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This is a work of fiction. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are either the product of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. As the subject matter deals with criminal investigation, and in some cases the may involve non graphic death or violence, the subject matter alone maybe offensive to some—Please Be Advised. 
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PROLOGUE
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Brent was halfway up Calloway Street when he saw the car. A green Toyota, sun-blistered on the trunk, in its usual rut in the cracked cement of their driveway. It meant she was home. Still, he hesitated on the sidewalk, one foot on the bottom step, the other testing the spongy patch of grass grown up between the curb and the walk. The house stood with its usual afternoon slackness—porch swing still, shade pulled tight on the front window. He tried the front door. It opened on the first turn.
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Inside, it was the wrong kind of quiet. No “Marketplace” on the radio, no rush of water in the pipes, no microwave thrumming against silence. His shoes made the only sound, scuffing at the mat, as he dropped his backpack just inside the threshold. “Mom?” He aimed it into the stillness, pitched it halfway between question and challenge.
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Nothing. No voice from the kitchen, no reply from upstairs. He checked the living room: cushions unmolested, TV off, the blue throw blanket still folded in its sharp corner on the arm of the sofa. His hands were damp, sudden, as he wiped them down the front of his hoodie and called again, louder. “Mom!” He listened for movement. The refrigerator’s motor ticked on, sounding obscene in the hush.
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He moved into the hallway, passing the wall of framed photos: him in a baseball uniform, her in graduation robes, the three of them with forced smiles at the pier in Santa Cruz. He passed the powder room (door open, lights off, nothing inside but a hand towel and the sour tang of Clorox), and made for the kitchen. The linoleum felt sticky under his socks.
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He saw her first as a shape, not a person—a dark, splayed thing on the floor beside the island, limbs wrong.

She was face-down, left arm outstretched, palm open toward the cheap overhead fixture. Blood—the word came slow, resisted—blood in a wide, ugly fan under her head and pooling toward the toe of his sneaker. A coffee mug, white with blue stripes, lay in three pieces, a foot or two from her hand.
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He didn’t scream, and he didn’t move. His breath came fast enough that it whistled in his nose. He thought of CPR, of health class, of rolling her over and pressing on her chest, counting compressions. But the stillness, the utter finality of the posture, made the idea obscene. The house had been quiet, he realized, because she was. The reality of it pressed into him with the weight of a sandbag. He didn’t reach for her.
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Behind him, the basement door creaked. He froze, every nerve firing. Footsteps on the stairs, slow and measured: someone coming up. He pivoted on instinct, his sneaker soles sticking again, and retreated down the rear hallway—quick, careful, silent. At the back door, he paused just long enough to turn the knob with his sleeve and slip out, letting the screen door whisper shut behind him.
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He ran, not far, just enough to get behind the fence. The neighbor’s hedgerow—overgrown, untrimmed since last spring—offered a wedge of shadow where he could disappear. He crouched there, back pressed to the splintering fence slats, knees drawn to his chest. His breathing slowed, gradually, until it barely moved the leaves at his face.
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Through a gap in the fence, Brent could see into their kitchen window. His father—Alex—was at the sink, hands in yellow cleaning gloves. He was wiping down the countertop with a blue-and-white dish towel, his movements calm, careful, steady. The phone was braced between his cheek and shoulder. Brent couldn’t hear the words, but he recognized the tone: low, even, businesslike. A man handling a problem. Alex leaned in, mopped at something Brent couldn’t see, then rinsed the rag and wrung it out until it dripped onto the steel of the sink. He paused, looked toward the island. The body. His wife.
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He set the dish towel aside and dialed a number on his phone. Brent watched the fingers move, the shoulders tense. After a moment, Alex hung up. He opened a lower cabinet, pulled out a black trash bag, and started picking up pieces of the broken mug, dropping each shard with slow, deliberate care. When he finished, he knelt at Tisha’s side. The gloves shone, bright against the dark on the floor. He checked her wrist, the way a paramedic might, and looked at her face for a long time. Then he stood, peeled the gloves off, and tossed them into the trash bag. He went to the fridge and took out a beer, popped it with one hand, and drank half before setting it on the counter.
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He walked to the back door, looked through the glass, and scanned the yard. Brent flattened himself to the dirt, fighting the urge to sprint. His mouth tasted like pennies. He thought of every cop show he’d ever watched, how the bad guy always checked the perimeter. He made himself small, held his breath, counted heartbeats.
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Alex lingered at the door. His fingers drummed the knob, once, twice. He turned and left the kitchen, his shape disappearing into the gloom beyond. Brent held position for another thirty count, then eased his head up to look again. The kitchen was empty, floor wiped, no trace of red. The body was gone.
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Brent was halfway up Calloway Street when he saw the car. A green Toyota, sun-blistered on the trunk, in its usual rut in the cracked cement of their driveway. It meant she was home. Still, he hesitated on the sidewalk, one foot on the bottom step, the other testing the spongy patch of grass grown up between the curb and the walk. The house stood with its usual afternoon slackness—porch swing still, shade pulled tight on the front window. He tried the front door. It opened on the first turn.
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Inside, it was the wrong kind of quiet. No “Marketplace” on the radio, no rush of water in the pipes, no microwave thrumming against silence. His shoes made the only sound, scuffing at the mat, as he dropped his backpack just inside the threshold. “Mom?” He aimed it into the stillness, pitched it halfway between question and challenge.
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Nothing. No voice from the kitchen, no reply from upstairs. He checked the living room: cushions unmolested, TV off, the blue throw blanket still folded in its sharp corner on the arm of the sofa. His hands were damp, sudden, as he wiped them down the front of his hoodie and called again, louder. “Mom!” He listened for movement. The refrigerator’s motor ticked on, sounding obscene in the hush.
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He moved into the hallway, passing the wall of framed photos: him in a baseball uniform, her in graduation robes, the three of them with forced smiles at the pier in Santa Cruz. He passed the powder room (door open, lights off, nothing inside but a hand towel and the sour tang of Clorox), and made for the kitchen. The linoleum felt sticky under his socks.
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He saw her first as a shape, not a person—a dark, splayed thing on the floor beside the island, limbs wrong. She was face-down, left arm outstretched, palm open toward the cheap overhead fixture. Blood—the word came slow, resisted—blood in a wide, ugly fan under her head and pooling toward the toe of his sneaker. A coffee mug, white with blue stripes, lay in three pieces, a foot or two from her hand.
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He didn’t scream, and he didn’t move. His breath came fast enough that it whistled in his nose. He thought of CPR, of health class, of rolling her over and pressing on her chest, counting compressions. But the stillness, the utter finality of the posture, made the idea obscene. The house had been quiet, he realized, because she was. The reality of it pressed into him with the weight of a sandbag. He didn’t reach for her.
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Behind him, the basement door creaked. He froze, every nerve firing. Footsteps on the stairs, slow and measured: someone coming up. He pivoted on instinct, his sneaker soles sticking again, and retreated down the rear hallway—quick, careful, silent. At the back door, he paused just long enough to turn the knob with his sleeve and slip out, letting
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