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Freedom is what we do with what is done to us.
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Prologue

There was an intensity about the morning sunshine that wasn’t a bit pleasant. Not welcoming. Not friendly. Certainly not comforting. It seemed to burn with a fury that not even the whisper of a breeze, sharp with the suggestion of approaching winter, could diminish.

It should have been beautiful out here. For a moment, on the drive along the approaching road, it had seemed that way. The tree’s leaves transforming from green to fiery red and glorious gold, the forest becoming its most vibrant and exotic as summer gave way to fall. But all that was tarnished now. Now it only mocked him.

Hoss stood at the treeline to the forest and looked across the barren clearing, vacant but for his BMW parked alongside the space where the Ford truck was usually stationed. Though this place was miles from anywhere, today a stillness hung over it that crept into his bones and filled him with a darkness so bleak he couldn’t catch his breath. It was too quiet. Too disturbingly ominous. As if even the creatures and insects who dwelled in the forest had fled, leaving nothing. Nothing.

That wasn’t all, of course. It chilled him, what he had seen inside the cabin. What no amount of wishful thinking or self-delusion could unsee. He didn’t need his cop instincts to know what it meant.

A gasp escaped his parted lips. He had to face the facts. There was no other choice.

She was gone.

Fletcher was gone.

 

 

 




Chapter 1

What do you get – Lawrence Hoskins pondered, as he stood in line at the free bar of the Onyx Hall in Pinefort’s Riverside Center – if you cram five hundred law enforcement personnel, their families, government officials, community leaders, families of fallen officers, local sponsors, advocacy groups, and representatives of numerous police-related foundations into one room?

The answer, which had come to him over the previous two hours of award presentations and keynote speeches, not to mention sweaty handshakes, thumps on the back, and banal though ever-comradely conversations, was a difficult to shift headache.

In fact, as he retrieved another half-pint of diluted Coors Lite from the overworked but grimly smiling server, he considered it could even be that the thrumming in his head was a mere prelude of what later would announce itself as one of those hell-on-earth, leave-me-alone-to-quietly-die migraines.

Wouldn’t that just top the afternoon off perfectly?

As he took his excuse for a free drink to a quiet spot from where to observe who might be useful to speak with next, he noted the primly decorated hall hosting the 37th Annual Belwall Police Gala was looking decidedly less crowded now the official fluff was over and the afternoon’s musical entertainment had taken to the stage. This entertainment – a surprising first for the Gala – comprised a drag artist squeezed into a form-fitting, bright mandarin, floor-length sequin dress, with diamonds at her throat, ears and wrists that caught the spotlights with every shimmer of her substantial hips. Heavily made-up eyes were set off by a bouffant hairstyle Marge Simpson would murder her children for, and a pair of scarlet stilettos tapped in time with the show numbers she belted with no shortage of talent or confidence into the microphone.

Though admittedly it had been some years since Hoss had attended one of these things – the last was before his father had passed, and while he himself was still collecting the sheriff’s office wage – he was certain the standard musical fare had been a local easy listening band, or occasionally they’d go rogue with a barbershop quartet. A drag artist he’d have remembered.

As kids, Hoss and his sisters had been forced into attending this annual torment, which not even the afternoon off school could swing in its favor. In the Hoskins household it was considered a duty; crying off wasn’t an option. He remembered his mother detested the pomp of the occasion almost as much as her three restless children, but what Patrick Hoskins wanted he usually got. Without fail, every September on this one afternoon, Hoss and his older sisters whined and dragged their feet and tugged at their fussy clothes and shoes that pinched, complying with their father’s wishes, if only to keep the peace for their mother’s sake.

Coming up on thirty-seven years old this year, Hoss still found the black dinner suit too stiff, scratchy and suffocating. Now that the formalities were concluded, he was less self-conscious about loosening the bow tie at his throat and unbuttoning the jacket, but not to the point of casualness. He still had work to do. There was one woman in particular he’d had his eye on all afternoon, and he spotted her now chatting idly near the buffet table with none other than the Sykes County sheriff, Clive Leonard. At last it seemed luck was on his side. What easier way to make himself known to the city’s most prominent and successful district attorney this last decade, Loretta Vincenza, than via an introduction from his former boss?

Leaving his glass of Coors on a passing server’s tray, Hoss straightened his jacket and mentally prepared a dry quip about the sheriff and the buffet table as he made for the pair while they were still deep in polite conversation. He readied a smile, about to deliver his line as he drew near, when a palm clamped down hard on his right shoulder and he spun around, his heart stilling for several beats before rushing to catch up.

“Well looky here. As I live and breathe.”

The man who greeted him was lucky Hoss had decided against bringing his pistol to the event this afternoon, otherwise things could have turned nasty. Still, would anyone have minded if he’d put a bullet through Lieutenant Cameron Sepkiss’s kneecap, or skull? Certainly Fletcher wouldn’t; his partner had never taken to the man, for more reasons than Hoss cared to recall.

“Thought this wasn’t your scene anymore,” the lieutenant said, before plunging his gnashers into a delicate canape looking fretful in his grasp. He waved what was left of it around the room, and spoke as he chewed. “Didn’t you drop out of all this?”

Hoss noted that the lieutenant’s black dinner jacket and pressed pants were in pristine order. Buttons secured, bow tie flush with the collar of his shirt. His dark hair had thinned in the years since Hoss had seen him last, but as then it was combed neatly over to one side, not a single strand out of place. The gleam of amusement in the intelligent rat-like eyes was a reminder of a time Hoss would rather forget. Still, he adopted what he hoped from the outside passed as a smile.

“Lieutenant. What a pleasure!”

“Ah now…” Sepkiss devoured the remainder of the canape and wiped at the corner of his mouth with his finger. “I’ll forgive you the faux pas, seeing as the dress code didn’t allow for the railroad tracks. But it’s actually captain these days.”

“Oh. As in America?”

The man at least had a sense of humor and smirked a little. “As in, Captain of Serious Crimes. Twelve months now. But never mind me – the last time I saw you, you were unconscious. Then I heard you’d quit. So I take it you’re here simply as homage to your late father?”

Other than being a disappointment as a son, a lame brother, and a pretty shocking poker player, the low points of Hoss’s life had been summed up neatly in just that one string of dialogue. Which even for this jackass was impressive. But wait, he wasn’t done.

“God, I wish I’d known your dad personally. Everyone says Patrick Hoskins was an absolute legend of a sheriff.”

So legendary he never made it to a second term. Unlike the current sheriff, who right now was in conversation with a potentially lucrative prospect that could make this afternoon’s test of endurance worth the pain. Hoss was about to turn to check the pair were still busily chatting when Captain America punched him playfully on the arm.

“Hey, are you still in touch with… shit, what was her name again?”

“Doubtful. I’m really not one for keeping in touch. Just ask my sisters.” Hoss returned the teasing punch. “Anyhow, as good as it is to see you—”

“Fletcher!” He beamed. “Cass freaking Fletcher. That was it.”

“So that’s why she never told me her second name.”

“Damn, she was…”

Steady there, Sepsis, if you want to keep all your teeth.

“She really knew her stuff. She ever get back on the horse? I mean I heard about, uh…” He clicked his fingers, forgetful in his old age, or just plain ignorant. “Matherton. Adrian Matherton. Shocking what happened to him.”

He paused for a response but Hoss didn’t give one. He didn’t believe for a second this man with decades under his belt was truly astounded that an officer – a former colleague of his, for Christ’s sake – would eat his own gun when life crapped on him for the last bearable time. Had the asshole never considered he might have been part of the problem?

Apparently not.

“Something like that really makes you think,” the idiot went on, in a nasal tone that grated more now than it had back then. “He and Fletcher were pretty tight, right? I can’t imagine she took it well.”

There was a brief interlude of quiet as, up on the stage at the front of the hall, the drag artist brought a jaunty song to an end and adjusted her stool before leaning into the mic and starting on a slower, more mournful number. The story of his law enforcement career, Hoss thought – all flash, bang, and then the great letdown.

He looked back at Sepkiss and decided against leaving a business card with him. He was down to the last two, and though all the advice was to never make business personal, there were some lows to which he wouldn’t stoop. Besides, his partner would never forgive him if she got a call from Captain America first thing tomorrow morning. Or a drunken one late at night. Instead, he fell back on an old PI technique invented for moments such as this.

“One second,” he said, taking his phone from his inside pocket just as Sepkiss looked ready to prod a little deeper on Fletch. He stared at the blank screen. “Shit, sorry, gotta take this.”

He half turned, raising the phone to his ear. “All the best now, Lieutenant…” he called back as he stepped away, and had the satisfaction of hearing Sepkiss mutter “It’s Captain” under his breath.

But Hoss’s amusement was short-lived. Leonard and the DA were gone.

Damn it.

A scan of the room showed Leonard had returned to his table, but Loretta Vincenza was nowhere to be seen. Which meant she was either in the women’s john or on her way home. He’d wanted to leave his card with her badly. But loitering outside the ladies’ in case she emerged, though tempting, was probably not a good idea in a room full of officers.

Keeping a safe distance from smarmy Sepkiss, he settled on a stool at the end of the bar and ordered another Coors. He’d make it his last if Vincenza didn’t reappear; being here was giving him the heebie-jeebies. As if his father was lurking behind him, and as always, frowning at his every move.

Hoss watched the server fill the glass three-quarters full with the alcohol-free beer and surreptitiously top up the rest with water from the hose. Six and a half years he’d been out of the sheriff’s office, and not a single thing about it had changed.

Sipping at the diluted beer, Hoss put in a call to the office so he’d at least look busy if Sepkiss tried to catch his eye again. But as he scanned the room, it was another eye he noticed aimed in his direction. That of the drag artist as she crooned with feeling through the chorus of Dionne Warwick’s soul-wrenching ‘Anyone Who Had A Heart’. He recalled now the artist’s name on the invitation. Miss DeMena.

His and Fletch’s receptionist, Kayla – a young kid with nose piercings, pink hair, chronic shyness, and a bright future ahead of her – answered Hoss’s call after seven rings. He counted. Tempted as he was to ask what took her so long, the thought of the flush his testiness would bring to her cheeks was more than he could bear. Instead, he greeted her cheerfully and asked to be put through to Ms. Fletcher.

The formality was purposeful. He wanted their interns – temporary as they were, supporting themselves through college or in preparation for college – to get the real feel of a workplace and all it entailed. Fletch, however, who referred to the young adults he took on not as interns but, unfairly he thought, as cheap labor, was less considerate and called him whatever the hell she chose in front of them. On such occasions he would remind himself that, though they’d been working in the same office for several years now, Fletcher was still very much not a normal person. Her natural habitat was a cabin in the woods eighteen miles away, not the social regularity of city life, and so, with that in mind, he made allowances for her embarrassing behavior.

“What do you want?” came the voice in his ear.

“Fletcher. You should be here, wearing a professionally sexy frock and heels and looking pretty at my side.” He ducked his head to sip at his drink. It slid cold and tasteless down his throat.

“Professionally sexy… yeah, that was the part of the memo that threw me. Besides, one of us has to keep this business afloat.”

“And what do you think I’m doing here?” Hoss glanced up and, chillingly, noted Miss DeMena was still looking his way. Or maybe it was the bar she was so intensely longing to get her hands on. He angled himself on the stool until she was out of his peripheral vision. “It’s called networking.”

“It’s called drinking in the middle of a Thursday afternoon,” Fletch replied.

Hoss lowered the glass quietly back to the bar. “Listen, when one of these fine people needs to offload honest, meaningful work onto a PI – work that will actually make a difference to someone, Fletch, not just require shuffling papers – I want them to think of us. Reputation is everything in this game.”

“Well, you’d know about reputation. But maybe you’re forgetting that law enforcement and all its many branches and connections is nothing but shuffling papers.”

“For a purpose though, Fletch.”

She sighed down the line. “What we do has purpose, Hoss. It’s important to the people we do the work for.”

He thought of the files currently idling on his desk back at the office. “Compensation grabbers and paranoid husbands. My heart can’t take the excitement.” Across the room he spotted Captain America, sitting at a table of his peers who were all looking at him with a combination of respect and admiration as he tipped his head back in uninhibited laughter. “It’s hardly work to be proud of, though, is it?”

“Hoss.”

“Fletch.”

“You’re bored, aren’t you?”

He slumped on the stool. “Out of my skull. And worse, the non-alcoholic beer’s watered down.”

The laugh that shot out of her vibrated painfully in his ear. He had to take the phone away for a second until the ringing ceased. When he returned it to his ear, she had hung up.

He should be annoyed with her – he usually was – but the truth was he valued the partnership they’d established, even if the cases were dull more than they were thrilling. For all their differences, the two of them were a good team, as he’d known they would be, and it gave him immense satisfaction to arrive at the office and see their names above the door.

All right, so it wasn’t the career trajectory either of them had intended when they went through the academy, but the PI agency was theirs. Their decisions, their rules. He even loved that her office, somewhat oddly, reeked of pine wood and chipmunk dust, as if she brought the forest to work with her every day. He was confident, too, that if they kept trying, talked to the right people, made themselves known, the cases they would catch would make a real difference. Not just settling disputes and long, drawn-out compensations, but something truly important. Life-changing.

A hot palm covered the back of Hoss’s hand and he yelped as, from out of nowhere, the larger-than-life Miss DeMena materialized on the stool beside his. Her sequined knee pressed into his thigh, and intense brown eyes made dramatic with glittering green eyeshadow and thick black mascara hooked compellingly onto his own.

“I know you,” she said, leaning in close, her baritone guarded and conspiratorial. “You’re the private dick.”

Hoss tried not to flinch at the nom de plume, which under the circumstances felt awkward. He tried, too, not to reclaim some of his personal space by leaning back, shifting his thigh, or politely removing his hand from the bar top where it was caged under hers.

“Some call me that,” he said, annoyed by his own hesitancy. Fletch would call him Neolithic and tell him to get a grip on his ego.

“What’s your name again, sweetheart?” DeMena asked, tilting her head in a move that closed the gap between them to a proximity where Hoss could see the foundation cracks in the lines of her rounded cheeks and the tiny clumps of crimson warpaint on her plump lips.

“Hoskins. Lawrence Hoskins,” he replied, pulling free his hand from its sweaty enclosure and shifting his weight to rise to his feet. “Much as I’d love to stop and chat, I was just—”

DeMena’s hand shot out to grab his wrist. She was strong, but that wasn’t surprising. Hoss guessed her to be about his height, six-three, but at least twice the girth, earned, he suspected, by way of bad eating habits, infrequent exercise, and advancing years. She had to be more than a decade older than him.

“Listen. Is there some place we can go?” she half-whispered, and for a moment he was lost for words, picturing again Fletch’s response, which only confused him more about how he was supposed to respond.

“You must have an office, don’t you?”

There was an urgency about her Hoss now noted. A sliver of sweat beneath the seam of her bouffant; another above her upper lip. She glanced around them, nervously running her tongue over her lips, sequins shifting with the movement across the expanse of her broad torso.

“Let me put it like this, Mr. Hoskins.” Her gaze returned with an intensity that would wither plant life. “There’s something I need from you. And let’s be clear. I’m willing to pay you very handsomely for it.”

 

 




Chapter 2

The Uber across the city from the Riverside Center to the Azure Tower on West Main Street in the central business district took a painfully long thirty-five minutes. It would have been less, but an Amazon Rivian van had skidded on the wet roads made slicker by the early fall coating of leaves from the trees on the city’s sidewalks, and been brought to a stop by a lamppost, effectively cutting off one lane. What made it worse was Hoss’s companion on the rear seat of the Honda Civic anxiously hummed show tunes while tapping her fingers upon her sequined thigh as they waited to be directed around the obstruction. The diva’s restlessness was catching. By the time they reached the office, Hoss was itching for a drink.

It wasn’t every day Hoss brought a gloriously orange and glittering drag artist to work. So it was with furtive glances and thin smiles from the Azure staff that he led DeMena through the lobby to the offices of Hoskins & Fletcher Private Investigation on the first floor. They had chosen this particular three-roomed lot as their new premises two years ago not only for its proximity to the small cluster of courthouses a hop and a skip down the road, but also for its absence of glass walls that seemed to be all the rage these days.

Normal walls, with doors, separated each of their offices on either side of a central reception area – for which today, of all days, Hoss thanked their foresight and Fletch’s aggressive obsession with privacy. Though they were positioned away from the main thoroughfare, maintenance staff and visitors would often roam the corridor outside, and he was grateful their curiosity would have to be confined to whispers and gossip only. No Insta opportunities or TikTok reels available here.

DeMena had worked herself into such a state during their brief conversation at Onyx Hall that she’d foregone changing out of her outfit, instead retrieving a battered, cumbersome brown leather holdall from behind the bar, the kind that resembled an old-fashioned doctor’s bag. She carried it now hooked over her forearm, spine straight and chin high, like an army general in drag or a mildly frantic and frightening mother.

As Hoss led the way through reception to his office – pretending he hadn’t seen Kayla almost trip over her own feet on returning to her desk, spilling coffee down the side of her cup, mouth unhinging and eyes animated in a manner he hadn’t known possible – he realized with some embarrassment that he knew as much about DeMena now as when she was mid-Dionne Warwick. Truth be told, he’d only agreed to hurry her out of the building and into a conveniently waiting Uber to deny Sepkiss the chance of snapping a picture of the two of them cozied up at the bar, to then be paraded over the internet. It was the kind of thing the vindictive little man would do, smugly passing it off as a joke.

Now, though, as DeMena dropped her bag on the floor and took the seat Hoss offered on the other side of his desk, her sickly sweet scent robbing the room of air, Hoss wondered if he’d been too hasty. And also how he’d explain this to Fletcher.

With luck he wouldn’t need to. He’d noticed the door to his partner’s office was closed, meaning either she wasn’t there or didn’t wish to be disturbed. In which case, he could get to the bottom of what DeMena was so desperate about, and if it was yet another complaint about unfair dismissal or unpaid wages, he’d reel off names and numbers of their competitors, put her in a cab, and send her on her merry way without Fletch ever knowing.

Or at least that would have been the favored plan if the tap at the door hadn’t come just as he was settling into his leather chair. Without waiting for an answer, the door cracked open and there she was.

Informed, it would seem, by their conscientious receptionist, his partner strode into the room wearing a sky-blue pantsuit and equipped with a notepad, pen, and disarming smile that only he knew to be forced. Hoss’s butt had barely hit the chair when he was once again on his feet.

“Miss DeMena, this is Cass Fletcher, my partner.”

“Pleasure to meet you,” Fletch said, as she shook DeMena’s hand without a hint of bewilderment. Hoss supposed that after twelve years of knowing him and six working together, she wasn’t surprised by anything anymore. “Have you been offered a drink? Coffee? Water?”

“Actually, dear…” DeMena reached up to her strawberry-blonde bouffant and, with a hefty sigh, yanked it off in one swift swipe. Beneath it was a net cap and, beneath that, a bald scalp with tufts of gray-dusted brown hair around the ears and neck that ringed fingers now attempted to smooth down. “I’d kill for something stronger. And please, call me George.”

As George settled the net cap and wig in his lap like a distressed pet, Hoss reluctantly crossed his office to take the bottle of Jameson’s from the bottom drawer of his filing cabinet and half filled a glass. Their guest thanked him before taking a large mouthful, at which Hoss inwardly groaned. It was his last bottle.

Returning to his desk, he saw Fletcher had settled herself on the two-seater couch against the wall, crossed her legs, readying her pen and notepad, and now, with their friend distracted by his nerve-settler, raised an inquiring eyebrow. He gave a subtle shake of his head in a manner he hoped conveyed this was something and nothing; that the colorful Christmas bauble currently sitting in the client’s seat would soon be on his way again.

Except then George lowered his glass to the edge of the desk and started talking.

“I apologize for the cloak and dagger at the hall, Mr. Hoskins. It’s just that the walls have ears in this business, and I couldn’t chance it.”

“Chance what?” Hoss asked, noting how the man’s gnarled fingers trembled as he dug them into the lines across his forehead.

“It’s my partner. I think… No, I know, something terrible has happened to him. And I have to be extremely careful. I simply can’t trust anyone.”

“Something terrible how?”

George opened his mouth to speak, then pinned it closed, then seconds later tried again. “He left our apartment last Friday at midday to catch a flight to Seattle. He was visiting friends. Since then I’ve heard nothing from him, not even a blessed text message.” He sighed heavily through his nose. “He was due home Monday. Except it’s now Thursday and…”

His succinct delivery faltered, and tears sprang as if summoned to his eyes. “Until yesterday all my calls went straight to voicemail, and an online lookup service assured me the phone was still active. But then yesterday afternoon – nothing. The line is now dead, and the number is showing as out of service. So as you can understand, I am most concerned. I need someone to find him. Urgently.”

Three days. The man had been gone only three days.

Hoss mentally filed the Jameson’s back in its bottom drawer. If he had a dollar for every poor sap whose partner voluntarily walked out of their lives and into the sunset, he’d be lying on a beach in Anguilla and not here listening to the same old scenario on repeat. He was about to raise the possibility with George that his partner may have made himself invisible on purpose, when Fletch chimed in and asked about the friends he was purportedly visiting, to which George could say little other than “old school friends, a reunion; that’s all I know.”

Hoss moved on to mentally picturing the short drive home to his apartment and the relief of getting out of his penguin suit. He tugged at the bow tie until it unraveled, and threw it on the desk.

Meanwhile, Fletch had asked George to tell her about his partner, and just like that, she lit a flame under the man and he came to life. Eyes brightened. Shoulders lifted. A quirky smile put dimples in his cheeks. He could have been ten years younger.

“Well, dear, it’s like this,” he said, angling his body toward her, torso shifting but, oddly, the padding at his chest staying put. “Osian is my diamond in the rough. I hate to speak in clichés, but he’s the love of my life. My reason for being. Even after a glorious decade, I feel as blessed today as I did the first time he looked at me as more than a friend. Which is not to say we’ve had it easy. We’re… well, I suppose to the outside world we’re a bit of an odd couple.”

“Why’s that?” Fletcher asked, pen poised over her notepad as if taking all this seriously.

George tenderly stroked his pet bouffant as though it were his man’s head in his lap. “For a start, he’s much younger than I am. Twenty-nine to my forty-six. And it shows. He’s still a handsome young man, while I’m an old fart who carries more weight than he should. Then, of course, there’s this…” He raised the wig. “My profession. But you see, performing is the only thing I can do. The only thing I’m good at.”

“And what does Osian do, George?”

At Fletch’s question, George hesitated. Hoss sensed he was debating how much to say. Which was never useful if you were looking to hire a private investigator.

“Currently,” he said at last, “you could say he’s on a hiatus from work. For medical reasons.”

“Care to expand on that?” Hoss asked, earning himself a sharp glance from his partner. But diplomacy was her strong suit, not his. And his head was aching.

George reached for the whiskey, downed what remained, and hissed through his teeth at the burn. Returning the empty glass to the desk, he said, “It’s not relevant. What is relevant, Mr. Hoskins, is that Osian has never done anything like this before, and I am deeply concerned about him, hence why I’m here. It’s imperative you help me find him right away.”

The intense glare was back, imploring Hoss to pay attention. Imploring him to give him what he wanted. Hope. That was what they all wanted when they sat in his office. But sometimes there was no hope to give. And besides, he didn’t take well to demands. There was the air of a bully about this man that didn’t sit well with him.

“You were in a room full of law enforcement officers,” Hoss said, leaning back in his chair to suggest he wasn’t going anywhere in a hurry. “Whose services, by the way, are free of charge. Why single me out?”

George held his gaze before blinking wearily through his thick mascara. “Look at me, sweetheart…” He raised his arms, voice deeper than Crater Lake after a prolonged wet spell. “Do you honestly think any of that lot would have taken me seriously?”

 

 




Chapter 3

The tangerine-dream dress, the Cleopatra eyes, the lipstick, the padded bosom. It was a fair point, Hoss supposed, that the battle-weary, wizened men and women of the 37th Annual Belwall Police Gala may not have given George, aka Miss DeMena, the time of day, certainly not on their afternoon off. But what rankled was why the man thought Hoss would be any different. Whereabouts on his face were written the words ‘Gullible Mug Desperate for Work’? Networking he might have been – but for serious clients, not more petty drama from every Tom, Dick or DeMena.

“Unusual name, Osian,” Fletcher said, before Hoss had the chance to hurry this conversation along. “Is it Celtic?”

“Indeed. It’s the Welsh spelling, dear.” George spelled out the letters to make sure Fletch wrote them down correctly. “However, it comes from the Irish Oisin, meaning little deer. The four paws kind,” he added, with an endearing smile.

Hoss was less endeared. And given the long afternoon and threatening migraine, he was fast losing patience. “George. Did Osian leave a contact number or address for these friends he was staying with?”

“If he had, don’t you think I’d have spoken to them already?” the man snapped; then immediately raised his palm in apology. “Forgive me, sweetheart. The worry is playing havoc with my nerves. No, he didn’t leave a contact, and he wasn’t intending to stay with them. Osian is not one to be around people for any length of time. He needs his own space, his own bed. He told me he’d take a room at a motel once he got there.”

“And whereabouts in Seattle was he heading?”

The helpless look George gave him indicated this was another detail his partner hadn’t imparted.

“Are you and Osian married?” Fletcher asked, looking up from her notepad. Her mass of blonde curls had today been wrangled into a tie at the back of her head. All suited up as she was, the only things missing were the duty belt and badge at her waist, and it would be like she’d never left the sheriff’s office homicide department. Despite her dry, cynical nature which grew less tolerant with the passing years, her clear blue eyes still glimmered with the promise of the hunt. Though in this case she’d be lucky to turn up anything more prize-worthy than a disgruntled partner enjoying an early midlife crisis.

“We are not married,” George answered, tugging the diamond cluster clip-ons from his ears one at a time. “Neither of us looks kindly on the institution.”

Finally a point Hoss could agree with the man on. Though he wondered why Fletcher had asked. Perhaps because it would be less likely Osian would walk out on his sugar daddy if there were legal obligations and financial arrangements tethering him in place. Fletch, however, had already moved on.

“Anywhere he likes to take himself off alone? Favorite haunts? Drinking buddies? Family?”

George snorted. “Family, absolutely not. His father was a docker who saw the inside of a whorehouse more than his own son. And his mother… well, don’t even get me started. Suffice to say, Osian has been estranged from his family for some time and is better off for it. As for everything else you mentioned”—he slapped his hands helplessly on his lap— “I’ve checked all the obvious.”

“Still, if you could put something together for us, that would be useful.”

Hoss looked pointedly at his partner – who pointedly ignored him.

“We’ll need a list of friends including those he said he’d be meeting, workplaces, hobbies, routines. Also anything you know or can recall about his trip. Flight times, the time he said he’d return. A recent photograph, of course. Everything. Everything that may or may not be useful. If you could get it sent over to us. You have my partner’s card?”

Two pairs of eyes turned to Hoss, leaving him no choice than to take a business card from the stainless steel holder on his desk and hand it over.

“Our email address is on there,” Fletch explained, getting to her feet. “And our rates on the back. If you decide to proceed, send that information over as soon as possible.”

“Money is not a problem, dear.” George dropped his earrings and wig into his doctor’s bag and rose to the full height of his stilettos. He smiled sadly at Fletch. “My Osian is worth all the money in the world. He’d do the same for me. I know he would.”

“I’ve no doubt,” she said, extending her hand toward the door. “Do you live far from here, George?”

“The Eden Building on Elmwood,” he answered, hefting the bag up to his right shoulder. “Fifteen minutes or thereabouts. Though at this time of day, who knows?”

“Then let me ask Kayla to call you a cab.”

“So kind of you. I’d walk but, well, I wouldn’t want to be held responsible for causing a pile-up.”

Fletcher softly laughed. “Walk? In those heels? I don’t know how you manage it.”

“Practice, my dear. Practice, and healthy hipbones. I’ve still got both my own, you know.”

This chattering carried on as the pair of them went out to reception, Fletcher kindly pulling Hoss’s door closed behind them, though her reasons for doing so probably less kind. Hoss didn’t know what to do first. Bang his head on the desk, or pour a glass of whiskey.

In the end he did neither, the headache still lurking, and the fact he’d drunk nothing but beer-flavored water all afternoon a good reason not to start now but to drive home. His apartment on Central Avenue was only a ten-minute stroll away, but he brought the Beamer anyway for the occasions when it was needed. Which was more often than not lately, though for purposes unrelated to the office. A new hobby, if you will.

He stood from his desk and went to the window, shifting the blinds to peer out at the street. The lack of a view from this first-floor position had been a tough compromise. He would have favored a vista from higher up, particularly now, at rush hour. Traffic crawled, and commuters all but ran from their offices to their homes. Always in a hurry – the more time, he supposed, to veg out in front of their screens, blocking out the shit day they’d had and the prospect of the same when they returned to the office in the morning. How thoroughly depressing.

Christ, maybe he should have pushed harder for an office on a higher floor. He let the blind drop on his doom and gloom. His problem was he was spending too much time with Fletcher. At this rate, in another couple of years he’d be petitioning to have an annex built on her grandfather’s land and leaving the city and its hamster wheel behind for a retreat in nature.

“Never happening,” he muttered, reaching for the Jameson’s on the filing cabinet before remembering his plans for later. He tightened the cap and returned it to his drawer, reassuring himself he was still very much an urban boy. Fletch’s Narnia could keep its magical mysteries to itself. “Never gonna happen.”

“Why not?” a voice said behind him. It was Fletcher. She was closing the door, and his eyes had never been so grateful for her wardrobe’s lack of sparkle. He couldn’t say the same for her deadpan expression. He guessed she wasn’t referring to his migration out of the city, but to his antipathy for George’s predicament.

“Come on, Fletch. It’s a waste of time. You know it.”

Hoss shrugged off the dinner jacket and threw it over the arm of the sofa before dropping onto the cushion, leaving space for her next to him. She remained on her feet.

“I offloaded a dozen cards this afternoon,” he said, and counted off on his fingers. “Attorneys, detectives, government officials, local businesses… TechCorp, Fletch. The CEO of TechCorp took one of our cards. Do you know what that means?”

“They were trying to get rid of you.”

He leaned forward, planting his elbows on his knees. “It means business. Real business.”

“Ah. So we’ve only been playing for the last four years.”

“We’ve been serving our apprenticeship, but now we’re ready to hit the big time.”

“This isn’t Hollywood, Hoss.”

He fell back against the sofa cushions. She wasn’t getting it. “Okay, listen. You took to George, I can see that…”

“He’s a man with a problem. That’s what we do. We fix problems.”

“Maybe it was the glittery frock, or the poor-me, I’m-an-aging-man smile, I don’t know. Fine, whatever. But be realistic, partner. It’s obvious what’s happened here.”

“It is?”

“The little deer met a hot young stag and together they bolted for pastures new. And to be honest, Fletch, who can blame him? His ex is an utterly ignorant bully with appalling manners. He accosted me at the gala, then sat here and demanded we help him. He’s clearly a man used to getting what he wants, and I’m sorry to say this, partner, but you fell for it hook, line and sinker.”

Fletch crossed the room, took the chair George hadn’t long vacated, angled it toward him and sat. “Lawrence…”

Shit.

He unbuttoned his shirt cuffs and rolled up his sleeves. He wished he’d brought a change of clothes; he really couldn’t wait to get this damn suit off.

“I realize it’s been a while now…” the other half of their partnership said, sitting forward in her chair but directing her words to the floor. Like a weary schoolteacher on her last Diazepam. “But do you remember the first rule of any case we caught in the sheriff’s office?”

“Oh come on.”

“Never assume.”

“Yes, but—”

“You’re assuming.”

Actually he was being realistic.

Cool blue eyes accosted him. “We have no reason not to take this case other than your pathetically low boredom threshold and lust for high drama. No, let me finish. If we turn George down, we risk him putting it about town that we’re incompetent homophobes. How’s that for networking?”

Wow. Vicious. “You really think he’d play that card?”

Fletch thoughtfully ran her tongue around the inside of her mouth while eyeing him in a way Hoss didn’t appreciate. “Regardless of how you feel about him, or whether you’re right about Osian, George needs our help. Let’s give it. We can manage the workload.”

Worn down by the events of the afternoon – reminiscences of his father that made him queasy; Sepkiss’s smarmy leer; the dash across town with a snooty, shiny satsuma – Hoss sighed and relented. “Fine, but you’re doing the lion’s share this time.”

“This time?”

“This was your pick, Fletcher. Remember that. And for what it’s worth, I am not a homophobe. I have a young nephew who’s phenomenally obsessed with Barbie and favors sarongs over pants and I have been nothing but supportive. Nothing.”

“How very modern of you,” she responded dryly.

He got to his feet, all of a sudden craving the comfort and solace of the Beamer’s leather interior. “But if a lead comes in from all my hard work today, it’s taking priority.”

She didn’t answer that; but he felt the coolness of her silence as he crossed the room to retrieve his keys and car fob from his desk drawer. He heard her stride to the door, then hesitate.

“Hoss, you do realize that working with anyone connected to law enforcement would mean keeping your nose clean.”

He slid the drawer closed and straightened, meeting her gaze. “I’m not sure I like what you’re insinuating, partner.”

“I’m not asking you to.”

Actually, she had a point. The fob to the BMW X5 burned in his hand. Its financial donor had also secured the deposit on these offices, too; perhaps Fletch needed to be reminded of that. Though yet another argument about the infamous Jimmy the Drain wasn’t top of his priority list. Likewise the fate of Isaac ‘Ike’ Scott. That was all ancient history now. Hoss had been a good boy since. Mostly.

“Hoss, can I suggest something?” Fletch asked.

“Shoot.” He picked up a small pile of business cards from the stash and went over to the sofa to collect his jacket.

“You’re hankering after your old job.”

“That’s not a suggestion, it’s a cruel barb. I’ll let it go only because I’m used to you by now.” He pocketed the cards in his jacket. “You know full well why I’m not in the sheriff’s office, partner.”

“Because you undersold yourself.”

“For the same reason you’re not. Procedures, red tape, the hierarchy, the bullshit… Turning in my badge was the best thing I ever did. People like us don’t play by the rules, Fletch.” Damn it, there he was again. Jimmy Rosedale, east coast gangster, deceased but his words still lingering on.

What the hell we wanna do normal for, kid, huh? What kind of a life is that?

Hoss hooked the jacket over his arm. “Hence why we’re here instead of on our way to collecting the sheriff’s office company pension.”

“Speaking of pensions—”

“Not now, partner.” He brushed past her and opened the door.

“Hang on. Where are you going?”

“Work to do, Cassandra.”

The clip of her low heels betrayed her stealth in trailing him from the carpeted interior of his office to the cold tile of reception. “But we need to prepare a file and itinerary for George’s case.”

“That’s the bit you’re good at,” he said, throwing her a complimentary smile over his shoulder as he reached the front door and hit the buzzer on the side panel to release the lock. “So you do that, and I’ll catch Sunny Life before it closes, see where they are with the issue of Mrs. Pootle’s widow benefit.”

“You mean Mrs. Pottle.”

“That’s what I said. Catch you tomorrow.” He winked and hurried out. “Laters, Kayla,” he called, before the door slammed shut and lock engaged behind him.

There was a response from one of them, probably Fletch, but Hoss didn’t catch it. He was already striding through the lobby. Sunny Life, be damned. It had been a long day – but there was still time to do something useful with its remaining hours.

 

 




Chapter 4

As the last of the evening’s sunlight descended over the city, burnt amber rays compressed between the skyscrapers and bounced off the windows of the Baker & Steen insurance building opposite. The effect bathed Cass’s office in a surreal warm light that made her glad she had chosen this room at the rear of the Azure and not the one out front. Though hers was smaller than Hoss’s – fitting only her desk and chair, a small cabinet on top of which sat her printer, and a low table by the window she sometimes ate her lunch at – it was quieter, and that suited her perfectly. Meetings with clients took place in Hoss’s room, so this space was entirely her own. An island. An oasis. Deep in the heart of the city.

Cass tipped her head back against the leather headrest of her chair and spun to face the window, closing her eyes for a moment to bask in the delicious glow.

Hoss didn’t know that at this time of evening, at this time of year and on a clear day, the city rewarded her with this gentle light show. He didn’t know because he was never here, and she hadn’t told him. Just as she wouldn’t tell him that, in some inexplicable way, these moments between daylight and dusk somehow felt like a gift. A thank you for forfeiting the peaceful solitude of her home in Fallmarsh Creek in favor of the interminable busyness that was Pinefort City.

Four years hadn’t been long enough for Cass to believe she was still here, still doing this. Prior to that, ever since handing in her badge, the only beings in her world had been the creatures who shared her home environment and the odd human within a ten-mile radius. She hadn’t thought that being around people again was something she’d wanted, and yet here she was. What had drawn her back to the city she couldn’t say. Hoss would claim it was him, and she would disagree. All she knew was that in small doses, and with no one breathing over her shoulder, it wasn’t so bad. Returning to the sheriff’s office was a hard no, but this… this she could do. It gave her a purpose she hadn’t realized she’d been missing.

Hoss was right, though. The work was not the kind they’d done for the county; nothing like what they’d trained for. Most of their days consisted of following paper trails and threatening to expose dodgy company practices. But it was steady. It was work that, along with Jimmy Rosedale’s payment for services rendered, had allowed them to move to a more visible, respected area of the district. Allowed them to hire a receptionist and twice a week a cleaner. Even better, half of Hoss’s gangster friend’s payment was still locked away in savings, a failsafe for the times when business was slow. They hadn’t needed to use it yet, but the part of her that remained nervous of this endeavor she’d embarked upon with an ex-colleague who half the time drove her to insanity, was glad it was there. A business always needed a backup plan.

Not that she’d tell Hoss as much. Jimmy may have made sure the money for bringing his daughter home alive reached them clean, but the fact remained – its source was dirty. No one need ever know, of course; but she knew. Like she also knew her restless business partner had a habit of finding trouble where there wasn’t any. Being a deputy and then a detective wasn’t all high stakes and adrenalin rushes, but the potential for both was certainly greater than could be found chasing down late insurance payments and exposing fraudulent claims. She could live with that. But past experience suggested her partner could not.

The temporary evening radiance faded, leaving behind the impression the room was cooling despite the building’s air con that kept them at a comfortable temperature. Cass got up to close the blinds at the window. Now it was almost dark she’d pack up and head home. There was something about driving away from the city at night, hours after most other commuters had already gone, that she had grown to enjoy. The shimmering stream of lights retreating in the rearview mirror. Pulling the old truck onto roads that became progressively lonelier as she shifted her mindset from work to home, the Ford’s big old headlights guiding her to the place she knew better than any other.

Tonight she’d make a stop at Mitch’s store on the way. Order more gas for the cabin and pick up some ham to have with the potatoes and mixed veg leftovers in the fridge from yesterday. It would give her an excuse to check on Billy while she was there. Mitch’s nephew had been on a rough ride lately. First dropping out of engineering college with homesickness. Then a bike accident that had left him with a messed-up right arm and a gash beneath his eye caused by some freak trajectory from the shattered visor.

Cass’s heart went out to the boy. He was one of those kids life seemed determined to screw around with. His uncle, on the other hand, was furious. As far as Mitch was concerned it was all Billy’s fault. Shouldn’t have been riding so fast. Should have been wearing leathers. Should have bought the helmet new not secondhand. He might be right about all that. But what he really was, of course, was shaken. Billy was the only family Mitch had left.

Back at her desk, Cass switched the Anglepoise lamp on low and hit a key on her laptop to bring up the home page so she could shut it down for the night. As the screen flashed to life, her cell phone beside it did the same a second before it started vibrating.

How was it, Cass thought, that just a name could cause such an intense physical reaction in the center of her gut?

Her first thought was to ignore it. She was practiced at doing that. But this wasn’t someone who called all that often, so when they did, it was for good reason.

“Mom,” she said, holding the phone to her ear.

There was a moment of pause; instigated either by the two hundred and seventy miles between Pinefort and West Wildon on the coast, or astonishment that Cass had actually picked up. Then a commanding inhale.

“Now, Cassandra, I don’t want you to worry.”

Mierda. “What is it?”

“He’s perfectly fine.”

“Dad? What happened?”

“He took a tumble. But he’s holding up.”

“What kind of tumble?”

“They’re keeping him in overnight to run some tests. But he won’t tell you that if you speak to him. Which, by the way, it’s best you don’t. He needs his rest. You know your father – stubborn as an ass and twice as daft.”

“What do you mean by tumble?”

“Cassandra, please. Take a breath. I’ll explain.”

Cass clamped her teeth together hard enough to crack a molar. Conversation with her mother was like a game that tested wit, patience, and willpower. Not content with playing county judge in the courtroom, she had to wield her authority and gavel in other areas of her life too. While Cass shared a close bond with her father, she couldn’t ever fathom how the man had managed to fall in love with self-possessed, domineering, argumentative Sofia Marie Ferrer, then marry her, then after many years not divorce her.

Satisfied with Cass’s compliance, her mother explained how that afternoon while moving between his lectures at the university, her father had become lightheaded and stumbled down a set of stairs. A colleague tried to catch him, but one minute he was upright, the next gone. Injuries were nothing serious. A sprained ankle, wounded pride, and a bump to the head that, given his age, warranted further investigation.

As her mother spoke, Cass’s laptop pinged with a new email. From a Hotmail account in the name of George R. Durand.

“Of course he refused any kind of fuss,” Sofia went on, as Cass absentmindedly clicked the email open and noted the short message with attachments, several of which were photos. “Fortunately, his colleagues have more sense, one of whom took him to the ER despite his protestations.”

Cass clicked on the photos and waited for them to load. “Where’s he staying? I’m on my way.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. He’s not seeing anyone tonight, and he won’t thank me for dragging you away from your work.”

“It wouldn’t be dragging.”

“Like I said, he needs rest. I’ll call you tomorrow and let you know how he is. It won’t be before midday, though, I’ve got a full morning.”

The images loaded side by side and Cass inhaled sharply. One was of both Osian and George, shoulder to shoulder at an outdoor table somewhere sunny, though they both wore coats and woolen hats. The other three were of Osian alone, in various places and poses.

The young man was striking – loosely curled fair hair, long slim nose, eyes of deep blue, a careful smile that hinted at being both amiable and wicked. But despite his good looks, it was impossible not to be drawn to the scarring on the left side of his face. The skin from his hairline all the way down to his jaw was pinched and pale, and dense enough that it pulled at his eyelid so his entire eye slanted a little downward, misaligned with the rest of his features.

“Honestly, he couldn’t have picked a worse time. It’s typical of your father. But what can you do? They’re right, of course, to do all the checks. He’s not getting any younger. None of us are.”

Cass closed the images down, and opened the attached document containing everything she had asked George for earlier.

Her mother, meanwhile, cleared her throat in a way that suggested a punchline was coming, which it did. “I mean, I still can’t get my head around having a middle-aged daughter.” She sighed. “Pero así es la vida.”

That’s life indeed. Ignoring
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