making it almost impossible to avoid seeing the man.

      I’m a big girl, I can handle rejection, but I’d rather not risk getting shut down again, so I try to avoid contact altogether.

      But it’s not Clem I see working inside the shop…

      That looks like my son.
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        * * *

      

      Clem

      

      “See for yourself if you don’t believe me.”

      I shake my head and try not to grin at the kid’s attitude as I slide under the Toyota Corolla to check his handiwork.

      God knows I was full of piss and vinegar at that age, angry at everything and everyone, including myself.

      He surprised me when he showed up at eight o’clock on the money this morning. He’d scoffed when I handed him a broom, but went to work sweeping the shop anyway, as instructed. A few times I saw him checking out what Kyle was working on, asking a couple of questions.

      He appeared to have a healthy interest, so I had him try an oil change on the Toyota. It’s a pretty simple job anyone with half a braincell could do, but I wanted to see how well he’d follow instructions.

      It only took him twenty minutes, which is why I reacted a bit skeptically, but it looks like he actually did a good job.

      “Okay, kid. This wasn’t your first oil change, was it?” I ask as I roll out from under the vehicle.

      He shrugs and looks a little smug.

      “Took shop at my old school.”

      I nod and wipe my hands on the rag I keep tucked in my back pocket.

      “Other than an oil change, what else did they teach you?”

      “Change out filters, spark plugs, belts, battery, that kind of stuff. Before the summer we took apart the engine of a 1986 Chevy C/K truck and put it back together. It ran,” he adds with more than a hint of pride.

      “Is that a fact?”

      He shrugs again. That seems to be his go-to response.

      “Well, for today, all I’ve got for you is oil and filter changes. Five more of them, if you think you can handle it.”

      “Yeah, I can.”

      I swear he straightens his narrow shoulders a little when he answers me.

      “Good.”

      I start heading back to the Ford truck I’m putting the catalytic converter back into when I hear him call after me.

      “Umm, sir?”

      I stop and look back at him. “Name’s Clem, kid. Use it. What’s up?”

      “How long do you figure I’ll be here?”

      “Why? You got something more important to do?”

      The shrug again.

      “Until the end of the workday. And then I expect you back here next Saturday, and the Saturday after.”

      His mouth falls open. “Are you serious?”

      I walk up to him, wag my index finger in his face, and respond in a low voice, “As a heart attack. Do you know what I charge for the work you caused me? Between fifteen hundred and two grand. Per vehicle,” I emphasize. “It’ll take more than a handful of oil changes to repay me, kid.”

      I read the shock on his face before his typical teenage mask of disinterest slides back into place. Then comes the shoulder shrug, followed by, “Whatever.”

      Not that having him come here on his Saturdays is really about any kind of repayment, it’s an attempt to keep him from getting into other shit, and maybe offer him a chance to learn something and build some confidence.

      Just as I turn my back, I hear him mumble, “And my name is Remi.”

      Without looking around I return, “So noted, kid. So noted.”

      With only the occasional clang of metal or buzz of power tools, and the steady beat of classic rock on the radio in the background, I lose track of time for a while, focused on the job at hand.

      “Clem, incoming,” I hear Manuel call out when I’m about to get into the now fixed F-150 to return it to the back lot.

      Turning around, I catch sight of her right away. Angry vibes reach clear across the parking lot, as her hair flies around her head and her boots march determinedly in this direction.

      Tessa Androtti is one fine-looking woman, even pissed-off. I have to admit though, she’s a bit intimidating.

      “Remington James Androtti, mind telling me why the hell you’re loafing around here when you’re supposed to be at home doing homework and chores?” she snaps, stopping almost nose to nose with her son.

      I almost feel sorry for the kid.

      “Well? What are you doing here?” she prompts.

      The kid turns toward me with pleading eyes.

      “He’s not really loafing around,” I correct her. “He’s actually working pretty hard.”

      Her brown eyes snap in my direction and I can feel the chill in them. Damn, she really doesn’t like me much, does she?

      “What do you mean—working?”

      “Started today,” I share. “Kid showed up last week, was in the market for a part-time job, and I could use the extra hands, so I gave him one. Is there a problem?”

      She looks back at her boy.

      “You never told me you were looking for work.”

      Remi shrugs. “You never asked.”

      I bite off a grin. The kid recovers quickly and flashes some attitude.

      His mother harrumphs, narrowing her eyes on him and then on me. The woman is law enforcement, she can probably smell something fishy a mile away, but I’m not about to throw the kid under the bus.

      “Fine. Saturdays only,” she orders. “But from here on in you better have your homework done Friday night, and your chores before the end of the weekend. Understood?”

      “Whatever,” is Remi’s casual response.

      Tessa’s effort not to react is almost palpable, but she manages to shrug it off as she focuses on me.

      “I just had a new development on a case and am up to my eyeballs, so I have to run, but I’ll be back. I think you and I need to have a word.”

      I spread my arms. “Whenever you’re ready, I’ll be here.”

      She huffs and turns on her heel, marching back toward the sheriff’s station, those generous hips swaying in her mud-caked jeans.

      Definitely not a fan of mine, but I probably deserve it. I screwed up the first time I clapped eyes on her.

      It was at Savvy and Nate’s wedding; I was having a drink and talking football with Jacob Kerrigan, Randy Nichols, and Larry Pierce, when this blond bombshell I’d noticed all afternoon walked right up to me. She never even said a word, just grabbed my hand, bold as can be, and started dragging me to the dance floor.

      It frankly startled the shit out of me and, also, I don’t dance. Couldn’t keep a beat if they paid me, and the last time I ventured out on a dance floor was at my damn high school prom, and I’ve never lived that spectacle down.

      I probably could’ve handled things better than leaving her standing by herself on the dance floor without a word. What can I say? I’m not exactly a smooth operator at the best of times, but even for me, that was pretty rude and insensitive.

      I thought about apologizing, but to what end? She probably wouldn’t thank me for bringing up the incident, and besides, that woman is well out of my league and I know it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 3

        

      

    

    
      Tessa

      
      “Damn. He’s young.”

      Hugo stands beside me as we watch Buck Wilson—our local veterinarian who also acts as the county coroner—zip the victim into a body bag. He’ll take the body to the morgue in the hospital basement for storage. I’m not sure yet whether the sheriff will want the coroner to do the autopsy himself or whether we’re calling in Tom Richter, who is the medical examiner for a larger neighboring county. With more hands-on experience with cases where foul play is a factor, he’s helped out before on autopsies.

      “He is,” I confirm.

      Not much older than one of my boys.

      It makes me sick to my stomach to think there is a mother like me out there, about to plunge into a nightmare of epic proportions.

      “Can you give us anything?” Hugo asks Buck Wilson after he helps load the body into his van and he turns to us.

      He sighs heavily.

      “Can’t be a hundred-percent sure, but given that his throat was obviously slit, and from what I could see of the rest of his injuries, I’d say the murder weapon you’re looking for is a knife, but I won’t be able to confirm or give more details until after the autopsy.”

      “What do you think about calling in Richter for assistance?”

      Buck nods at the deputy sheriff. “I was gonna suggest that myself. Want me to call him?”

      “Please.”

      “Let me know,” I pipe up. “I’d like to be present.”

      Not that I’m a fan of the morgue or autopsies, far from it, but I’m eager to learn as much as I can about this boy and the way he met his gruesome end. Besides, this kid should have someone who cares about him present, and I care. Probably more than I should.

      “Sure thing,” Wilson confirms with a nod before he closes the doors on the van.

      Hugo is already thanking the search and rescue team who helped with the recovery of the victim. As the coroner’s van drives off, I walk over to KC Kingma, one of our deputies. He is also an experienced rock climber, and was sent down with the team to photograph and process the scene before they removed the body.

      “No ID on him?” is my first question.

      “Nothing in his pockets other than half a pack of gum. No phone, no ID, nothing identifiable. I took a few shots of his shoes and the treads. They’re older style Vans and from the way the soles were worn, I’d say he did some skateboarding.”

      “Okay, good. It may help us narrow in on who this victim is. Let’s head back to the station and try to find out his identity. He looks too well-dressed to be a street kid, so someone is probably out there wondering where he is. We’ll start with missing persons reports.”

      “Right behind you,” KC announces as I make my way back to the vehicles.
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        * * *

      

      “Ryan Wells—seventeen, lives in Mead—was reported missing by his mother three weeks ago. This kid ticks all the boxes.”

      I get up and walk over to KC’s desk, leaning over his shoulder to get a look at the file he pulled up. My heart sinks when I see the casual image of a teenage boy, a skateboard under his arm as he grins broadly at whoever is taking the picture. I have no doubt it’s him, and it hurts my heart. That mother lived in fear and hope for three weeks, and now has to be told that fear was justified and any hope is gone, along with her son.

      “Dammit,” I mutter before adding, “Could you print me out a copy of that report?”

      I wait for it to print out before I return to my desk.

      Mead is a suburb of Spokane and falls under the jurisdiction of the Spokane County Sheriff’s Office rather than the Spokane Police Department. I’ve worked alongside a lot of local law enforcement in and around Spokane, but don’t recognize the name of the officer who took the original report, but put a call in to the number provided.

      “Haynes.”

      He doesn’t sound like he’s having a good day, and I’m about to make it worse.

      “Officer Haynes, this is Detective Tessa Androtti with the Edwards County Sheriff’s Department. I’m calling about a missing persons case, Ryan Wells. I think we may have found him.”

      “Oh shit.”

      “Looks like a homicide. We just recovered the body from the bottom of a canyon up in the mountains. Autopsy likely won’t be until tomorrow or Monday, but I was hoping you could provide dental records for a positive ID.”

      “Goddammit. This is gonna kill his mother. She busted her ass to make sure her kids would have choices she didn’t have. That kid was slotted to graduate next year and go to college. What the hell happened?”

      “Officer Haynes, I⁠—”

      “It’s Steve,” he interrupts.

      “Okay, Steve, I’m not sure what happened yet, but a few weeks ago an abandoned late model Ford Mustang was found on a logging road up Black Mountain here in Edwards County. The vehicle was reported stolen in Spokane, the Rockwood area. The passenger side was covered in blood. No sign of any victim. Earlier today I went back up to the location on a hunch, and found the body at the bottom of a steep cliff. We had to call in a search and rescue crew to climb down and bring the body up. Now, logic has me working from the assumption this is the victim from the stolen Mustang, but there is no way to be sure until we can get confirmation from the lab, which will be once the autopsy is done.”

      “Jesus. From the background I got on the kid, he wasn’t into anything bad. No run-ins with law enforcement, no drugs or anything else that would’ve raised a flag. When I asked Pam, Ryan’s mom, if she’d noticed any changes in his behavior, all she mentioned was that he’d been a little withdrawn and moody lately. He’d suddenly quit baseball without discussing it with her first, which they argued about the last time she saw him. He told her he had better things to do with his time than play a stupid game and took off. She thought it might have to do with a girl, but now I wonder if he may have just gotten in with a bad crowd.”

      That poor mother, as if finding out her son won’t be coming home isn’t enough.

      “Let’s first confirm we’re talking about the same person,” I caution. “Then we can start looking at possible scenarios, and I would greatly appreciate your assistance in that.”

      “You’ve got it. I’ll get on those dental records as soon as I can, but it may not be until Monday. In the meantime, I’ll follow up with a couple of Ryan’s friends I spoke to earlier on. See if I can shake some more information loose about who he might have been hanging out with.”

      “Fair enough, and I’ll give you an update on the autopsy as soon as I have information.”

      I end the call after leaving him my
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