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GORDON HEPLER SWUNG his Mapleton, Colorado Police SUV behind a long row of vehicles that were double-parked and blocking driveways for blocks. Parking tickets waiting to happen. Gordon ignored them all. Screw the mayor and his nagging about how much revenue the tickets would generate for Mapleton. Today was an exception.

After two days of much-needed rain, everything sparkled. Sunlight filtered through the cottonwoods, dappling the sidewalk. Gordon hopped out, adjusted his sunglasses, and hit the remote to lock his cruiser. Rolling his shoulders against too many hours of sitting at a desk dealing with paperwork, he ambled toward Rose and Sam Kretzers’ house.

With still a block to go, a dog’s urgent barking overpowered sounds of laughter filling the air. Within seconds, a blur of speckled fur flashed past him, followed by another blur, this one black, larger, and the source of the barking. Gordon spun, trying to identify the wayward canines. Two youngsters rocketed down the sidewalk after the dogs.

“Artie, come back,” one boy shouted.

Gordon stretched out an arm, waylaying the boys. Both wore jeans, muddied at the ankles. “Hey, there. Slow down. Are those your dogs?”

The smaller of the two boys wiped dirty hands across the bottom of his t-shirt and nodded. “Artemus is mine.” He pointed toward his companion, whose shirt was only slightly less stained. “Midnight is his.”

“You know, dogs are supposed to be on leashes,” Gordon said. “It’s a law.”

The second boy—Gordon figured the two of them were six or seven—caught up, panting.

“Artie had a stick and Midnight started chasing him. He’s a good dog. He won’t hurt anybody.”

“Neither will Artie.” The first boy stood on tiptoe, as if he could make himself tall enough to see over Gordon. “We were at the party for Miss Rose and Mister Sam. My mom said it was okay to bring Artie.”

Gordon scanned the area, but the homes on this street sat on several-acre lots, with plenty of woodland for critters to hide in. “I’ll call Animal Control and they’ll look for them.”

Two sets of eyes bugged wide. “Like the dog catcher? Will they take Artie and Midnight to the shelter and kill them?”

Gordon resisted the urge to tousle their hair. “No, they’ll call your parents. That is, if your dogs have collars and tags. They do, don’t they? That’s another law.” He tried for a stern glare.

The boys exchanged a quick glance and nodded.

“Then I’ll call in a lookout order for them. You can come with me and tell the dispatcher everything about them,” Gordon said.

“We’re not supposed to go with strangers,” the bigger boy said.

Gordon chuckled and pulled out his badge case. “It’s all right. I’m a police officer. My name’s Gordon Hepler. What about you?”

The smaller one stared at the badge, then at Gordon. “Wow. You’re the Chief of Police? Cool! I’m Joey Shore.”

The second boy stood straighter. “I’m Declan Webber.”

“All right, Joey Shore and Declan Webber. I’m going to call this in. But if you want to go get your parents first, that’s fine with me.”

Another exchanged glance and some foot-scuffing. “No, the police are okay,” Joey said.

Gordon strode toward his cruiser, the boys following, calling for their dogs. As he approached his SUV, he chirped the remote. He paused, enjoying the wide-eyed grins on the two boys as he reached for the radio. Sure, he could have called on his cell, but being Chief of Police tied him to a desk. Once in a while, it was nice to feel like a “real” cop again.

After being patched through to Animal Control, he let the boys use the radio, taking turns describing their dogs and answering questions. When they finished, he requested to be informed when the dogs were found. “Okay, boys. That should do it. Time for me to make an appearance at the party.”

“Thanks!” they said in unison.

The boys scampered ahead, and Gordon lengthened his stride to keep up. When they reached the Kretzers’, the boys went straight to the backyard. Gordon climbed the porch steps and paused outside the open door. Big band music played from the stereo. The aroma of grilling meat set his stomach growling. As if she’d heard the rumbling, Rose Kretzer waved at him and wriggled her way across the crowded living room.

“Happy Birthday, Rose,” he said.

Her face was flushed and her eyes glistened. “Gordon. Come in. Ess. Ess. Eat. There’s so much food. Angie and Megan—those two.” She wiped her eyes. “Nobody said anything. So much work, so much trouble they went to. You want I should get you a plate?”

Gordon bent down and kissed Rose’s cheek. “I can manage on my own, Rose. Again, happy birthday.”

She flapped a hand. “Ach. It’s just another day. I certainly had no part in the decision to be born.”

“The world is a better place with you in it. I only hope I’m half as good a person as you are when I’m seventy-seven.” Gordon winked at her.

She flushed an even brighter shade of pink. “Go. Ess, ess. Eat.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Oh, and Angie—she’s in the yard. In the new gazebo Justin built. A birthday surprise.”

Heat rose to his neck at the mention of Angie’s name. A manly flush, he hoped. Not Rose’s magenta.

Megan Wyatt, Rose and Sam’s ward, intercepted him at the dining room table. “I’m glad you made it. I can’t believe we pulled it off. Rose was totally shocked.”

The fact that Megan had been hiding out at Angie’s meant it had been a week since Gordon had managed any alone time with Angie. He looked forward to rectifying that later. Another rush of heat. Time to switch topics.

“How did you manage to get all this—” Gordon gestured to the array of food—“in here without giving everything away?”

“I told them I was coming in last night, not last week,” Megan said. “To celebrate Rose’s birthday with a quiet family get-together. Justin showed up a week ago and built the gazebo. He told Rose a few neighbors were coming over for a ribbon-cutting. That way, she could do some cooking, but most of this is from the guests. We knew Rose would never accept gifts, so we asked for food.”

“How is Justin?” Gordon asked. Justin was Rose and Sam’s grandson; he and Megan had hit it off—very well—on their last visit.

“Fine. He’s probably hanging with his parents. It’s their last day visiting.”

Gordon checked her face for any sign of a blush. Apparently he was the only one who had trouble with someone mentioning relationships.

“Ozzie’s out back, manning the grill,” Megan said.

“Then I’ll start out back,” Gordon said. He picked up a plastic plate.

Megan gave him a conspiratorial grin. “Make sure you check out the gazebo.”

That heat returned to Gordon’s neck. Small town fishbowls. Why bother trying to be discreet and keep a low profile? He might as well park the Police Department SUV outside Angie’s apartment overnight. Something he pointedly avoided.

With what was undoubtedly a useless pretense of nonchalance, Gordon strolled toward the industrial-size grill where Ozzie, Angie’s business partner and Daily Bread’s portly cook, reigned supreme.

“Hey, Chief,” Ozzie said. “Glad you made it. Angie’s over by the gazebo.”

Gordon suppressed a sigh. “Thanks. How about you hand over some of those ribs first.”

Ozzie’s white teeth shone against his coffee-colored face. He scooped a generous portion of ribs onto Gordon’s plate, followed by a helping of baked beans. “I like a man who knows his priorities. Slaw, potato salad and some rolls over yonder.” He motioned with his double chins to a table set up against the wall of the house. “And Angie’s got the rest of the day off.” Ozzie winked.

Shaking his head, Gordon grabbed a soda from an ice-filled tub and wandered toward the gazebo. No point in trying to pretend running into Angie would be a chance encounter.

He spotted her short-cropped blonde hair, glistening in the late-afternoon sunshine. She was perched on the rail of the gazebo, chatting with a group of women, her back to the house. Not watching for him, then. A twinge of regret flipped through his belly.

She shifted slightly, and he noticed the mayor’s new trophy wife was part of the group. Which meant the mayor was likely here somewhere, too. Damnation. He scanned the yard for the man, and finally discovered him holding court with a group of potential voters. With the election only a few months away, every appearance was a campaign stop.

Rather than intrude on the women, or make himself visible to the mayor—no matter that he’d finished all the paperwork the man had demanded of him on a Saturday—Gordon slowed his steps, glancing around for a quiet, out-of-the-way spot to eat. His mouth watered at the tantalizing aroma of Ozzie’s ribs. Finishing that damn report meant Gordon had skipped lunch.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw one of Angie’s companions elbow her and gesture in his direction. Angie swiveled around, and her smile, as always, gave him that zing in his chest. She jumped from the rail and trotted down the gazebo’s steps.

Taking the soda from him, she slid her arm around his waist. “I was afraid you weren’t coming.”

He stepped back. “Miss Rose’s Lucky Seven party? Never.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Oh, so Rose is the only reason you’re here?”

“I heard there was going to be some good eating.”

She elbowed him in the ribs and tilted her face up. “Dare you to kiss me hello.”

He felt that damn heat spreading again. Inhaling Angie’s scent—a hint of cinnamon, like her trademark rolls—didn’t cool things down.

“If you could see the expression on your face,” Angie said. “It’s like I asked you to kiss a rattlesnake.”

Angie fingered the silver chain she wore around her neck, sliding the lapis pendant back and forth. The necklace he’d given her. Another zing in his chest. She looked at him expectantly. Gordon glanced around the yard. The mayor was still regaling his entourage. Everyone else seemed busy with their own food, drink, and conversation. What the hell. As he leaned down, his cell trilled the ringtone from Dispatch. Saved by the bell? Or not. “Sorry. Gotta take this.”

Angie sighed.

“Hepler,” he said into his cell.

“Chief. Animal Control got the dogs.”

“Thanks,” Gordon said. “I’ll let the kids know.”

“There’s more. One of them had a bone.”

“That’s not unusual, is it? Dogs and bones. Kind of go hand in hand. Or paw in mouth.”

“No, Chief. This one’s different. They think it’s human.”
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GORDON CURSED UNDER his breath as he parked his SUV as close as possible to the coordinates Sandy, the Animal Control officer, had given him. His stomach rumbled again, and he gave a longing glance to the two foil-wrapped plates on the passenger seat. One with his late lunch which was likely to be an even later dinner, and the other, a platter of desserts Rose had insisted he take with him, “to share with everyone at the station, to thank them for their service.” Days like this, he wondered if he’d be better in a dull, nine-to-five job. At least he’d get regular meals.

As he hiked into the woods along a trail that was little more than trampled grass lined with rocks and deadfall, he ran through his mental files. Sandy was a relatively new hire, and new to Mapleton. Young, eager, and definitely more of an animal person than law enforcement. He didn’t think she was the sort who’d be hunting for sensationalism.

But a human bone? Out here in the middle of next-to-nowhere? Properties around the lake were large—most well over ten acres, many closer to forty—and in general, aside from dwellings and the occasional outbuildings, were left in their natural state. Basically, an expanse of mountainous woodland.

He tried to quell the clenching in his gut and the myriad “what-ifs” running through his brain. At the same time, he tried to recall what little he’d learned about bones in his forensics course years ago.

“Chief Hepler! Over here!” Sandy’s voice resounded from somewhere off to his left, interrupting his thoughts. He veered in that direction. Boot prints and what looked like dog tracks in the mud led the way. Sandy appeared from the trees. Tall and muscular, wearing the County Animal Control uniform tan trousers and forest green shirt, she nodded, turned, and marched into the woods. “This way.”

He followed her to a clearing where she’d secured the two dogs he’d seen on his way to the party. The smaller one whined and strained at his leash. The larger dog, lying calmly, lifted his head and thumped his tail as Gordon neared, then rested his head back on his paws and closed his eyes.

“Artemus and Midnight,” Sandy said. “Artemus lives nearby, but Midnight’s a good ways from home.”

“Where’s the bone?”

“I left it where I found it. Although I doubt it’s where Artemus found it originally. I secured the dogs out here where they couldn’t contaminate the scene.”

Sandy’s use of the term “scene” twisted his gut. Was he going to be investigating another homicide so soon after the last one? Until earlier this year, Mapleton hadn’t seen a homicide in over fifty years. Yet Sandy didn’t seem upset.

“Why don’t you start at the beginning,” Gordon said.

“After I got the call, I proceeded to Midnight’s neighborhood, which was the last reported sighting. When I couldn’t find the dogs there, I continued to Artemus’s place, assuming he might return to familiar surroundings.” She pointed up the hill. “As the crow flies—or in this case, as the dog runs—Artemus lives over that rise.”

“So, we’re on the Webbers’ property?”

She shrugged. “I’m not sure. And I don’t think the dogs pay much attention to property lines.”

Gordon thought for a moment. “The boys were at the Kretzers’ house, playing in the yard, so that’s likely where the bone originally showed up.”

“That’s my theory. When I found the dogs, Artemus was digging a hole, trying to bury something. Turned out to be the bone. I bribed him to abandon it in favor of a rawhide chew. I leashed him, but he was fixated on that bone.” She wiggled her lips. “I thought it was from a deer, but I figured the experts should see it, so I called it in. It definitely looks like it’s been buried for some time.”

Gordon breathed a little more easily. He hadn’t missed a recent missing person report in the mounds of paper that crossed his desk, then. Or a missing body, for that matter. “Always smart to err on the side of caution.”

Sandy gave each dog a scratch behind the ears. “Hang tight, fellas. I’ll be right back.” Then she crossed through the clearing, ducked under some low-hanging branches, and worked her way deeper into the woods.

“A lot easier if you’re a dog,” Gordon muttered as he followed, skirting rocks and avoiding mud-filled depressions. He didn’t think any other humans had been along this trail in quite some time.

Sandy stopped and pointed to a recent excavation. “Right here.”

Although it was still daylight, the shadows cut down on visibility. Gordon wished he’d brought his flashlight. But the bone was lying in a shallow hole, easy enough to see. “You’ve touched it, right?”

“Yes, when I took it away from Artemus. At the time, I had no idea it was even a bone, much less a human one.”

“Maybe a human one,” Gordon said.

“All right. Maybe a human bone. Whatever it came from, Artemus chewed on it. It was slimy with his saliva, and there are fresh teeth marks on it.”

Gordon pulled a pair of gloves from his pocket and slipped them on. He picked up the bone, then took it a few feet away where the light was better. Long, straight, definitely gnawed on, especially at the ends. He agreed with Sandy. It didn’t look fresh.

“If it is human, you think it’s a murder case?” Sandy asked.

Gordon sure hoped not. “I need to confirm the bone is human before we start thinking homicide, which means I’m going to have to call in the Coroner’s Office. No need for you to hang around. You can deliver the dogs to their owners and I’ll take it from here.”

Sandy didn’t seem too disappointed at being sent away from what might be a long, boring wait in the woods. He watched her leave, moving easily across the terrain. He heard her talking to the dogs; then it was nothing but him and the bone. He set it back where he’d found it, not that he harbored the slightest notion that this was where the dog had first discovered it. The smell of damp, musty earth filled his nostrils, and he thought of the aroma of grilling ribs he’d been forced to abandon.

Yanking his cell from its clip on his belt, he called Dispatch. “Solomon on duty?”

“Affirmative.”

Gordon relayed his coordinates and requested that Ed Solomon, the closest thing Mapleton had to a crime scene investigator, report to his position. Next, Gordon scrolled through his contact list and placed the call to the Coroner’s Office. He gritted his teeth when he was connected to Pierce Asel, a deputy coroner he’d worked with before.

After Gordon explained the situation, the man said, “One bone? You sure it’s human?” It sounded like Gordon had interrupted a meal.

“No, I’m not. That’s why I need you to come out and verify it.”

“It’s Saturday.” Asel said.

And when you accepted the position, you knew people didn’t die between nine and five, Monday through Friday.

He kept his tone civil. “I’m aware of that, and sorry to bother you. I wish we’d have found the bone yesterday afternoon, but we didn’t. It shouldn’t take long for you to determine whether it’s human or not.”

Chewing sounds on the other end of the line made Gordon’s stomach growl for his missed meals. “Where’d you say it was again?” Asel asked.

“Mapleton. The bone is in the woods not far from Aspen Lake, off of Lakeview Circle. If you’ve got a GPS, I’ll give you the exact coordinates.”

Gordon heard another voice in the background. Female. Some rustling of paper.

“Go ahead,” Asel said.

Gordon relayed the directions. “It’s a little tricky to find. If you’ll call me when you’re close, I’ll meet you on the street.”

“Might be a while.”

“I understand.” Gordon mashed the End Call button. If the man left now, he could be here in an hour. Gordon estimated it would be closer to two. Asel had a reputation for not caring whether he kept patrol officers waiting if going out on a call interfered with his life.

Wonder if he knows they call him Asel the Asshole.

God forbid the man was at the movies when a call came in. And a single bone, likely very old, and not confirmed human, wasn’t going to light a fire under him.

He tried not to think about the food in his vehicle. Or what Asel was having for dinner. What he couldn’t help but think about was if the bone was human, who had it belonged to? And when he or she had died.

While Gordon waited for Solomon, he did a cursory check of the area. As far as he could tell, with the exception of Artie’s interrupted excavation, the place was undisturbed. In the distance, he heard children’s shrieks and splashes as they took advantage of the warm day. He smiled, remembering swinging out over the lake on the rope tied to a sturdy oak. Of the summer when he’d realized there was a difference between boys and girls.

Which led his thoughts to Angie. He pulled out his phone. “I’m going to try to get away, but don’t make plans.”

“Something serious?” she asked.

“I don’t think so. Dog found a bone, and it might be human. We’re required to call the coroner, so I’m stuck waiting for him—at least until Solomon gets here to take over guard duty. With luck, I’ll be at your place within the hour.”

“I’ll be waiting.” Her voice was a combination of sultry and teasing.

“I already am.” He disconnected before things escalated.

Minutes later, Solomon called. “Hey, Chief. I’m parked behind you. Where do you want me?”

“Hang tight. I’m on my way.” In lieu of crime scene tape, Gordon tied his handkerchief to a branch. He retraced his steps, trotting the final yards to the street. Solomon leaned against the fender of his cruiser. “Sorry to call you out,” Gordon said.

“Comes with the territory. Who’s on call at the Coroner’s Office?”

When Gordon told him, Solomon groaned. “Glad I took my dinner break. Asel’s definitely got an attitude problem when it comes to small towns. Why should we always have to wait on him because we’re not high-profile?”

Gordon grabbed his flashlight from his SUV and took one more deep inhale of its barbeque-scented interior. “Yeah, well wait until I have to explain to the bean counters why I have to pull an officer from patrol to watch over a bone until Asel finishes his dinner, and God knows what else before he gets his rear in gear to show up in Mapleton.”

Solomon snorted. “Hey, tell me how you really feel. But, to be fair, it’s only Asel who’s an asshole. The rest of them are prompt enough. At least we don’t need to call them very often.”

“Thank goodness for that. Grab your camera and some tape.” Without waiting, Gordon headed toward the scene. Solomon’s footfalls sounded behind him.

“I’m thinking breadcrumbs might have been a good idea,” Solomon said as they picked their way through the overgrown path. “How’d you find this place?”

“Didn’t. A dog did.” Gordon spotted the white handkerchief. “Over there. Where the dirt’s dug up. Tell me what you think.”

Solomon paced the perimeter of the site, aiming his flashlight, crouching, pacing some more. “I’d say some animal tried to bury this bone. And since you have an eyewitness who says that animal was a dog, I’ll go out on a limb and say it was a dog.”

Gordon shook his head. “Duly noted.”

“This the only bone?” Solomon asked.

“Only one I saw. Short of digging up the area, which I won’t do until we get the word from the coroner, we’re babysitting. Meanwhile, get some shots so I can show Mayor Alexander that we’re doing our jobs.”

Gordon’s stomach knotted, and this time it wasn’t from hunger. He felt trapped between the proverbial rock and hard place. If he didn’t delegate manpower to follow procedure and this turned out to be a legitimate investigation, he’d be called on the mayor’s fancy Oriental carpet for neglecting his duties. But if it turned out to be nothing, he’d end up on that same carpet for wasting Mapleton’s resources. He already dreaded the inevitable memo—as if the mayor was collecting them to use as ammunition when Gordon’s contract was up for renewal. And, as he had done so many times before, Gordon wondered if it would be that bad if he were fired. He’d only accepted the position as a favor to Dix, his mentor. He still hadn’t figured out why Dix had pushed for him to take the job.

But he had, and Gordon would damn well do his damn best, no matter what the damn mayor threw at him.

The woods took on an eerie quality as Solomon snapped pictures, the bursts of light from the camera’s powerful flash making trees and branches stand out in stark relief. He lowered the camera. “I’m no criminalist, but this appears to be a secondary site—or tertiary, or whatever the next dozen “aries” are.”

“Agreed. Best guess is that the bone came from the woods in the vicinity of the Kretzers’, which is where the dog’s involvement began.”

“A shame he can’t talk,” Solomon said. “Save a lot of time and effort.” Solomon slipped on a pair of gloves and picked up the bone. “Too bad the ends are chewed up. Might be a deer, might be human. I wouldn’t put money on either one.” He smiled. “That’s Asel’s job.” He poked at it with a fingertip. “Old, though.” He held the bone out to Gordon. “See how it’s brittle, and my fingernail leaves an indentation.”

“Old as in five years or fifty?” Gordon asked, his mind already trying to search back through time.

“Can’t be precise—that’s why the forensic anthropologists get the big bucks. But based on what I know about buried bones, I’d say at least thirty.”

Gordon did a mental comparison of his arm and the length of the bone. “Adult?”

“Be my guess there, too.” Solomon set the bone back where he’d found it. “You know anyone who disappeared thirty years ago? I didn’t grow up here the way you did.”

“Thirty years ago I was six. I don’t remember, not that my folks would have included me in any news like that. I’d have to go through the archives. But not until the coroner tells us this is a human bone.”

“Life would be easier if he confirms it’s a deer.” Solomon scratched his chin. “How much due diligence do you think is reasonable before we find out? I mean, should we already be making an effort to figure out where the dog found the bone, even if it ends up being a deer? In case it isn’t. What if there’s an entire skeleton there? Or a mass grave?”

Gordon’s phone interrupted Solomon’s far-fetched speculation. “Chief Hepler.”

Asel’s voice snapped at him. “I’m turning onto Lakeview Circle.”

“Turn left where it heads around the lake. You’ll see our two units. I’ll meet you there.” He disconnected and stuck the phone in its holder. “It might not be such a long night after all.” Gordon flipped on his flashlight and struck out for the street.

“Unless he says it’s human.” Solomon called after him.

But it was Solomon’s question of due diligence that followed Gordon to his SUV.

Gordon pasted on a smile as he approached the coroner’s van. Asel was already waddling toward him. Gordon’s attempt at a civil greeting was swallowed by Asel’s impatient scowl.

“Where’s this bone that is so important? Let’s get going. I’ve got places to be.”

Gordon gave up on civility. “Follow me.” He turned on his heel and marched away, trying not to snicker at Asel, who weighed a good three hundred pounds, puffing and wheezing behind him. Scuttlebutt had it that Asel’s major qualifications for the job were experience in a funeral parlor, from which he’d retired, and being married to a distant cousin of the head coroner. But Gordon never cared enough to verify the rumors. Most of what Asel did was pronounce bodies dead and issue death certificates.

By now the sun had dipped behind the mountains, eliminating most of the light. More than once, Gordon heard Asel curse as he stumbled over a branch or rock. The man had the smarts to bring a flashlight, but he waved it around the trees like spotlights at a rock concert instead of using it to illuminate the trail. “Don’t suppose there are any bears around, do you?”

If there are, they’ll run the other way when they hear you coming.

“Don’t think so. Didn’t notice any tracks when we first came through.”

Asel grunted in between wheezes.

“Right up ahead,” Gordon said. He shined his own flashlight, catching reflections of the yellow tape Solomon had strung. Solomon waved his own light in response.

“Someone’s there?” Asel said. “What about contamination?”

“That would be Officer Ed Solomon,” Gordon said before Asel complained about anything else. “He’s been containing the scene.”

Asel clomped up to the edge of the tape and wiped his forehead. Solomon beamed his light at the bone. Asel stepped closer, pursing his lips in and out. He removed the bone from its resting place. “Give me some more light.”

Both Gordon and Solomon complied, trying to keep the light on the bone as Asel moved it back and forth, up and down, studying it from all angles. “This is the only one?” he asked.

“Yes, Sir,” Solomon said. “Animal Control found a dog burying it.”

Asel frowned. “Interesting.” He squinted, turned the bone, mumbled under his breath. As if someone had thrown a switch, his demeanor switched from asshole to scholarly. He held the bone out toward Gordon and Solomon, pointing as he spoke. “It’s been well-chewed, although I’m not sure all these teeth marks are recent. It’s the ends that tell us the most. However, despite the damage, I have no doubt that what we have is a human humerus.”
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ALTHOUGH GORDON HAD been expecting it, hearing the word “human” still hit him like a jab to the gut. From the expression on Asel’s face, Gordon knew better than to question his findings. For a moment, he couldn’t speak at all.

“How old was the victim?” Solomon’s question brought Gordon back on task. Right. Knowing as much as possible about the bone might help them find its original owner.

“It’s impossible to pinpoint,” Asel said. “But it’s clear that the epiphyses are closed, so we’re looking at someone at least twenty-five years old.”

“What?” Gordon said, still trying to absorb the radical change in Asel.

Asel pointed to a spot near the ends of the bone. “Here. These are growth plates. When they close, you stop growing. That usually happens in your mid-twenties.”

“Got it. Can you tell whether it was a male or female?” Gordon asked.

“With DNA, yes. Which I doubt we’ll get approval for, unless we know we’re going to have something to match it to. Low priority, too costly, and it’ll take some time. The experts might be able to speculate based on the diameter of the bone’s head—if we had it. The dog destroyed most of it, but it’s a remote possibility.”

Where had Mister Intellectual Nice Guy come from? No matter. As long as Asel was on a roll, Gordon wasn’t going to question it. “How about overall height?”

Asel held the bone by its ends. “There’s a formula for determining height based on the length of the bone. Another job for the experts.”

“One more question,” Solomon said. “How long has this bone been in the ground?”

Asel pursed his lips. “Can’t say. My guess—and it’s strictly a guess—is between thirty and forty years.” His lips curved in what might have been a smile. “I apologize for my earlier... attitude. You interrupted what was supposed to be a private celebration, and my wife was none too happy about the call out. My boss seems to take perverse pleasure in sticking me with the... least desirable shifts, the no-brainer cases. Usually I feel like that doctor on Star Trek. You know, always saying, ‘He’s dead.’ Gets to be a royal pain. However, this”—he gestured with the bone—“presents an interesting puzzle. I’ll take it to the forensic anthropology lab and follow up myself.”

“We’ll walk you out,” Gordon said. He and Solomon exchanged a Who’da thunk it? glance as Gordon retrieved his handkerchief before they led the way down the trail.

“Without wanting to sound too much like Columbo,” Solomon said once they reached their vehicles, “I have one more question.”

This time Asel’s smile was unmistakable. “Ask away.”

Solomon glanced at Gordon, but quickly looked away, focusing his attention on Asel. “What kind of a priority would you give searching for the place where this bone was found? You know, in case there are more?”

“More bones would make the possibility of identification easier,” Asel said. “And, although that job is one for the detectives, not forensics workers, once you know who the body belonged to, the more likely you are to solve the puzzle.”

Solomon gave Gordon a look that was all too reminiscent of Artie’s eagerness to connect with that bone. “It wouldn’t hurt to look for the original scene.” At Gordon’s frown, he added, “I’m on the clock until oh six hundred.”

“However, given that the bone appears to have been in the ground for so many years, I can’t say there’s any sense of urgency to find them tonight,” Asel said.

Solomon looked almost crestfallen. “I guess you’re right.”

“On the other hand,” Asel continued, “If someone’s been grieving for a loved one, every day can seem like an eternity.”

Solomon brightened. “So, you’re saying it might be doing a good deed if we found the gravesite. Give closure.”

“Whoa,” Gordon said. “Nobody said anything about a gravesite. The dog found a bone. One bone. Could have come from anywhere. And there’s another factor. What if there’s nobody grieving, nobody wanting closure, because they’re the ones who are responsible for the death in the first place?” Gordon caught Solomon’s grin and realized what he’d said. The words his subconscious had shoved out of his mouth.

“Right, Chief. We could be looking for a murderer.”

Asel opened the door to his van. “As I said, you have your job, I have mine. I’ll leave you to it.”

Gordon stared after the van as Asel drove away. “You think we should spend the rest of the night hunting for a bunch of bones?” he said to Solomon.

His officer’s grin widened. “You have something else to do?”

Gordon’s conscience entered a wrestling ring worthy of the WWE. Should he consider this a case, albeit a cold one? Would another day—or two—make a difference? And if it did, why did he have to be part of the hunt? He could send Solomon, maybe add another officer. The more he thought about it, the more he heard Mayor Alexander demanding justification for the manpower.

Solomon’s radio crackled to life. Irv, the night dispatcher’s voice came through. “Roberta Blanchard’s complaining about Crazy Freddy again. Solomon, you’re closest. Why doncha head up there?”

What was Irv doing working on a Saturday night? Gordon wondered why it hadn’t registered with him when he’d called Dispatch earlier.

Lately Irv tended to forget details—including the fact that anything put over the radio could be picked up by anyone with a scanner, or even a computer. Gordon didn’t have the heart to fire the man, and made sure his shifts were on predictably slow nights. Never a Friday or Saturday.

Gordon yanked the radio from Solomon’s collar. “Dispatch, this is Chief Hepler.” He sucked in a quick breath, reminding himself not to do exactly what he was reprimanding Irv for. He’d save that for a private face-to-face. “Please repeat.” He hoped his tone conveyed the message.

“Right, Sir.” Irv cleared his throat. “Citizen requests assistance.” Irv proceeded to give Fred’s address. “Mapleton Three, please proceed. Code one.”

Gordon handed the radio to Solomon, who stood at exaggerated attention, peering over Gordon’s shoulder. Clearly, he was having trouble keeping a straight face as he responded to the call. “Mapleton Three. En route.” Solomon clipped the radio back to his collar. “You want to switch with me? You’re the Chief. You can do that.”

Gordon smirked. “Dream on. I’ll read your report on Monday.”

Solomon drove off toward the foothills near the outskirts of town. Another couple hundred yards, Gordon thought, and Fred would live outside the city limits, and he’d be County’s problem.

Gordon went one more round with his conscience, deciding that there was very little anyone could do in the dark that wouldn’t be more efficient in daylight. But there was still something he needed to do.

He called Angie. “I have a few things to take care of at the office before I’m free. Might take an hour. Will that be too late?”

“For you? Never. I might even have a surprise for you.”

Smiling in anticipation, he drove to the station. Thinking about Angie wasn’t going to get the job done. Instead, he forced his mind back to the job. He couldn’t help wondering how Solomon would fare with Fred.

Sixty-something Fred had lived on his thirty-five-acre spread since he was born. When his parents died, Fred inherited everything and had never left. Maybe it was the isolation, maybe it was something inside snapping when his wife took off for Georgia with his kid, or maybe he’d always been a taco short of a combination plate, but Gordon couldn’t remember him as anything other than Crazy Freddy.

Maybe he’d be dancing through the woods buck-naked again. Once, he’d been sitting up in a tree, howling like a wolf. Alcohol was frequently involved. But, the consensus was, Fred was harmless. Even so, Gordon didn’t envy Solomon his task. One could never predict how Fred would react to being interrupted in whatever he thought was behavior vital to his existence at that precise moment.

When Gordon got to the station, he grabbed the food from the backseat and set the plates on his desk. He heard Irv’s voice. From the vicinity of the break room, not Dispatch. His stomach clenched.

Blowing out a frustrated sigh, wondering if he’d ever get to eat, or see Angie—and which had the higher priority—Gordon strode into the break room. “Irv, make sure your desk is covered and see me in my office, please.”
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Chapter 4
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MEGAN CLIMBED THE STAIRS to Angie’s apartment. When Angie opened the door, Megan extended the vase filled with flowers she’d picked from Rose’s garden. “Thanks for playing hostess for the week. It’ll only take me a few minutes to finish packing and be out of your hair. And I’m sure Gordon will be glad I’m gone.”

Angie rolled her eyes as she accepted the flowers and carried them to the coffee table. “He’s going to be at least an hour. Cop stuff, so it’ll probably be more like two. I’m thinking of dropping in on him later, to remind him what he’s missing. For now, come keep me company.” Angie tilted her head and grinned. “Unless you and Justin...”

Megan waved her off. “It’s his parents’ last few hours here, and I’m in the way. Plus, he’s still working on his grant proposal. His promotion means more paperwork.”

“Sounds familiar. Gordon’s always complaining about how little cop work he gets to do as Chief of Police.” She waved toward the sofa. “Sit. Want something to drink? Wine? Coffee? Lemonade? Take a minute to unwind after the party.”

“Lemonade sounds great... once I finish packing.” After emptying the dresser drawer Angie had cleared for her, Megan retrieved her toiletries from the bathroom and added them to her suitcase. She wheeled the case to the door.

Angie patted the sofa cushion next to her. “Join me.”

“First, I want to check my email. Rose and Sam don’t have a wireless network.” Not to mention, when she was with them, it was too hard to keep pretending everything was wonderful. Megan felt she was under a microscope, and she was always afraid something would slip. Rose and Sam were constantly bragging about her to Justin’s parents, who had never been particularly receptive to her friendship—Megan wasn’t ready to think of it as a relationship yet—with Justin. Until she had something new for Rose and Sam to brag about, skirting the issue was the way to go.

Megan found her laptop where she’d left it, on Angie’s makeshift desk in a corner of her makeshift office in her makeshift dining room. Given that Angie practically lived downstairs at the diner, Daily Bread, about the only part of her apartment she used was the bedroom.

Megan checked her email, her heart rate accelerating in anticipation. Nothing from the bank. She sighed. No news was better than a rejection, right? And it was Saturday. Why was she expecting an answer on the weekend?

“Something wrong?” Angie appeared at her side and set a glass of chilled lemonade next to Megan.

Megan found a smile. “The usual. Mostly it’s a matter of deleting all the spam and making sure nothing important ended up in my junk folder.” She shut the laptop’s cover. Not that she thought Angie would snoop—would she? Megan had left in a rush with last-minute party details and hadn’t logged off.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Angie said.

Megan almost spilled her drink. “What?”

“You’re wondering if I poked around your laptop. Checking what websites you’ve bookmarked. You think I might have discovered your secret.”

Megan took a too-large gulp of lemonade and coughed. “Secret?”

“Yeah—like maybe you have a thing for pictures of hot, naked men. Or maybe you and Justin are having some cyber-sex.”

“Angie!”

Angie laughed. “You are so gullible. No, of course I didn’t violate your privacy. Haven’t touched it.”

“I wasn’t thinking that at all. I’d never—”

“Lighten up, girlfriend.” Angie went to the living area and perched on the arm of the sofa. “But something’s bugging you. I can feel it.”

I can feel it. A common enough expression, except Angie actually believed she could sense things. She had at least five of her feelings a week, and if the law of averages proved one of them true, that merely reinforced her confidence in her ability.

“Stress, that’s all. It’s been one crazy week, keeping secrets from Rose and Sam.” Megan picked up her lemonade and joined Angie.

Angie raised her glass. “But we did it, and the party was a huge success.”

And if Angie thought that was the only secret Megan had been keeping, that was good enough for Megan. She tapped her glass against Angie’s. “To success.” A toast she could make with all honesty, even if the success she was thinking about wasn’t the same as Angie’s.

“And speaking of success,” Megan said. “Any plans for your own future?” Megan tried to appear nonchalant. After all, there was a possibility—infinitesimally small though it might be—that Angie actually could read her.

And if she could, what would she think? That you’re one total nut case? No, she reassured herself. The meetings she’d had with the local businesses proved there was a viable market for her concept. It only sounded off the wall when she thought too hard about it.

But if you don’t cover every possibility, you might miss something critical.

“My future? Right now, nothing other than hiring more staff. I’ve got a new kid starting this week.” Angie’s response snapped Megan out of her cloud and into reality.

Remembering what it had been like staying here last week, watching Angie put in so many hours, without ever having a full day off, Megan wondered again if she was pursuing the right dream.

You’re used to long hours. Working events puts you on call day and night.

She hid behind another sip of lemonade, composing herself before speaking. “Sounds like a good idea. Take some of the pressure off.”

“Business is still growing,” Angie said, “and Ozzie agrees that we can handle more kitchen staff. Give us both a break. But they’ll have to be trained so the customers will get what they’re used to. The backbone of our business is local. Ozzie tweaked his fried chicken recipe once—it was delicious, but it wasn’t the same—and the regulars rebelled.”

“But change is good.”

“Try telling that to the people who come in on meatloaf night.”

Megan shrugged off the blanket of dread that seemed to smother her. She couldn’t second guess herself now. If she failed, she failed. “Do you ever wish you could take a break from cinnamon rolls? I know you’re famous for them, but doesn’t doing the same thing over and over get... boring? Not to mention getting up so early every morning?”

Angie set her glass down. “Sometimes. But I do bake other stuff. And the customers seem more receptive to variety in baked goods than to our entrees.”

Megan longed to broach her idea to Angie, but it was still too soon. She finished her lemonade and stood before guilt loosened her tongue. “Gordon should be here soon, and you know what they say about three’s a crowd.”

Angie didn’t protest. Megan gathered her laptop and accessories and put them in the case. She paused at the door to give Angie a hug. “I’ll be in touch. Have fun.”

Angie pulled out of the embrace and grasped Megan’s arms, staring at her for a long, almost painful, moment. “You can talk to me about anything, you know. I’m always going to be on your side.”

“Thanks. I know.”

Angie’s words played over and over in Megan’s head as she drove back to Rose and Sam’s. Would having Angie on her side be enough?

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 5


[image: ]


GORDON WENT TO HIS office and settled in behind his desk, trying to appear official while he figured out what he was going to do about Irv. Irv’s three nights on Dispatch gave meaning to the man’s life. But other lives depended on the actions of the dispatcher. Damn, he’d rather be up in the hills dealing with a drunk, naked Fred than thinking about having to let Irv go.

Irv stepped into Gordon’s office holding a mug of coffee. Gordon hoped he wouldn’t regret letting Irv off with a polite reminder about airwave protocol. He’d had a few issues with Irv during the Betty Bedford case, but nothing since. “Sit.”

Irv cocked his head, as if he had no clue why he’d been called in, but he sat, placing the mug of coffee he carried on the edge of Gordon’s desk. “You need something, Chief? Because Titch is relieving me, and I don’t like leaving my post unattended. Not that Titch can’t handle it, of course.”

Knowing Dispatch was in good hands, Gordon continued. “Saturday’s not your usual night, Irv. Why the change?”

“Last minute. Night gal—what’s her name?—asked me to fill in. Had to rush her mom to the hospital.”

Gordon made a note to make sure shift subs went through proper channels in the future. Although, in her defense, Tessa probably thought getting a body in the chair at short notice, especially when she was distraught, was more efficient. He’d have Connie, the Head Dispatcher, follow up.

“All right, Irv.” He launched into his prepared recitation, repeating what Irv had broadcast. “You know, there are people out there who are dying for reasons to discredit this police department. Not to mention reporters monitoring scanners. We owe it to our citizens to keep their lives private wherever possible.”

Irv looked suitably humbled. “I musta forgot where I was for a minute. Mrs. Blanchard was all excited, barely makin’ sense. Guess I got carried away. Won’t happen again, Chief. Everything by the book from now on.”

Hoping he hadn’t made a mistake, Gordon dismissed Irv—sending him to the break room with the plate of Rose’s desserts—and grabbed his own dinner. Cold, but he was too hungry to bother taking it down to the break room for a nuke job. He unwrapped the foil and dug in.

He was licking his fingers when a knock sounded from the back door, the private entrance to his office. Once again, he cursed the fact that the security cameras in the parking lot were monitored at the front desk. Town council bean counters at work, not wanting to spring for extra equipment so he could tell who was at the door himself. He counted to ten, knowing if this was a possible problem, he’d have been notified. The silence meant the most likely visitor was Angie. No wonder the whole town knew about them.

Smiling despite himself, he opened the door.

“Now do I get my hello kiss?” Angie asked. She flashed an impish grin. Her blue eyes twinkled.

He yanked her inside and shut the door, with a quick glance to make sure Irv had closed the interior door behind him. And gave her what she wanted. Slow and lingering. “Damn, I’ve missed you,” he said when he came up for air. “It’s been too long.”

“Same goes. But things were hectic. Work, and the party, and catching up with Megan.”

He supposed he shouldn’t feel jealous that Angie had preferred catching up with her good friend. “But you’re all caught up now? Things have returned to the status quo?”

“Sort of.”

“Sort of?”

Angie stroked his jaw. She gave him another grin, even more impish than the first one.

Glad the mood had lightened, Gordon pasted a false scowl on his face. “Spill. I’m a cop. I have ways to make you talk.”

“Please. Please. Not the interrogation room. I’ll tell you everything. If you kiss me again.”

“Bribing a police officer?” He pulled her close. “Damnation, Angie. You’re killing me. Tell me Megan’s got plans for tonight.”

She squirmed out of his embrace. “As a matter of fact, Megan’s staying at the Kretzers’ for her last two nights in town. To make up for being in hiding all week, she said. But I think she really wants to spend some” —she fingered air quotes— “quality time with Justin. His parents are flying out late tonight, because they have to be back at work Monday. That frees up a bedroom for her.”

Gordon recalled some of the looks he’d seen pass between Justin and Megan on their last visit—and a few more this afternoon. “So, she’ll be moving out of your apartment?”

“She’s already taken her stuff to Rose and Sam’s.” Angie frowned. “But I’m worried about her. She was at my place earlier. Something’s bothering her, but she wouldn’t talk about it.”

“You think it’s serious?” Gordon prayed he wasn’t going to get caught in one of Angie’s I have to do something to help episodes. Not now. Especially not based on one of her feelings.

“She said it was stress. But—”

Gordon pressed his finger to Angie’s lips. “And I’m sure it was. Keeping secrets from Rose and Sam would stress anybody out.”

Angie sighed. “You’re right.” She leaned against him. “She’s a big girl. I have someone else to think about right now.”

His heart skittered. He inhaled Angie’s scent with its hint of cinnamon. How badly did he need to research missing persons and unsolved crimes from thirty years ago? Couldn’t it wait until tomorrow? Or Monday?

Angie tilted her head back. “You disappeared for a minute.” She must have sensed the shift in his focus.

“Sorry. Thinking.”

“I take it this is related to your abrupt departure from the party?”

He nodded.

Her face clouded. “And you can’t talk about it.”

Gordon knew Angie was still dealing with the fact that he couldn’t share most of what his job entailed. Their “how was your day?” conversations tended to be one-sided. He kissed her forehead and guided her to the door. “Not quite yet. But this one’s different. Let me deal with a few things, and then I’ll be over. Unless you want to come to my place?”

She ran her fingers down his shirt. “Wish I could, but Sunday mornings are busy. I’ll have to be baking before dawn cracks.”

“Some day, you’ll have to entrust your cinnamon roll recipe to someone else. Let them get to work at oh-dark-hundred to bake them.” He squeezed her to his chest for a lingering moment. “See you later.”

“Sooner is better.” Angie waggled her pendant in a goodbye wave and let herself out.

Gordon secured the door behind her. Due diligence, Solomon had said. Something more exciting, was Gordon’s thought. Solomon was a good cop. Gordon got the impression Ed would rather be a detective, but Mapleton didn’t have detectives. However, the big-city life hadn’t appealed to his wife, and now that they were raising kids, she’d been adamant about staying put.

If Gordon found something that turned this bone into a case, then he might be able to justify turning Solomon loose. Until then, Gordon was the only one who could poke around on his own time without creating a budgetary nightmare. He paced the room, sorting his thoughts.

Their only witness to the bone’s point of origin was four-legged and couldn’t talk. But it might be a starting point. He crossed to his desk and settled in.

First, he checked Sandy’s report and confirmed the names and addresses of the boys’ parents. The Shores and the Webbers. Artie belonged to the Shores. The Webbers lived much closer to where the bone might have originated. Midnight could have found the bone, and Artie snatched it from him. Gordon picked up the phone.

After setting up appointments to meet with both families tomorrow, Gordon tackled the computer and its databases. Given that he didn’t know much more than the victim’s minimum age and approximately how long the bones had been buried, narrowing the search parameters enough to get results was next to impossible. He did what he could, but having to leave most of the fields blank meant he got back too many results. Or none at all.

He started with Mapleton, came up empty, then expanded his search outward. He noted a couple of possibilities, but none seemed promising.

When his eyes couldn’t take any more, he rubbed them and checked the time. Nine? Already? Damn. Given her work schedule, Angie normally called it a night by nine. But he’d said he’d be by. He punched in her number. She picked up on the first ring. “Hey there.”

“Too late?” he asked.

“What do you think?”

He bolted for the door.

*****
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THE ALARM’S KLAXON roused Gordon from a dead sleep. Angie slapped the clock into silence. He squinted at the glowing red numbers. Four-ten. He groaned. “So early?”

“I thought you’d wash my back this time. If you’re up for it.” When her fingers, warm and smooth, found him, she gave a quiet snort. “Don’t know why I bother to ask.” She threw back the covers and rolled out of bed.

Wide awake now, Gordon grabbed another condom and followed her to the bathroom. Shower sex last night. Followed by slow, languorous, make-the-world-disappear-and-collapse-into-a-dead-sleep sex. Topped off with waking up—triggered by an alarm notwithstanding—next to Angie, who wasn’t rushing downstairs to bake, but wanted more sex first. Life was good.

A short while later, he amended that thought. Life was very good. He dried off and opened the bottom drawer of Angie’s dresser, where he kept a change of clothes. Empty?

Angie opened the storage trunk at the foot of her bed. “Sorry, Chief. Had to make room for Megan’s things.”

Before or after Megan had seen his, he wondered. He doubted Angie kept secrets from Megan. But he was still coming to grips with the fact that his relationship with Angie wasn’t as low-profile as he’d thought.

“I’m coming downstairs with you,” he said. “I promise to stay out of your way.”

She eyed him quizzically. Understandable, because normally, he left when she got up, if not earlier. “If you do, I’ll put you to work.”

“I don’t think your customers would appreciate my baking skill set. Or lack thereof.”

“I was thinking more along the lines of washing dishes.”

“Will there be coffee?”

She snickered. “Coffee? That’s what you wanted? And here I’ve been giving you sex.”

Downstairs in the Daily Bread’s kitchen, Gordon perched on the edge of a stool and sipped a steaming mug of fresh-brewed coffee while Angie spread butter—copious amounts of butter—on the sheet of dough she’d rolled onto a marble slab. Her first batch was already in the oven, and the aromas of yeast and cinnamon filled the air. His mouth watered. “That smells so good. How can you do that before breakfast? Aren’t you starving?” After all, she’d had a workout last night, and another one this morning, too.

She laughed. “I guess I’m immune.” She took a container from under the counter and sprinkled the contents over the butter. Pecans, he knew, and cinnamon sugar. But as for whatever else it was that made Angie’s rolls special—that was a secret she’d never divulge. His palate wasn’t sophisticated enough to discern the other subtle flavors, but he didn’t care. Bottom line—they were fantastic.

“So,” she said. “How much can you tell me about yesterday’s case? Off the record, of course.”

Since they’d started seeing each other, Angie had managed to draw a line between her love for gossip and keeping her mouth shut when it pertained to Gordon’s work. They’d come to an understanding that if he said something was off the record, then it was.

“It’s not a case, per se. Dog found a bone, and it turned out to be human. But it’s old. The deputy coroner said it’s from an adult. He estimated it’s been in the ground at least thirty years. I was digging through databases last night and came up empty, more or less.”

“More or less? That would mean not totally empty, right?”

He frowned. “Getting a list of cold cases with names of persons gone missing thirty years ago without any details doesn’t help. I didn’t find anything from around here. Until the forensics lab gives me more to go on, it’s a wild goose chase.”

“Yet you’re going to investigate. Because you’re—I was going to say like a terrier with a bone, but that might not be appropriate here. Because you’re... you.”

He exhaled. “It’s nagging at me. How did a human bone end up buried somewhere in Mapleton? I’m going to meet with the people who own the dogs that found the bone later this morning. Maybe they’ll be
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