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			Chapter One

			“Goddammit, it’s hotter’n the hinges of hell.”

			Grace Morgan tossed the dregs of her coffee down the sink and reached for the refrigerator door. Cash could fix his own goddamned coffee if he ever pulled his lazy ass outta bed. She and the kids would have juice, and she seriously considered adding a shot of vodka to hers. Fucking heat.

			“Boys! Time for breakfast.”

			The long fingers of one sun-browned hand snaked across the counter and grabbed a plate of scrambled eggs and toast. She slapped at the hand in an attempt at instilling civility and glared at her eldest, who had preceded his brother into the world by a mere eight minutes.

			“Patience, John Walton. I’m laying the table. Where’s your brother?”

			“In the bathroom taking a—”

			“Hush your mouth, or you’ll be eating a bar of Ivory with your toast. Son, if your father did half his job in the raising of you boys, I’m sure you’d—”

			“Say a lot worse than that,” he said, grabbing the plate from her hand and straddling a chair at the pristine table. “Edward-His-Holiness-Langworthy-Morgan’s gonna miss the bacon if he don’t hurry.” John Walton paused, staring at the plate in front of him. “Where’s the bacon, Ma?”

			“In the meat case at the Piggly Wiggly. You forgot to pick it up yesterday. Now where’s your sister?”

			Shameless, John Walton shrugged as his twin glided through the door and favored his mother with a thousand-watt smile. The temperature rose another two degrees, and Grace fanned herself. No wonder Ned had girls hanging off both arms and every other place they could hook their high gloss talons. Cash Morgan might fancy himself Atticus Finch, and he sure as hell didn’t know how to name a child with his highfaluting ideas about southern aristocracy. Goddamned if he didn’t seed beautiful stock, though.

			“Morning, Ned.”

			“Morning, Mama. Breakfast smells good.”

			“Your plate’s on the table. Is Faith on her way down?”

			Ned lifted one shoulder as he sat and pulled a bowl of gravy toward his plate. “Don’t know. Haven’t heard her.”

			“Slow as molasses, that child. What about your daddy?”

			“Right here, Your Honor. Untwist your panties.”

			“Who says I’m wearing any?” she rejoined to the overblown groans of the boys. She managed a laugh as Cash patted her bottom to check, but swatted his hand away and ducked his kiss just as a knock announced company. On the way to the front door, she untied the faded calico apron, pulled it over her head, and hung it from the doorknob on the coat closet. Her visitor rapped a second time before she could pull the door inward, letting in a small breeze from the porch.

			“Hunter.”

			Hunter Leighton, lieutenant for the Mosaic Joint Police and Sheriff’s force, tipped his hat. Grace saw the sweat ring on the inside just before he resettled the ridiculous Stetson atop his close-cropped hair. Seven o’clock in the morning, and the whole world melted. She couldn’t remember Hunter ever sweating except in the summers of eighty-eight and ninety-eight, but that was a different sort of heat.

			“Grace.”

			His features sat wrong on his face. She knew Hunter’s duties stretched far and wide, but Grace never thought about those. Usually she thought about his smile, wider and broader than any job description. While she tried to figure out what was wrong with his face, Cash came up and laid a hand on her shoulder from behind. Possessive. Cash was like that, had always been like that.

			“Morning, Hunter. Have you in for a cup of coffee?”

			“I appreciate it, Cash.”

			She opened the door, and Hunter followed them to the living room, a vague sense of unease echoing from his steps. Grace turned and motioned to the settee beneath the picture window overlooking honeysuckle she could smell even through the glass.

			“Have a seat. I’ll get the coffee.”

			“Grace, wait.”

			Questions she’d asked the boys pinged against the hard insides of her skull, and she reconsidered Hunter’s countenance.

			Where’s your sister?

			Is Faith on her way down?

			“Please sit down, both of you,” Hunter entreated.

			She saw tears clinging to the lower lashes of his eyes. They’d always been so beautifully framed with that heavy black fringe. So had Faith’s.

			“This might not be a good time after all, Hunter. I’m getting the kids breakfast before school, and—”

			“Grace, you have to sit down now.” Hunter looked from her to Cash—Cash, that no good son of a bitch who was going to make her listen. She couldn’t listen. “Cash, please. Just have a seat.”

			They sat on the settee she’d offered to Hunter a moment before. Cash held her hand. She wanted to gnaw it off at the wrist even before Hunter spoke.

			“I’m so goddamned sorry. Pete Bell found her about an hour ago out on Route 9. Faith. She’d been…. Uh—Christ, Cash, you gotta know I’m going to find whoever’s responsible for this.”

			Cash interrupted. Grace tried to stop listening, but she’d never had any luck stopping the men in her life from talking. She could point to the boys, uncivilized heathens, as proof of that. Cash and Hunter didn’t stop now either, and she couldn’t stop herself from hearing the words that tore at her skin and pierced the membranes in her ears. She hated them both for it.

			“Responsible?” Cash asked. “You’re sure it wasn’t an accident?”

			“No.” Grace heard Cash swallow, the sound slow and exaggerated. “I’m sorry,” Hunter said again.

			“Was she…?”

			“She was murdered, Cash.”

			“No,” Grace whispered, but neither man seemed to note her rejection of Hunter’s claim. 

			Hunter drew in a breath; Grace knew the sound. “I need you to come to the morgue with me. After that, we’ll go to my office, and I’ll tell you what we know so far. It’s not a lot yet.”

			Grace stood. Cash turned loose of her hand, and she stared at the cuff of her pink satin pajamas. Faith had the same set. Turning her face toward the kitchen and the boys’ morning noises, she said to the men behind her, “I’ll need five minutes to dress. Cash, someone needs to call Trish and tell her you won’t be in court this morning.”

			She pulled a shield around her heart. When Cash spoke, she heard the round way he choked off the need to cry. Not then. Maybe not ever again.

			“I’ll call while you dress.”

			Someone had to be strong. Someone had to keep the family together. That had always been her job. No reason for that to change just because the world had ended. Faith needed her mother, but just maybe Cash needed Faith.

			“Five minutes,” she repeated.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Cash had converted an unused bedroom in their old farmhouse into a dressing room for Grace as a surprise for her fortieth birthday. The kids had helped. The boys, then thirteen, had selected a small art deco inspired chandelier to hang above an overstuffed round ottoman, where she sat to tie her sneakers or remove her boots at the end of the day. They liked the way the facets on the crystals bent the light and threw it in rainbow bullets against the hills and valleys of her clothing. Grace had always liked prisms, too.

			Standing in front of the antique mirror Cash had salvaged from some place and listening to him talk to the boys, she wondered if life would forever seem splintered now, if everything she knew would be wrecked and tossed in opposing directions like the light bent to its purpose from the chandelier. She reckoned it would be, and lowered herself with geriatric ease onto the stool to put socks on her feet.

			“Stay home this morning…,” Cash was saying to the boys in their room next door. She couldn’t hear everything, because he wasn’t booming through each word like he usually did.

			John Walton tried to argue. “I’m supposed to be at work at ten.”

			“Call in sick. People do that, son.”

			Muttering followed in the wake of that pronouncement. She could imagine Ned’s rejoinder. Not in this family. No, not Cash Morgan’s children. But this day was different.

			“Today, you do,” Cash pushed. “No phones either. I’ve got yours with me, and I’m leaving Mom’s downstairs on the kitchen counter. If you need something, call me.”

			He planned to come. She’d told him not to, and there he was listening as well as ever. Clasping her hands, she bent her head and let the first tears fall, but only for a minute. In this one thing, in his coming with her, she would find comfort.

			“What’s going on, Dad?”

			“Mom and I’ll talk to you when we get back.”

			Ned again. “What about Faith? Does she have to stay home, too?”

			Cash hollered then—she would’ve, too. His voice broke as his heavy feet ripped toward the wall separating the boys’ room and her dressing room. The door to their hallway stood close by.

			“Just do as you’re told.”

			“Did something happen to her? Is something wrong with Faith?” John Walton asked him then, his little man’s voice breaking on the impossible question. Grace choked back her silence.

			“We don’t know yet,” Cash told him, gentler in his tone. “Maybe. Just stay here. We’ll be back as soon as we can.”

			Grace jerked into action then. Hunter waited below, and now Cash had dispensed with the remaining obligation standing between themselves and the morgue. She pulled on low black boots, smoothed the legs of her blue jeans when she stood, and shook her hair out as she looked in the mirror again. Little lines in her skin betrayed every laugh, every worry, every fear. She was growing old. Faith would never grow old.

			Cash knocked but didn’t enter.

			“Come in.”

			“Are you ready?” he asked, sticking only his face through a crack he opened in the doorway.

			“No.”

			Pushing further into the room, he squared his shoulders. “It’s fine. You stay here with the boys. I’ll go along with Hunter, sweetheart.”

			She wanted to say okay and let him go. She wanted to let the unmarked car roll softly from the driveway and then drown the truth in liquor and pills so that Cash could bury the both of them side-by-side. She wanted to go back to bed, wake up again, and find out the whole goddamned thing was a bad dream.

			“No. It’s fine. I’m ready.”

			She ignored Cash and Hunter both all the way into the backseat of the car, where she closed her eyes against the breaking dawn. She’d always loved the sight of the sun dripping fire and honey over the crest of the mountains, but not today. Not when Mount Little Big on the northeastern edge of town stood gilded with morning light just the color of Faith’s hair.

			If one of the men happened to notice, she’d say the sun caused the temporary tears. Not that she didn’t think she was allowed to cry. God knew, she’d never think less of any mother’s manifest grief in these circumstances. Only Grace didn’t cry. Not in front of the men, and not in front of strangers, which was where she found herself a moment later when Hunter parked his car behind the King George County Law Enforcement Center and cut the engine.

			“I don’t know anyone,” she whispered.

			“What, honey?”

			She couldn’t’ve said which of them spoke to her just then, and didn’t care.

			“I said that I don’t know anyone. Not since Winston Bailey retired as sheriff. So many new faces from outta town now.”

			“You know me,” Hunter said, and he climbed from the car and opened the door for her before Cash could. Then Hunter opened Cash’s door, too. That, Grace reckoned, made it all right. “Come along then.”

			He took them inside through a tiny door Grace wondered if anyone ever used except for times like this. Probably not. Parts of the brick façade on the wall had crumbled away up to shoulder height, leaving mortar and the suggestion of antiquity. Ten years before, the town had flooded when a dam just over the state line in Alabama broke, and everything below the high water mark bore the scars still. Above, windows shaped like fans looked on, holding cells that rarely held anyone other than the occasional drunk. Grace turned her face from their empty accusations now and nodded to Hunter.

			“Thank you.”

			He replied, an unintelligible muttering, and pulled the door to behind them. Cash took her elbow, and for one second, she wished he would take her hand. Hunter touched both their shoulders. Grace straightened her spine—just the way Mama had taught her to when she was a girl—and realized she didn’t need Cash’s reserves. 

			An instant later, she felt her.

			Faith.

			“This way,” Hunter said, moving in front of them.

			Grace tried not to look at the deputies from King George County flanking the walls, or the street cops like Hunter’d once been peeking from what seemed to her like every nook and cranny. Everyone wanted a piece of her pain, and nothing about that would change anytime soon.

			“I want to see my daughter.”

			She needed to kill any false hopes remaining that Faith still lived.

			Hunter drew to a stop outside an industrial door marked Medical Examiner. A woman waited, hip pressed to the stainless-steel entryway, fingertips massaging her temples. Her eyes were closed, and a paper mask hung by elastic around her neck.

			Cash spoke, startling Grace.

			“Jackie?”

			The medical examiner, one of three in Mosaic, opened her eyes and turned to them. She’d been crying, and Grace gritted her teeth. She didn’t know whether it offended her more that anyone had the audacity to shed tears for her Faith before she’d even seen her daughter, or that the someone was Jacqueline Mayes.

			She missed a step, stumbled, and Hunter caught her before she fell and made a complete ass of herself. The pressure of his hand on her arm seemed to say, “It’s okay,” but it wasn’t. She caught sight of the four of them—Hunter, Cash, her husband’s lover, and herself—in the plate glass window overlooking the morgue theater, and she knew nothing would ever be all right again.

			Jacqueline ignored Cash and turned to Grace. Secret signals passed between the medical examiner and Hunter, and Grace found herself enveloped within the curve of the other woman’s long, thin arm. She wondered if that angular competence had appealed to Cash in a way the years of soft, round mothering no longer could, and astounded herself that she had the ability to care.

			“Cash?”

			“They’re coming,” Jacqueline said, and led her through the door.

			Grace barely registered the chill in the medical examiner’s domain. For a half-second, she moved into the arm encircling her before remembering who else the arm had held and why she stood inside that room at all. She managed to disengage from Jacqueline as they approached a stainless-steel table draped with a plain white sheet. A body lay beneath the sheet, she knew, for the rise and fall of the form took the shape of legs and arms and torso and head. She tried to imagine the legs too long to be Faith’s, the breasts too high and too large.

			One curl escaped the confines of the sheet, its color defying description like the shades of dawn breaking that always splintered Grace’s own heart just a little. She stared at that lock of hair and felt her breath catch, heard the whisper of the industrial fan kick on overhead, and felt the draft on her skin as hope’s last flame flickered and died.

			“Let me see her,” she whispered.

			“Cash can make the identification,” Jacqueline reminded her, as if Hunter hadn’t already said the same thing a dozen times on the ride over.

			Grace whirled on the woman. “Do you think my husband is somehow more capable of seeing what’s got to be seen? That because he’s a man he’s somehow more equipped to withstand the truth that sheet’s hiding?”

			“Grace—” Hunter tried to interrupt, and she was only glad it was Hunter. If Cash tried to defend the woman, she’d lose what little remained of her mind.

			“No, Hunter. Don’t ‘Grace’ me. If my daughter had to stand the pain of her death, I can do her the respect of bearing witness to the evidence of it.” She drew a deep breath and nodded at the table. “I’d like to see her now, if it pleases the rest of you.”

			Cash shuffled behind her. Whether he drew closer to see their child or turned away because he couldn’t bear it, she didn’t know. Hunter stood beside her and inclined his head to Jacqueline Mayes, and said, “Go ahead, Dr. Mayes.” She only folded the sheet to below Faith’s chin. Grace blinked behind the curtain of tears that made a kaleidoscope of the face on the table, and as her eyes opened again, the tears welled, fell, and cleared her vision. She swallowed once. Hunter took her left hand in his and put his right between her shoulder blades.

			“I’m so fucking sorry, Grace.”

			She lifted her chin as a choked sob escaped Cash near her right shoulder.

			“Thank you, Hunter.”

			“Shall I?” Jacqueline asked as she lifted a corner of the sheet.

			“Yes.” Hunter turned her away from the medical examiner and her daughter, though Grace resisted. “Come along, Grace. I need to take you and Cash upstairs and tell you what we know, and we need to let Jacqueline get to work here.”

			“Get to work?” She felt stupid, like she was supposed to take an exam but had showed up on the wrong day. “What do you mean? We came, and you know that we recognized Faith. What else is there?”

			“Grace,” Hunter said slowly and with great care. “Jacqueline has to do an autopsy. We need to understand exactly what happened to Faith, and we have to know the precise cause of death.”

			From the corner of her eye she saw Cash wince. The great public defender, who crafted more narratives around graft and gore than anyone else in King George County, save the district attorney, couldn’t stomach Hunter’s sanitized description of Faith’s last hours. She might’ve laughed. Might have, if it were anyone other than Faith. It wasn’t.

			“I see.” She paused at the door and looked back at Jacqueline, who had already covered Faith’s face. “Can you ask her to wait? Just a bit,” she hurried to add.

			“I need what she can tell me, Grace,” Hunter said as he ushered them into the hallway. “Every hour Jacqueline waits, evidence is literally dying. It’s crucial she starts as soon as she can.”

			“I understand, but if she could just wait until you’re finished with us….” Grace shrugged. “I’d like to be there with her.”

			“I’ll tell you what Pete found and what we suspect upstairs, then I’ll bring you back down here, but I can’t let you view the autopsy, Grace. Dr. Mayes and I would both lose our jobs, and the case I’m trying to build would be lost before I made an arrest.”

			She bit her lip. He was right, but she couldn’t stand the thought of leaving Jacqueline Mayes to chart the devil’s deeds that’d been done to Faith. “Yeah.”

			“I think you’ll want to go on back home to the boys, too. We can talk more this evening, once Dr. Mayes finishes her initial report.”

			“Of course,” Cash agreed.

			“Good.” Hunter opened the door and led them to the elevator. A minute later, he ushered them into his private office. “Can I get either of you coffee? Water?”

			Grace blinked twice as the image of Faith lying on the table rose behind her eyelids. “No, thank you,” she whispered.

			Her knees buckled just as the latch on the doorknob clicked. She clipped her forehead on the edge of a file cabinet when she went down, and a drop of blood trickled into the corner of her mouth. She didn’t feel the cut. She licked the blood with her tongue and wondered if Faith had tasted blood before she died. She wondered how hard it would be to die now. Not so terribly hard, she imagined.

			“Goddammit, Grace, what happened?” Cash, ever the white knight.

			“I fell. Nothing. It’s nothing.”

			“Here. Put her in the chair. I’ve got an alcohol swab and a Band-Aid,” Hunter said.

			She felt herself lifted and set in an uncomfortable vinyl seat. Fingers poked at her forehead, and she flinched. “I’m fine,” she protested, pushing at air with her palms.

			“You are,” Hunter agreed. “It’s not bad, but I wish it hadn’t been the filing cabinet. Is your tetanus current?”

			“Sure.”

			“I hope so. I’m going to clean the cut now. It’ll sting a—”

			“Son of a bitch!” she hissed.

			“A bit,” he finished. “Band-Aid now, and you’re good as new.”

			That was a lie, and they all knew it.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			He lied. All three of them knew he lied and that there’d be a pasture’s worth of shit to wade through before they finished. He couldn’t tell them black was white or up was down. Those sorts of things tended to come out during the trial process, assuming he ever found his man and managed an indictment, which he usually did. What he could do was tell them he didn’t have much to tell, and fail to elaborate on things like the state of their daughter’s body when he arrived on the scene an hour before arriving on their doorstep. While the truth of that would out eventually, too, no one would fault him for the omission, and he’d take the blunt end of their anger if they did.

			“What do you know?” Cash asked.

			Cash, the trial lawyer. Good at asking questions. Hunter offered him a pained smile, one that stretched to include more than Faith when Cash leaned toward Grace and put his arm around her shoulder. When he pulled her right hand into his own, Hunter dropped his eyes to the notes lying in a tidy stack on his blotter.

			“I told you already that Pete Bell found her.” The Morgans nodded together. “That was a couple of hours ago. Pete got a call maybe three or four o’clock about a party just at the edge of the county, and he responded to that. All night kegger, I think. Dealing with the party took him a while, and the sun was coming up as he drove back to the station.” He paused again because he knew the spot so well, having come home himself many a day after an all-night fishing trip on the Muscowequan River. He’d seen the sun at dawn when it hit that oak tree, seen how it splintered into a million shards of amber and white-hot savagery. Until Faith, he’d always assumed the stars were indifferent to the plight of man, but her body seemed the focus of all empyrean rage. He allowed that he might’ve been wrong all along.

			“And?” Cash prompted.

			“And,” he said, “Pete stopped. Called the station and secured the scene. Pete’s a good boy. You both know that. He did the right things, and he tried to maintain Faith’s dignity at the same time. The crime scene folks got there very quickly, and a wide berth was established.” Grace let out a long breath through her teeth, and Hunter shook his head. “No press, Grace. Pete used his cell to call the station with the initial report, and asked everyone to stay off the scanners until we brought her back here. No one knew who didn’t have to know until we had her safely back to Jackie.”

			A tiny nod from Grace brought the Band-Aid on her forehead into focus, and he shifted his eyes back to the notes in front of him. He wished she hadn’t fallen, though he didn’t blame her for it. Cash was useless, and Hunter couldn’t do a goddamned thing he wanted to help her.

			“What else?” Grace whispered.

			“I met Pete at the scene.”

			“How did you know?” Cash asked.

			“Pete called me soon as he hung up with dispatch.” Pinching the bridge of his nose, Hunter kept his eyes on the notes in front of him, though the words could’ve been Chinese for all he was able to read them. “It was Faith.”

			Cash’s knuckles went white around Grace’s hand, and Hunter wondered if he should want to take the words back. He didn’t, but made the effort anyway.

			“You know what I mean.”

			“This isn’t the time,” Grace admonished, but Hunter didn’t know which of them she scolded.

			“No, it’s not.” Pretending to consult the notes on his desk, Hunter shuffled a page or two before clasping his hands on top of the paperwork. Time to stop stalling. “I’d rather spare you both what we do know at this point, but I can’t. The papers’ll have it online in a few hours, and you should know before they do.”

			Cash paled and nodded, and for the first time in nearly twenty years, Hunter found that he did not want to be in the other man’s shoes. “Spit it out, then.”

			“We don’t know if she was kidnapped or if she went with this person or persons willingly. The investigation will have to uncover that…,”—if it can— “but Faith was almost certainly held against her will for a period of time.”

			“Marks?”

			“Yeah.”

			Hunter knew this would be harder with Cash just because Cash knew what came on the back end of an investigation. Men like Hunter found the animals who did things like what had been done to Faith Morgan, and men like Cash found weaknesses in the cases built against them or the chinks in a jury’s armor to win acquittals. They worked at cross-purposes, but the language they spoke was the same. And alien to Grace.

			“What ‘marks?’”

			“He means she was bound,” Cash told her with a credible degree of gentleness. “Someone tied her up.”

			Hunter coughed. “At least her wrists.” They could wait to learn about the staging of the body later.

			“Why? Why would anyone do that?” Grace asked, voice rising in alarm as if Faith could still be saved.

			Hunter looked at her with compassion. “So she wouldn’t run, honey. Faith was a fighter. You know that. Whoever had her knew she’d run, and they tied her down so she couldn’t.”

			Grace visibly swallowed, and then she nodded.

			“What else?” Cash asked.

			“She was beaten pretty badly,” Hunter said, directing his words to Cash and avoiding Grace’s water-filmed eyes. Burned, carved, bled. He didn’t say any of that.

			“And?”

			He had to hand it to Cash, who had more stomach for his daughter’s pain than he would’ve given him credit for even half a day before. Of course, that might’ve been less fortitude and more guilt. Hunter wasn’t ready to make any determination about Cash Morgan yet.

			“And,” he said, pausing and drawing a long breath, “she appears to have been raped.”

			Grace let out a tiny, high-pitched sound. He knew the tone, had heard other mothers make it when they in their turn had heard him say those same words. “She appears to have been raped.” And he rushed to say the next part, as if the temporary reprieve could possibly bring any respite. “Of course, we can’t know for sure until Jackie finishes the autopsy.”

			“But that’s what it looks like?” Cash asked, his own voice rising in pain and incredulity.

			“Yeah, that’s what it looks like. I’m really just so sorry.”

			“Is there anything else?” Grace asked.

			“Nothing you need to know right now. I’m going to have Melissa join us in a few minutes. This is brutal for everyone. Please don’t think I’m unaware of that, Grace, but we have to walk through last night and this morning together. She’s going to help us do that.”

			“Melissa?”

			“Newell. You’ll remember her, Grace. She married—”

			“Carter Newell from the year after us. Right. I didn’t know she became a cop.”

			“Well, after Carter spent ten years terrorizing her and the
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