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Chapter 1

	Stevie Taylor parked her car between a police cruiser and the ambulance, recognition washing over her. The grounds surrounding O’Rourke’s Lake hadn’t changed in thirteen years. Beat-up cars and older 4x4s crammed every inch of shoulder along the twisting road to the hidden lake. The teens had left beer bottles and soda cans on the vehicles’ hoods, and chip bags scattered in the dirt.

	Apparently O’Rourke’s was still the place to party away from the prying eyes of parents and police.

	But tonight, on this Memorial Day weekend, sadness hung like a heavy fog over the recreation site.

	Someone had died during the fun.

	Stevie was to start her new job as a Solitude cop tomorrow morning, but Roy had called her in, desperate for another warm body to help interview the swarm of upset teens at the lake. Their schoolmate Hunter Brant had died and according to Roy, Hunter was a popular football player from the tiny Solitude High School and had been partying with a big group. News of his death had rocketed through the teenage social network and too many teens were crowding the scene.

	Stevie stepped out of her car and the moist, lightly decaying odor of the lake triggered old memories. How many evenings had she illegally drunk and hung out with her friends here during high school? No one had ever died at the lake. An old rumor claimed one kid had drowned two decades before her class’s time and had started haunting the surrounding woods. It was the type of tale teenagers exchanged over campfires along with alcohol, trying to scare one another.

	Tonight’s death was real. Chief of Police Roy Krueger’s voice had cracked during their call. “I don’t know what happened yet, Stevie. But this is going to hit our town hard.”

	Solitude was a tight-knit town. It stood on the bank of Oregon’s Rogue River, which was currently swollen and churning from the spring’s heavy rains. The small town was halfway between the southern Oregon Coast and Interstate 5, the major freeway that ran from Mexico to the northern US border. Basically, Solitude was the middle of nowhere. The closest big city was Portland, a solid four hours away. Solitude had a main street with the usual small businesses, but no retail chains. Growing up here meant a life of outdoor recreation, family, and friends. Residents waved as cars drove by. Neighbors called to ask about your cold when you didn’t show up for church.

	Stevie had loved it and hated it.

	Her weapon weighed heavy on her belt as she followed the worn path between the tall firs toward the lake. Memories and a far-off hum of conversation guided her steps. She swore as she realized she’d left her flashlight in her vehicle. The sun hadn’t set, but it would before long. It’d been an unusually hot day for May, and she understood the teens’ desire to cool down and blow off steam at the lake.

	The path opened up and the lake spread out in front of her. A gentle slope ran down to the water, creating a solid dirt beach. She paused, startled that the chief considered this a “big” group of teens. About thirty huddled in groups, colorful towels thrown about their shoulders. Some parents had arrived, consoling their kids.

	I’m not in the big city any longer.

	Stevie had worked cases in Los Angeles, where hundreds of people made up the crowds at crime scenes.

	She didn’t want to ever do it again.

	A cop moved within the groups, talking quietly and taking notes. Off to the far right, a few four-wheeled ATVs were positioned in a half-circle to shine their headlights on a group of men gathered around a motionless body on the ground.

	Stevie felt the weight of curious gazes. To the teens she was an outsider, maybe to some of the adults too. Moving past the groups, she scanned the young faces; she didn’t recognize a single one, but deep inside she wished she did. That was one of the reasons she’d returned to Solitude. She’d grown weary of living in a giant sea of unknown people in the big city. Feeling isolated and adrift, she’d ached for familiar faces.

	She strode to the group of cops studying the body at their feet. The male teenager was blond, wearing long shorts and a tank top. He wasn’t wet, so not a drowning. No visible blood or injury.

	He looked like he was sleeping.

	What happened?

	Roy’s big bulk turned to greet her.

	“There she is. Thanks for coming out, hon.” Solitude’s new chief of police looked like Santa dressed in a cop’s uniform, and usually his jolly attitude matched his exterior, but tonight the smile on his round face was distracted and strained.

	She made a mental note to talk to Roy about how he addressed her in public. Sure, he’d been her father’s best friend all his life, and this was small-town America, but he needed to be professional in front of her new coworkers.

	“Evening, Chief.” She used his title instead of “Uncle Roy,” the nickname she’d called him by for thirty years. He wasn’t her uncle, but he’d always felt like one. Roy blinked, his bushy brows coming together. “Hello,” she greeted the other men.

	“Good to have you back in town, Stevie,” answered Kenny Fox. He winked at her, his smile honest but sad in his lean face. She and Kenny had known each other since elementary school. The other cops nodded at her. Two EMTs hung back from the group, packing away their equipment, their initial services unsuccessful. The slump to their shoulders made Stevie’s heart contract. They moved slowly, waiting to perform their next duty: transporting the body to the morgue. The entire group was solemn.

	“This is Hank from the county medical examiner’s office,” said Roy, gesturing to a man who was awkwardly getting to his feet. “This is our newest patrol officer, Stevie Taylor.” Kenny put out a hand to steady the rising gray-haired man.

	“Lord, help my knees. I’m not as young as I used to be,” said Hank. He nodded at Stevie, the deep sorrow lines in his face reminding her of Eeyore. “You Bill Taylor’s daughter?”

	Stevie gave a short nod as a numbness shot through her veins.

	“My condolences. Your father was a good man,” said Hank.

	“Thank you, Hank,” she said. Change the subject. Conversation about her father was tender and raw. She looked at Roy. “You said the teens claimed he simply collapsed? No one touched him? No blows to his head?”

	Roy nodded. “Less than an hour ago.”

	Stevie glanced at the group of teens. “His parents been notified?”

	“Yes. They’re out of town but headed back tonight.”

	She briefly closed her eyes. Nothing worse than a loved one dying and not being there.

	“Could be his heart or something,” Roy speculated.

	“Awfully young for a heart attack,” mumbled one of the cops. 

	“I’ve seen teens on the news who’ve died of heart problems.” Kenny spoke up. “Athletes especially. They have heart issues no one knows about and then boom. They suddenly drop dead.”

	The lights of the ATVs shone harshly on Hunter Brandt’s body. Stevie eyed his bare arms, her gaze automatically searching for the track marks that’d appeared on two-thirds of the dead bodies she’d seen in her past job. “He take something? Or inhale anything? You see any injection sites?” she asked the examiner.

	Hank pulled off his gloves, eyeing her curiously. “I’ll know when I have him on the table. In this light I can’t see what I need to, but there’s no sign of anything in his mouth or nostrils, and I didn’t spot any injection sites. Yet. First interviews say no one saw him take any foreign substances, right?” He raised a brow at Roy.

	Roy nodded. “Nothing but beer and soda, but we’re still asking the other kids. I don’t know what would cause a collapse like that.”

	Stevie straightened in surprise. “A lot of things. Teens pop every pill or inhale any powder their friends claim will give them a high and they take it, regardless of the amount.”

	“Kids around here don’t do that. We don’t have a drug problem,” Roy stated firmly.

	Stevie exchanged a glance with Kenny, who looked away. Does Roy really believe that? “Drugs are everywhere. Kids know how to hide them. And they don’t talk to adults about it. Especially police.”

	“Maybe it’s on every corner in the big city where you’ve been.” Roy frowned and wiped at the sweat on his forehead with a handkerchief. “But outside of some illegal pot smoking, not much of that happens here. We keep a tight lid on things.”

	Hank shoved a hat on his head and stiffly bent over to pick up his case. “I’ll let you know what I find tomorrow when I open him up. Surprisingly, it’s been a quiet holiday weekend in Rogue County until tonight. You got what you need, Chief?”

	Roy nodded. “Pictures are done. Evidence collected.”

	Hank glanced at the EMTs. “Bag him up.” He headed toward the path that left the lake.

	“Okay,” said Roy, looking to the group. “We’ve got a lot of people to talk to. I want statements from every kid who was here tonight. If they weren’t here when Hunter died, I want to know how they found out and why they came.”

	“You don’t think one of these kids did something to Hunter, do you, Chief?” Kenny asked. “Surely the autopsy will show some medical issue he didn’t know about.”

	“I’m not waiting until tomorrow to find out,” Roy stated. “Divide them up and let’s get this first round of interviews done. Carter can’t do them all.” He moved toward the teens, the other cops following.

	Kenny moaned. “Wish Zane was here. The more people the better for this.”

	“Who’s Zane?” Stevie asked. She flipped through the small spiral notebook she always kept in her pocket or purse. She still had notes from her previous job. She sped through them, not wanting any reminders of her past.

	Fresh start.

	Maybe she should buy some new notebooks.

	“He comes back from vacation tomorrow. He’s been with us about five years.”

	Stevie nodded. In that case, she’d met most of the Solitude Police Department except Zane. Sheila was the support staff. The patrol guys blended together in her brain; she’d get to know them better on the job. Roy had been patrol until ten days ago, when Stevie’s father had died, and then he’d stepped into the chief of police shoes, reluctantly filling his closest friend’s position.

	Roy’s promotion had opened up a position on the Solitude PD, and Stevie had been in the right place at the right time, both physically and emotionally, to accept the job.

	“Did Hunter have a girlfriend?” Stevie asked.

	“Good question. Maybe one of the other guys has heard,” answered Kenny.

	Stevie eyed a dark-haired girl who was openly weeping within a small cluster of comforting friends. “I bet that’s her.”

	“Lots of tears going on tonight,” commented Kenny. “The town hasn’t recovered from your father’s death, and now this.”

	Stevie couldn’t reply. She’d thought she’d cried out all her tears over her father, but heat prickled at the corners of her eyes at the sympathy in Kenny’s voice. She blinked and bit at her cheek to keep the moisture in check. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Kenny glance at her and then tighten his jaw, probably wishing he hadn’t mentioned her father.

	She forced her herself to reply, “It’s going to be a long night.”

	Stevie took a deep breath, put on her cop face, checked her emotions, and approached the closest teen.
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	Zane Duncan was functioning on too little sleep. He’d been sitting in his new office for two hours, flipping through the notes Roy had passed to him at five a.m. about Hunter Brandt’s death last night.

	He wasn’t sure which had shocked him more. The teenager’s abrupt death or Roy Krueger’s call in the middle of the night stating that he was stepping down immediately as chief of police and by the way, congratulations: an emergency city council meeting had elected Zane as his replacement.

	Roy held the position for ten days and last night he suddenly decided to retire?

	Zane had missed a lot on vacation.

	Chief Bill Taylor had died. His long-absent daughter, Stevie Taylor, had been hired as a Solitude cop. Hunter Brandt’s death. Now Roy Krueger’s leaving.

	And all of it had been dumped on Zane’s shoulders at five in the morning.

	Welcome back.

	The relaxation from two weeks of hiding from civilization while he remodeled his old cabin in the woods had evaporated with a single call.

	How had the city council held a meeting in the middle of the night? Zane suspected it’d simply been a series of phone calls among the five members.

	Roy quit.

	Who should take his place?

	Kenny’s too kind.

	Carter’s too new.

	Zane has half a brain. He could manage.

	Make it so.

	He hadn’t been asked if he wanted the job; he’d been told he had it. And the city council was correct. None of the other guys would have been able to manage the job. Zane was the logical choice.

	He liked this town too much to let it down. It’d had enough recent pain.

	The outside door to the police station opened and closed, and Zane listened to determined footsteps stride down the hall to his office. Who else was up this early? All the staff had been up half the night interviewing the entire senior class of Solitude High School.

	His door was pushed open and Stevie Taylor slid to a stop, brown eyes blinking in surprise. Her mouth opened and closed a few times, searching for words.

	“I’m sorry,” she stuttered. “I was expecting Roy.”

	Zane nodded. “I would have too. But Roy’s stepped down. The city council placed me in this chair.”

	“What? When? I just worked half the night with Roy. He didn’t say a word!” Her forehead wrinkled in concern. “Who are you?”

	“Zane Duncan.” He watched comprehension cross her eyes. “I worked with your father for five years. I had a lot of respect for him and will really miss him. I’m sorry I didn’t meet you at his funeral.”

	Stevie simply looked at him. Her struggle to control her emotions was betrayed by the tightening of her lips.

	She had the look of Big Bill Taylor about her. She was tall and long-limbed with a stubborn set to her mouth that she’d inherited from her determined father. Zane had watched her and her three siblings at Bill’s funeral. A solid, close family. A supporting pillar of Solitude that’d lived in the area for four generations.

	Her siblings had circled around Bill’s widow, Patsy Taylor, towering over their petite mother. But the mother had been the center of strength in the group. Where the siblings had looked ready to crumble to pieces, Patsy had been the one who held her chin up.

	Stevie had caught Zane’s attention. The mystery daughter who’d packed up over a decade ago to leave for college and who returned only on holidays. The daughter who’d embraced the city life in Los Angeles and cut her police teeth with the LAPD. She wasn’t beautiful; she was unique-looking and caused a man to stare too long, struggling to understand why he couldn’t look away. Her long curly hair was pulled back in a soft ponytail and her brown eyes sat wide in her face. Nothing classical or erotic about her looks, just a wholesome country girl. One who looked like she could ski, ride, rope, run, and cook a meal for thirty with ease. Before the funeral, Zane had seen her only in Bill’s proud pictures on his office walls. In fact, now Stevie was standing just to the left of a photograph of Bill, herself, and her younger sister Carly with their arms around each other on a ski slope. Hats, goggles, and scarves had been pushed out of the way so they could flash big happy smiles at the photographer. Carly was divorced . . . or getting divorced. He didn’t know which. Zane had stared at the picture several times in the past, wondering what it was like to be part of such a big, happy family.

	Now he was finally meeting the last of Bill’s kids, and Stevie was looking at him like he’d maliciously kicked Roy out of his seat.

	“What did Roy say?” she asked, cutting off the topic of her father’s funeral.

	Zane shifted in his chair. His conversation with Roy had been stilted and uncomfortable. Zane wasn’t one to pry into someone’s business. He figured that if Roy didn’t want to be police chief that was his right. He’d told Zane that seeing that kid dead by the lake had shone a light on his own mortality. “I’m not the youngest or healthiest guy in the world,” he’d said to Zane. “Doc says I need to exercise and eat better if I’m going to see my grandkids grow up. After sixty years of living the wrong way, why does he think I’ll change? I want to enjoy the time I have and I realized last night that I’d rather be next to the water in Baja than filling out reports. I never realized how much time Big Bill Taylor spent doing paperwork. Ten days of doing it was enough.”

	Zane met Stevie’s gaze. “He said he wasn’t getting any younger and wanted to enjoy what he had left of his life. I don’t think he realized what being chief entailed.”

	A direct brown gaze weighed his words. “I’ll call him later,” Stevie stated.

	Does she think she can get a better answer?

	“Why are you here so early? I imagine you didn’t get much sleep,” Zane asked. He studied her face. Apart from some redness around the eyes, she looked ready to run a marathon.

	“I slept. I wanted to see where we were at with those interviews from last night. Every time I closed my eyes, I dreamed I was interviewing a soaking-wet teenager. I’m not sure which conversations were real and which were only in my dreams.”

	“I’ve read through your notes. Roy handed them off to me before he went home to sleep. I don’t expect to hear from the medical examiner until late this morning.”

	Stevie glanced around his cramped office. “Nothing’s changed in here in fifteen years. I assume we don’t have any sort of lab?”

	Zane tried not to smile. “Nothing except some simple tests and most of those you’ll find in the trunk of your squad car. We send everything out to the county or the state lab when we need to. But frankly, there isn’t even a lot of that. I’m afraid you’ll find the pace here a little slower than LA.”

	Her chin tilted up. “I know how it is here. That’s why I accepted the position. I’m more than happy to exchange the rat race for some drunken redneck beer brawls.”

	“You’ll get your share each weekend.” He frowned slightly, studying her build. Would she be able to hold her own with the local drunks?

	Her lips twisted as she read his mind. “I can handle it,” she said with calm assurance.

	He waited, expecting her to describe some past experiences to prove her strength, but she simply tilted her head to one side, a small expression of bemusement on her face.

	If she were a man, would I expect him to describe his feats of strength?

	Hell, no.

	She’d been LAPD. She’d earned the right to wear a badge in backwoods Solitude.

	He shuffled through the reports, looking for one that’d caught his eye earlier. “You talked to Grace Ellis, the girlfriend? She said she and Hunter had an argument?”

	Stevie pulled a small notebook out of her pocket, nodding. She flipped through the pages for a few seconds and silently reread her notes. “Grace said he’d been a jerk when she got to the lake. There hadn’t been room for her to ride to the lake with his friends, so she’d had to arrange her own way. Then when she’d arrived, he’d ignored her, so she stuck with her group of girlfriends. She said he’d been hanging around with a few other guys most of the evening, and she hadn’t really watched what he’d been up to.” Stevie paused and looked up at Zane. “Here’s where I don’t quite believe her. If she’s already upset that she’s being ignored, you can bet she’s watching every move of his with an eagle eye to see if he’s flirting with another girl.”

	“So she didn’t see anything to make her believe another girl was involved?”

	“Right. And we can be pretty certain if anyone saw what Hunter did last night, it was Grace. He might have been in a ‘hanging with the guys’ mood. Which in her mind is a best-case scenario.” She looked back at her notes. “She says she saw him with a Coors Light and some sodas. No cigarettes. She did say he seemed a bit drunk because she saw him stumble and trip a few times later in the evening. And she didn’t see anyone smoking or taking anything illegal.”

	“Believe her?” Zane asked. He had no idea of the workings of a teenage girl’s mind.

	Stevie shrugged. “Let’s see what the ME comes back with before we ask her more questions. I assume no one else said they saw anything illegal going on?”

	“Damn right,” answered Zane, scowling at his stack of paper. “And no one saw Hunter get hit or hit his own head and fall.”

	“Of course not.” Stevie sighed. “ ‘I saw nothin’.’ I’ve heard that line more times than I can count.”

	Zane nodded. “I see a few of the other interviews say about the same as Grace. That Hunter did seem buzzed and off-balance. But not puking or falling like he was too drunk. Looks like Roy issued a half-dozen minor-in-possession citations last night. That’s going to make the parents happy.”

	Stevie smiled. “That definitely hasn’t changed since I grew up here.”

	“Did you go out to O’Rourke’s when you were a teen?” Zane asked, trying to picture a younger Stevie with a Silver Bullet in one hand, riding on the lake’s rope swing.

	“Every chance I got.” A wide smile crossed her face, a ghost of a wild teen peeking out from her dark eyes. Zane wished he could compare the younger girl with the smartly dressed cop in front of him. She’d put on the navy blue uniform they all wore, but she made it look good. Zane always felt like a stiff piece of cardboard in his.

	Her eyes twinkled. “My parents—”

	“I’m gonna call my lawyer, you asshole! You got no rights!” shouted a male from the front of the station.

	Zane lunged to his feet and followed Stevie, who was already halfway down the hall. More shouts and sounds of scuffling met his ears. He stepped into the main room in time to see Kenny yank up on Ted Warner’s cuffed hands behind his back, forcing the man to bend and lunge forward, banging his head on Sheila’s desk.

	“Oops. Watch your head, Ted.” Kenny grinned at Zane and Stevie. “Morning, guys! I’ve got the first drunk and disorderly of the holiday weekend.”



CHAPTER 2

	Stevie bit the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing. Ted looked faintly familiar. No doubt he’d gone to school with her or one of her siblings. He looked about the right age, but he also looked like he’d been sleeping under an old truck with an oil leak. His jeans were torn, and he had a severe case of bedhead that sent his hair pointing in all directions. His unfocused gaze tried to calibrate as he looked in her direction.

	“That Stevie?” he slurred. “I heard the boss’s daughter was back in town! Lookin’ good, babe.”

	Kenny yanked on his arms again. “Didn’t your mama teach you any manners?”

	“I’d like to teach her some manners.” Ted leered at Stevie.

	Stevie mentally rolled her eyes. Ted had imbibed liquid confidence. “Hey, Ted. We can set up a date later, okay?”

	Delight passed over his face and his eyes briefly crossed. “Yeah, baby.”

	“What’s your wife gonna say to that, Ted?” Zane asked from behind Stevie.

	Ted wilted. “Oh. Forgot.” He shook his head back and forth, staring at the floor, his zest and confidence evaporating as he remembered.

	Stevie glanced back at Zane with a grin and his blue eyes crinkled at the corners in response. His grin sent her stomach into a slow spin. His eyes were the exact color of her softest pair of jeans. The ones she knew she could always slip into when craving comfort. The pair her ex had claimed drove him crazy . . . in a good way.

	“Ted decided to start the day by taking a baseball bat to his wife’s car windshield,” Kenny said. “She’s the one who called it in. His son tried to stop him, and I swear he was about to use the bat on the kid when I pulled up.”

	Stevie’s smile faded. “How old’s the son?”

	Kenny gave Ted a shake and asked, “How old’s Russ? Twelve? Thirteen?”

	“Fifteen,” Ted spit out. “Full of piss. Little punk-ass was trying to take my bat away.” He looked at Stevie with crazy eyes. “Just because I haven’t worked in a while, Goddamned Loretta thinks she can do whatever she wants and stay out until two in the morning. I’ll show her—”

	“Shut up,” Zane said calmly, cutting off Ted’s tirade. “Put him in the holding cell until he’s sober enough to speak with a little respect.”

	Kenny nodded and hauled Ted down a second hallway.

	“Know him?” Zane asked.

	Stevie shrugged. “Looks familiar. What’s the last name?”

	“Warner.”

	A faint bell clanged somewhere in her memory. “I didn’t know him very well. Maybe one of my brothers did. Between the four of us, usually one of us knows everyone.”

	“Is that a good thing?” Zane asked.

	Stevie started to laugh but saw he was totally serious. His dark brows had pulled together as he questioned her.

	“A good thing to know everyone? Yes and no. Truthfully, I missed seeing familiar faces every day. But in Solitude it’s a bit of overload if you grew up here. I couldn’t wait to get out of town.”

	“But now you’re back.” Zane didn’t phrase it as a question, but she saw the curiosity in his eyes.

	“Yes, I am.” She didn’t elaborate. 

	Small Town Rule #1: Share secrets only when you want the entire town to know. 

	She didn’t know Zane. So far he seemed solid, and Roy must think well of him to have had him take over.

	He was a big guy—several inches over six feet—and clean-cut. His hands were wide and calloused, with a few scars, and his knuckles looked like he’d scraped them on something rough a dozen times. Someone’s face?

	Zane’s smile was slow, like he had to think something over before he decided if it was worth his amusement. But when he did smile, it felt like warm honey flowed over her skin.

	Clanging alarms went off in her head.

	She’d fallen for the hot cop before. It wasn’t going to happen again.

	The front of the small police station suddenly felt too small, as if all the walls had moved in several feet. Zane was still looking expectantly at her.

	“I missed my family,” Stevie blurted. “I missed tall fir trees, clean rivers, and icy-cold mornings that hinted at snow.”

	Where did that come from?

	“But those mornings rarely deliver on actual snow,” Zane finished for her.

	She smiled. “Obviously you’ve spent enough time in Solitude to experience the yearly tease of the snow.”

	“I’m from eastern Oregon,” Zane answered. “We get real snow there. I don’t miss measuring the snowfall in feet, but I’d like to occasionally get something more than a few flurries. A little less rain wouldn’t hurt either.”

	“Amen,” agreed Stevie. The tension in the room lessened a bit. That’s what talking about the weather will do. “Do you go—”

	A teenage boy and his father came through the front door. The boy looked slightly green, very rumpled, and extremely unhappy. He didn’t meet Stevie’s eyes as she sized him up.

	“Morning, Zane. Miss.” The father touched the brim of his ball cap and nodded at Stevie.

	“Alex. How’re you doing?” answered Zane. “This is Stevie Taylor. Newest addition to Solitude’s force.” He eyed the teen. “Looking a little green there, Peter.”

	The teen shrugged his shoulders, still not making eye contact, and his father poked him between the shoulder blades. “Morning, sir. Ma’am,” the boy muttered.

	Stevie pressed her lips together, wondering if this was the boy’s first hangover. She noticed that Alex grinned a little bit, enjoying his son’s discomfort.

	“Roy told me last night to bring Peter down for an interview,” said Alex. “Seemed to think he might want to talk to him a little more. I figured the earlier the better.” This time Alex gave a big smile.

	Stevie’s dad would have done the same thing. No sleeping in if she’d indulged in underage drinking. He would have made her clean out the horse stalls at five a.m. if she’d come home drunk.

	When your dad was a cop in a small town, you didn’t get away with anything.

	“Roy’s not in this morning,” Zane said. “Stevie and I’ll talk to Peter.”

	Stevie gave him a sharp look, but kept her mouth shut. Roy’s quitting must not be public knowledge yet.

	She followed the men to a small interview room. The only interview room. It also doubled as the coffee break room, city council meeting room, lunchroom, and storage room. Stevie winced at the wood-paneled walls and ancient folding chairs around the beat-up table. Would it be wrong to do a bit of office remodeling on her days off? She couldn’t bear to work in a place that made her depressed.

	An old eight-by-ten photo of her dad, Roy, and two other cops who’d retired hung on a fake-wood wall. She stopped in front of it, trying to remember the other cops’ names. It had to be nearly thirty years old. Her dad looked young and fit and handsome.

	Invincible.

	Tears threatened at the corners of her eyes, and she brushed at the heavy layer of dust on the top of the simple frame.

	Donotcrydonotcrydonotcry.

	Who would have dreamed that a simple heart attack would take down a vibrant and powerful man like her father? If only he hadn’t been alone . . .

	Donotcrydonotcrydonotcry.

	She sucked in a breath and turned away from the wall to find the two men and the teen staring at her. Sympathy flooded Zane’s gaze, and understanding clicked on Alex’s face; he’d placed her name. Peter simply looked ill. She gave a nervous smile. “Let’s get started, okay?”

	Peter slumped into a chair, looking as happy as an unprepared teen about to take a calculus test. Zane and Alex stood. Stevie blinked at them and then realized they were waiting for her to sit first.

	You’re not in LA anymore.

	She quickly sat, the quaint courtesy making her eyes prickle again. Zane slid her a page of notes that turned out to be Kenny’s scribbling from the night before, with Peter’s name at the top. Zane raised a brow at her and nodded, silently handing over the start of the interview. She scanned the notes, squinting here and there at Kenny’s cramped printing. She dug out her own notebook, welcoming the comfort of the pen and paper in her hand, and calming the emotions of the moment before.
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	Zane sat back and listened as Stevie efficiently questioned the queasy teen. For a moment he’d thought she was going to leave the room after seeing the picture of her father on the wall. Instead she’d pulled it together and gotten to work.

	Today was his first day back at work since Bill’s death. He’d asked Roy if he should cut his vacation short when he’d heard the crushing news, but Roy had assured him they were fine. Zane had experienced a moment of pure wrongness when he’d first sat in Bill’s chair, but it’d quickly vanished as he focused on the notes from Hunter’s death.

	Hell, he hadn’t even worked with Roy during his short-lived stint in the chief’s position. Zane was still at a loss over his boss’s death. Bill had been a leather-tough cop with a big mushy center. He’d been fearless of any asshole with a weapon but worried about being home in time for dinner. He’d worshipped his wife, Patsy, and hated to disappoint her in any way.

	He’d been a good role model for Zane, whose father had been more interested in farming than in talking to his sons and wife.

	Zane quietly studied Stevie as she questioned the teen. He could see Bill’s mannerism in the tilt of her head as she talked. The cadence of her speech was definitely Patsy’s. Along with the curly hair and wide mouth.

	“He said there was a swarm of spiders crawling across the lake at one point,” Peter stated.

	Zane’s ears perked up. Spiders?

	Stevie tilted her head in slight confusion. “Did you see spiders?”

	“Naw. Us guys looked where Hunter was pointing but there was nothing there. He was just giving us shit. Um, sorry, ma’am.” Peter looked down at his hands as Zane exchanged an amused glance with Alex.

	“So he was joking about spiders?” Stevie asked.

	Peter twisted his lips. “I don’t know. He acted freaked out. Said they were moving toward him and ran off like his feet were about to get bit. We were pretty close to the water, but I didn’t see anything.”

	Stevie made a note. “You said he seemed drunk?”

	“Yeah, a while before he collapsed he kept losing his balance. He also was saying stupid things like the trees were starting to melt.”

	She made another note. “Anything being passed around at school? Party drugs? Painkillers from someone’s parents’ medicine cabinet?” She smiled at Peter. “We know it happens.”

	Peter looked down at the table, his shoulders drooping. “Not that I heard about. Not last night.”

	“You cut out of the loop, Peter? Your so-called buddies don’t like to share with you? What’d you do to them?”

	Zane winced. One point for the female who knows how to poke at a teenage male’s pride.

	“Nothin’.” Peter shot a sideways glace at his father. “They know I’d get my ass kicked if I got caught with anything.”

	“Damn right,” said Alex. He looked at Zane and Stevie. “I pay attention. He gets grilled every time he comes home from a late evening. If I smell pot or beer, he’s a dead man. And sometimes I pop in where he says he’s gonna be. Doesn’t matter if it’s a friend’s house or the pizza place.”

	Peter’s shoulders drooped further.

	“What’s popular to use these days, Peter?” Stevie asked. “Bring me up to date. I haven’t been in high school in thirteen years. Educate me.”

	The boy shrugged again. “Pot. Beer. Whatever booze someone can get. Vodka or tequila, I guess.”

	“What about pills? Stronger stuff?” Zane added.

	“I don’t know.”

	The adults looked at each other and then at the teen. And waited.

	“I don’t know!” Peter looked up, making eye contact with Stevie and then Zane. His words emphasized by the widest gaze he could manage. Zane didn’t believe him.

	“What do you hear from kids in other schools? What’s being passed around in their schools?” Stevie asked, her question telling Zane she didn’t believe Peter either. He admired the way she asked the same question but moved the location. Peter might feel safer talking about drug use outside his home territory.

	Peter slouched back in his chair, his demeanor calmer. “There were some guys from the coast bragging about something new they had. They were at the lake a few weeks back. They were a bunch of jerks and were probably making it up.”

	Stevie smiled and made a quick notation. “We always hated the kids from the coast high schools too. They didn’t seem to realize that living on the Oregon Coast wasn’t as prestigious as living in Malibu.”

	Peter looked at her with sudden interest. “You lived in LA, right? Was it totally great?”

	Even when you’ve been gone as long as I have, everyone still knows your business.

	Zane saw Stevie bite her lip, fighting back a grin. “It’s not as great as it seems on TV. Lots of traffic and it’s expensive.”

	Peter sighed. “I wouldn’t mind. I want to make movies.”

	Stevie changed the subject. “How good of friends were you with Hunter? You know of anything going on with him? How were his grades? He get along with his parents?”

	Another shrug. “I know him as well as anyone. His grades are decent. He was upset no one offered him a football scholarship. And his grades weren’t good enough to get him any scholarship money either. He was going to try to walk on at Oregon State next fall. I don’t know of any problems with his parents.”

	“Girlfriend?” Zane asked.

	“He and Grace Ellis have been a couple since March or so. I think he was going to break up with her before he left for college. He said he wanted to keep her handy until . . .” The boy’s face reddened. “I mean . . . you know . . . since it’s nearly summer.”

	Zane shifted in his chair, watching for Stevie’s reaction. Pretty typical teenage male mentality. Hang on to the girl as long as he was getting what he needed physically.

	Stevie’s face showed no reaction. “I see what you’re saying.”

	The door to the lunchroom/interview room opened. Solitude’s mayor, who happened to be Stevie’s oldest brother, stuck his head in. James Taylor bore no resemblance to his gangly musical namesake. Instead he was a rugged carbon copy of Bill Taylor from thirty years before.

	“Whoops. Sorry, guys.” James nodded at the group. “Hey Alex, Peter. How’s it going? Zane, can I talk with you a minute?” James looked at his sister. “Doing okay, Stevie? I’ll see you tonight, right?”

	That was part of the reason James Taylor was the mayor of Solitude. He knew everyone by name. Even the kids. And he could talk and relate to each one of them. He wasn’t a bullshitter. He actually listened and cared about what people had to say. This morning he looked red-eyed and stressed. No doubt everyone did after last night’s tragedy.

	“Tonight?” Stevie asked.

	“Dinner. Mom’s,” James replied. “Miss it and you’ll never hear the end of it.”

	“That’s right. I’ll be there.”

	Zane lifted a brow at her as he started to get out of his chair. Stevie nodded. She was fine without him for a while. Zane stepped out of the room and closed the door.

	“What’s up, James?” He folded his arms across his chest, wondering what had brought James into the station. His mayoral office was one of a few in a small building attached to the side of the police station. Basically it was a closet with a desk, a landline, and an ancient computer. Not a lot different from the rest of the station.

	“I’ve had four calls already about Hunter’s death and those were on my cell phone! I don’t know how people got that number. I’m headed in to see how many dozens of messages I have on the landline in the office, but I thought I’d first ask what you’ve found out.” James wiped at his forehead. “I can’t fucking believe it. Nothing like this has happened in ages.”

	“I don’t know much new information,” said Zane slowly. James, of course, knew that Roy had stepped down. “I’m sure Roy told you there wasn’t any sign of injury. At least from what we could see in the dark. We’ll know more once the ME has completed his examination.”

	“What about Peter? What made you bring him in so early?”

	Zane paused. “Well, that was his father’s way of torturing him a bit. Kenny told him to bring Peter in at some point today because he’d been right there when Hunter collapsed.”

	“Oh. He know anything helpful?” James’s questioning brown gaze held Zane’s.

	Zane felt his defenses shoot up. Why all the direct questions? James had to know it was too early for answers. “Nothing yet. He’s a sad and scared kid at the moment. Nauseated too.”

	“I bet.”

	Zane watched in fascination as James tilted his head in the exact same manner as Stevie. Did all the siblings do that? Come to think of it, he’d seen the youngest Taylor brother, Bruce, do the same thing.

	A stilted silence filled the hall. Does James feel odd about the new professional relationship between us? Before today most of his interactions with Zane had been as mayor to cop. Now it was mayor to police chief. Zane was suddenly equal in the city’s view.

	James seemed to realize he wasn’t going to learn anything more from Zane. “Okay. I just needed to know what to say to people when they call.”

	“Just tell them we’re saddened and investigating,” Zane said simply. The public didn’t need to know any more than that. Rumors were probably growing and flying about. There was no need to add to them.

	“I’ll do that.” James turned away, then abruptly spun back around. “Say, why don’t you come to the house for dinner tonight? Mom does a big dinner on Memorial Day, and she always says the more the merrier. I know she’d love to have you. It’s going to be the whole family and whoever else we can convince to join us.”

	Zane started to decline but James cut him off. “I won’t take no for an answer. You were a good friend to my dad and Mom needs to see those friends are still around right now.”

	James was right, damn it. Zane hadn’t been to the big house since Bill died. He’d offered his condolences to Patsy at the funeral but had kept his distance since, not wanting to intrude on the family’s sorrow. The last thing he wanted to do was make Patsy believe he was avoiding her. And he’d get a chance to observe how Stevie interacted with her family.

	“I’ll be there. Wouldn’t miss it.”

	James grinned and slapped him on the shoulder. “Great! You’re gonna make her day. Can’t wait.”



CHAPTER 3

	It pained Stevie to see that the marker they’d chosen for her father’s grave wasn’t finished, even though she knew it wasn’t scheduled to be ready for several weeks. The flat metal plate marking his grave seemed disrespectful. It didn’t show the great man her father had been. She wanted people who walked by to see his marker and think, “Wow. That must have been someone special.” She and her family had pooled their money to purchase a huge double marker. Someday her mother would lie beside him again. Stevie had argued against the double marker but Patsy had overruled her. As usual.

	“What if you marry again, Mom? You’re not old.”

	Her mother had given her a look that could have killed a weaker person. “There will only be your father for me. In this life and the next.”

	Stevie had said no more. When her mother made up her mind, it never changed.

	She glanced around the quiet graveyard and, seeing no one, settled into the grass on her knees to have a talk with her dad. During college she’d called every week and spoken with both of her parents. After college those calls had gotten further and further apart. She was busy with work and life. What did she have to talk to her parents about? What new animals her mom had rescued? DUIs her father had issued?

	Now it was too late. She hadn’t spoken with her father for a month when her sister Carly had called her, sobbing and barely able to speak to tell her that Dad had died from a heart attack.

	Stevie blew out a breath and wiped at her eyes. Shock still rattled her. So many words left unsaid between her and her father. She’d always assumed there would be time to tell him she loved him and missed him. Time to tell him how much she hated Los Angeles, and that he’d been right that the quality of life in Solitude couldn’t be matched. So what if the only place here to buy clothes was a Macy’s over an hour away? That’s why there was UPS. But when she’d left Solitude at the age of eighteen, it’d seemed very important.

	Life was about family and doing what made you happy. Not about trying to look like everyone else and be seen driving the right car.

	How come I was thirty before I learned that my parents were right? About nearly everything?

	She yanked at the green slivers of grass and let them fall from her fingers. The graveyard was in a lovely spot with tall firs and the rushing sounds of the Rogue River running by at the bottom of the hill. Coolness seeped from the ground and through her uniform. A welcome relief in the unusual May heat wave. It was just before noon but already pushing ninety degrees. Her dad had hated the heat. He’d said that if he wanted to be a baked human he’d live in Palm Springs. He’d stayed in Solitude, where the air was comfortably warm during the summer and not too cool during the winter. He’d been the third generation of his family to live in the area.

	Now his children were the fourth.

	Her younger sister Carly had wanted to stay in her hometown, get married, work, and raise her family. Even when her marriage with Seth had started to crumble, Carly hadn’t wanted to leave. “Why would I leave my home and take Brianna away from everything she’s ever known?” she’d said to Stevie’s suggestion she bring her seven-year-old daughter to LA to possibly put down new roots.

	Stevie had known it was a poor idea the minute she’d said it. But she was lonely and had just gone through a nasty breakup and simply wanted some family close by. She hadn’t been able to think straight since the breakup. She didn’t seriously think about going home until she returned for the funeral and stepped in the door of the house where she’d grown up, and remembered how strong a force her mother wielded. In a good way. In a loving, giving, supportive way. She’d known instantly that everything would be all right. And that she needed to return for good to get her life back on track. It’d been the answer to her weeks of despair.

	After the funeral she’d accepted the offer of a job from Roy, pissed off her sergeant with a five-day notice, and packed up a U-Haul with her belongings. She’d driven the winding Pacific Coast Highway the entire way to Oregon from LA, wanting to take in the blue water and enjoy her time exploring the coast. It was a healing time, and she drove slowly, stopping to eat and shop whenever the fancy struck. She spent two nights in tiny seaside hotels with skimpy rough towels and “Color TV.” By the time she made it to Solitude, her mind was open and ready to embrace a new life. She ached to be a daily part of her mother’s and siblings’ routines. Her father’s abrupt death had opened her eyes and prioritized her life.

	“Hey, sorry I’m late.”

	Stevie looked up at the sound of Carly’s voice.

	“Hey, Dad. How’s it going?” Carly spoke to the metal marker, a sad smile on her face.

	Her eyes were red and Stevie suspected she’d taken a private moment to get some tears out of her system before approaching her sister. Carly wasn’t the type to let anyone see her cry.

	“Were you okay to get away from work?” Carly asked. “It’s got to be a madhouse there today.”

	Carly needed to experience the LAPD.

	“Yes, it’s pretty busy. I told them I was grabbing lunch and would be back soon,” said Stevie. “The whole town wants to know what happened to Hunter. The ME should have something for us soon.”

	“Horrible,” said Carly, shaking her head. “That young boy.”

	“Did you know him? Or work with his family?” As a social worker, Carly interacted with a lot of the families in town.

	“I know who Hunter is. I haven’t dealt with the family in any official way.”

	Stevie thought of the obnoxious drunk father from that morning. “What about Ted Warner? He seems like the type to have a kid with a file on your desk.”

	“Ted Warner? Loretta Warner’s husband? Why do you ask about him? You remember Loretta, right?” Carly asked.

	Stevie shook her head.

	“She was a year behind you,” added Carly. “She had a baby her freshman year.”

	“Oh, her!” Stevie remembered clearly. The teenage pregnancy had been the town gossip for a full year. And obviously the story had stuck to Loretta like glue, since that was all it had taken to prod Stevie’s memory.

	Small Town Rule #2: Reputations are made in five seconds and stick for twenty years. Or more.

	“I know who Ted and Loretta’s son is. Young teen, right? Good kid. Rotten parents.” Carly changed the subject. “Are you sure you want to do this?” she asked.

	“Did you bring the stuff?” Stevie eyed the huge duffle bag Carly had dropped next to the grave, not answering Carly’s question because it seemed wrong to admit she wanted to do something illegal.

	“Yes, but it’s not going to be much to see because of the time of day.”

	“We’ll do more when it’s dark. I wanted to do some with just the two of us like he used to do when we were little. He was more into the sounds than the sight anyway.”

	“I hate the noise,” Carly said succinctly.

	Stevie laughed. “Me too. I never understood why that was his favorite part.”

	“I never understood why he didn’t bring the boys.”

	“I think he was afraid they’d turn into fire starters. James had an issue with matches, remember? Mom said Dad had to share it with some of us kids, I guess he thought us girls would be more responsible about it. He insisted on setting them off whether it was New Year’s, Memorial Day, or the Fourth of July.” Stevie’s eyes watered. “It was one of my favorite traditions with him. And it was more special because he’d always take just the two of us.”

	“I miss him so much,” Carly said softly. “It still hasn’t sunk in.”

	“I know. There’re pictures of him up at the office. He still feels so real . . . like he should come walking in at any minute. Seeing Zane or Roy in his chair just doesn’t seem right.”

	“Do they want to keep the photos or can we have them?” Carly asked.

	Stevie paused. “I don’t know. I don’t think anyone would mind if I took them, but I sort of want them to stay in the office. I don’t want people to forget.”

	“He should have his journals somewhere there too. Not police notebooks, but his personal journals.”

	“Really?” Stevie wrinkled up her nose. “Are you sure? I would think they’d have given them to Mom by now.” Her dad had always kept a daily record. There were boxes full of journals in the attic of the house. Some entries were about his kids and some were about his work. He always wrote in them while at work and brought them home at the end of each year. He would spend part of New Year’s Day reflecting on his professional and personal life. Evaluating and looking ahead.

	“No, because I asked Mom about them a few days ago. She was going to ask you to bring them home once you started at the department.”

	“I’ll ask Zane if he knows where they might be. Maybe Roy simply shoved them aside while he was in charge.”

	Carly nodded as she pulled out a contraption consisting of a metal chute attached to a wide, flat board. She set it gently down next to her father’s grave. “I never understood how he justified fireworks with him being a cop and all.” She set a half dozen Roman candles several feet away from the launcher.

	“He couldn’t. That’s why he always took us way out of town to deserted areas to shoot them off. They might be illegal in our state, but he loved them as much as a little kid.” Excitement shot up Stevie’s spine, and she felt like she was ten. “I’m so glad we’re doing this. Thank you for agreeing to it.”

	Carly smiled. “I know what you mean.” She handed the long-handled lighter to Stevie. “But you light them. I’m not getting arrested for this.”

	[image: Image]

	Zane waved at the car as it cruised past him on Main Street. He couldn’t tell who the driver was, but he’d seen the hand waving at him, so he waved back. That’s how it operated around here. Everyone waved whether you knew who it was or not.

	As he walked back to the station he crunched on the fried chicken meal he’d picked up at the small grocery store. It was hot and tasty and Nell’s best recipe. Everyone told her she should open a restaurant instead of running the grocery.

	“But where would you buy your milk and bread?” she’d ask. “I’m doing a public service. And I’ll keep making chicken as long as people will buy it.”

	She still had the old political sign above the deli.

	“I Like My Spotted Owl Deep-Fried.”

	Zane was pretty certain she’d never fry an owl. He eyed the leg in his hand. It was way too big to belong to an owl. His cell phone buzzed and he dropped the leg back in the white bag. He wiped his fingers on his jeans before slipping his phone out of his back pocket. “Duncan.”

	“Zane. It’s Hank.”

	Zane mentally scrolled through the three Hanks he knew and figured it must be the deputy medical examiner with an update on Hunter Brandt. “Hank. What have you got for me?”

	“I’m e-mailing a full report later this afternoon, but I’d thought you’d like to know some highlights.”

	“I’m listening.”

	“Hunter didn’t have a scratch on him. Some old bruises. Exactly what I’d expect for an active teenager. X-rays showed one old break on his fibula that coincides with a football injury his parents notified me about. All his organs looked healthy. No abnormalities anywhere.”

	Zane stopped walking and stared straight ahead, listening intently. “Not a congenital heart issue?”

	“Nope.”

	“So what happened?”

	“I’m looking into that,” Hank said with a sigh. “I’m sending some tissue and blood samples to the state lab. Something showed up when I ran the blood screen, but I don’t recognize it. He had a low blood alcohol. Only point zero three percent. But there’s some chemical compound in his blood that I don’t have the equipment to identify. Not pot, not coke, not heroin.”

	“How long will it take them to analyze it?” Zane knew the Oregon State Police Lab was backed up.

	“Dunno. I requested a rush on it, but that’s about as effective as asking the airlines to be careful with your luggage.”

	“What’s your gut feeling on this?” Zane asked.

	Hank was quiet for a second. “Well, young guys typically don’t die without something obvious. And there were no blows to the head. No enlarged heart. No alcohol poisoning. My best guess is that they’ll find a substance in his blood that slowed down his breathing until his brain and heart didn’t get the oxygen they needed. Or find a chemical that stopped his heart. Until I have that analysis back, I simply don’t know.”

	“I’m going to move forward on the assumption he took something he shouldn’t have. There are prescription drugs that would do that, right? If he took too many?”

	“Yes, some would.”

	“Now the question is where did he get it and how? I’ll have to ask the parents what’s in their medicine cabinets and find out what friends’ homes he’s been in. He may have taken something from a friend’s parent.” Zane’s mind spun with a dozen different avenues to investigate. “Lord, I hope someone didn’t slip him something.”

	“Damn it. You and me both. I don’t want to hear about one of our teens with a murder charge,” Hank replied.

	Zane silently agreed. He ended the call with Hank, hoping that Hunter’s death wouldn’t mean the ruin of the life of another teen who’d thought he was simply sharing a high with the football star. And praying someone hadn’t maliciously given bad drugs to Hunter.

	He did a quick sidestep as a woman shoved open the door to the hardware store and moved onto the sidewalk.

	“Oh, I’m sorry, Zane . . . Chief. I wasn’t watching where I was going.”

	Faye O’Rourke smiled at him. Despite the overwhelming heat, Faye wore a cardigan over her buttoned-up blouse. Kenny joked that she’d worn one to bed every night with her husband before he died. The gray-haired, grandmotherly woman had a rainbow of colors and styles and was never seen without one.

	He blinked as she called him Chief, but swiftly remembered that Faye was on the city council. She would have been part of the middle-of-the-night phone calls that had given him the job.

	“Afternoon, Faye.”

	She didn’t move from his path, determination on her soft face. Zane recognized that look. When Faye O’Rourke had something to tell you, she didn’t have patience for anyone else’s schedule. His stomach growled and he hoped she wouldn’t delay the rest of his lunch. “Bad goings-on last night. So sad about that boy.”

	“Yes, the town is definitely in shock today.”

	“What happened? Roy didn’t have much to tell last night.” She looked at him expectantly.

	Fishing for gossip.

	“I’m afraid I don’t have anything new.” Zane’s mind raced for a tidbit to throw her. “The medical examiner says Hunter wasn’t drunk, and we’re waiting on some reports to pinpoint the cause of death.” That should squash any fast-spreading rumors that Hunter had been drunk. When Faye stated something, it was taken as truth in Solitude.

	“I hate that it happened at my lake. I know we haven’t owned that piece of property in decades, but the lake does carry my family’s name. We still think of it as ours.” Worry lined her forehead.

	Zane patted her shoulder. “I wouldn’t worry about it.”

	“Kids in this town belong to all of us. All my kids’ friends were like my second family. I looked out for them and still do. Anyone who hurts one of Solitude’s kids messes with all of us!”

	This was a glimpse of her tough-mother side. During council meetings, Faye was outspoken on all issues that affected her town. Her late husband’s family had been kings during the logging era and had once owned 80 percent of the land in the area. Most of it had been sold to the state, but Faye still owned a dozen acres on the west end of town. Her goal was to redevelop the old hotel on the property and create a luxurious but rugged resort to bring more tourism to the area, touting the excellent fly-fishing and boating on the Rogue River.

	If anyone could single-handedly resurrect the economy in Solitude it was Faye O’Rourke.

	“Do they think it was drugs? I know some kids just don’t say no.” She blotted at her nose with a Kleenex she’d pulled out of her sleeve’s cuff. His grandmother had stored Kleenex in the same spot.

	“Uhh . . . they just don’t know yet, Faye. I don’t think anyone wants to make any guesses. You know how stories can fly around town.”

	“We’re all just concerned. We don’t want our kids exposed to anything dangerous.”

	“I know exactly how you feel, Faye.”

	“I might have to bring this up at the next council meeting if it looks like there’s a drug problem in our town,” she stated with righteous zeal.

	“Well, let’s wait until we have some proof.” Was she unaware of all the marijuana grown around town? Zane knew several men grew pot on their rural properties or deeper in the forests where people didn’t wander. Usually it was for their own personal use, but when word spread that someone was selling, Bill Taylor had gone in with guns blazing. He’d explained to Zane that he didn’t mind when people grew a little to smoke in their own homes. But if someone was trying to make a profit or he caught them driving with bloodshot eyes and marijuana perfume, he came down hard. That’s where he drew the line.

	Zane would have to decide if his line was in the same place. It would be almost impossible to control every patch of weed with his small department.

	“Please keep me updated on the boy’s case,” said Faye. “I’m going to run a casserole over to his parents this evening.”

	“That’s awfully kind of you, Faye. I need to get back to the station now.”

	She nodded at him and stepped out of his path. Faye was always polite, but Zane had yet to feel that she’d accepted his presence in Solitude. Her smiles for the other police officers were much warmer, as if she knew their entire histories. Which she did. Maybe once Zane put in another decade or two she’d treat him like he belonged.

	Zane hurried along and dug his half-eaten piece of fried chicken back out of the bag. It was no longer hot but it was still tasty and reminded him he had dinner plans at the Taylors’. Nell might make the best fried chicken, but Patsy Taylor’s barbecued pork would always hold the place of honor in his book. And home cooking was a delight for a single guy.

	He eagerly looked forward to dinner. Patsy was known to invite whomever she bumped into during the day. Does my enthusiasm have anything to do with getting to know more about Stevie?

	He put a firm hold on the thought. Stevie was his subordinate. Despite how much he enjoyed watching her, anything beyond a professional relationship was impossible . . .

	

CHAPTER 4

	Stevie loved her parents’ ranch. This was home. No matter where she was living, whether it was at school, in LA, or in her current tiny apartment, driving up to her parents’ house never failed to overwhelm her with a sense of belonging and peace.

	Bill Taylor had bought the property when he and Patsy first married. She’d been a young bride, not even twenty when they’d moved into the tiny cabin. Bill had spent the next few decades building and expanding. The large log home was worthy of a magazine cover and the centerpiece of the property. The original cabin was now a guest cottage and graced the ten acres along with a huge warm barn for Patsy’s rescued and stray animals.

	Stevie stepped inside the front door, and her mother gave her a big hug and kiss and immediately put her to work setting the table. Her mother was the happiest Stevie had seen her since Bill had died. She loved to cook for people and the more the better.

	“How many people, Mom?” Stevie asked as she opened a cupboard and started counting out the good plates.

	“Umm . . . there should be eleven,” her mother said after a quick count on her fingers. “Put three places at the kids’ table.” Patsy wore an old-fashioned apron over her gauzy yellow sundress, her curly hair left loose and flowing far down her back. She looked like a cross between a 1950s housewife and a flower child. Which described her to a T. A former bluegrass singer, Patsy had given up a possible career to marry her high school sweetheart, immerse herself in rural life, and raise four kids. She’d had two boys and two girls. James, Stevie, Carly, and Bruce.

	Stevie carried the heavy stack of plates out to the long table on the deck. Summertime meant eating outside. The day’s heat had peaked and started to wane, and Stevie sucked in a breath of the sweet smell of the sunbaked grass hay. She closed her eyes and let the scent flow through her brain. That was a smell she’d missed in LA. Her two brothers manned the grills on the deck, each with a beer in his hand, arguing about whether the ribs had cooked long enough. Stevie spread out the plates and went to join them, grabbing a Diet Coke out of the bin of iced drinks.

	Stevie sniffed at the ribs. “They need five more minutes,” she pronounced.

	“No, the meat’s not soft enough yet,” answered Bruce. He brushed his shaggy hair out of his eyes, and Stevie bit back the need to tell him to get a haircut.

	Bruce was the only Taylor kid living at home. From what Stevie could see, he spent most of his time playing video games in his room. He and his band had a practice area set up in the basement, but Stevie didn’t know how often they actually practiced. Bruce had their mother’s full support for his dream to make it in a rock band. Perhaps it was her mother’s way of living out the music dream she’d never pursued.

	Stevie wished he’d go to college and study something. At least have a backup plan.

	Granted, music was a difficult career track. One that took skill, hard work, and a lot of luck. Their oldest brother, James, had argued that Bruce should be pursuing a real career instead of simply waiting around for lightning to strike. Stevie suspected their father had agreed but kept his mouth shut in deference to Patsy. But now Stevie was happy that Bruce was living in the big house so their mother wasn’t alone. Carly and her daughter had moved into the small guesthouse on the property after her marriage had fallen apart, but Stevie liked that Patsy had someone directly underfoot to mother.

	“Hey, Stevie,” James said with a big grin. “I’ve got a surprise for you.” He took a swig of beer, and Bruce elbowed him in the ribs.

	“Knock it off,” whispered Bruce. “Don’t make a big deal out of it.” His brown eyes shot a concerned look her way, and Stevie froze mid-sip.

	“What’s going on?” She glared at James, who’d suddenly developed a deep interest in the ribs.

	An Irish setter came around the corner of the house and rushed up the stairs to the deck, toenails sliding on the wood as she tried to stop in front of Stevie. “Hey, Trina-girl.” Stevie bent to rub the setter’s ears.

	Footsteps on the stairs made her look up.

	There’s James’s surprise.

	Eric Hearne stopped his climb, his gaze locked on her. He held a wet tennis ball gingerly with two fingers. Stevie sighed. Eric looked as good as ever. They’d dated for two years in high school, and she’d thought he was the love of her life. Separation for two months at different colleges had been too much for him, and he’d broken it off. He’d eventually married, but James had told her a few years back that he’d gotten divorced. She’d bumped into him a few times over the years, but they hadn’t done more than chat a bit. She glanced over her shoulder and saw her two brothers watching with speculative grins. She glared at them.

	“Hi, Stephanie. Good to see you.” Eric flashed his quick grin.

	No one called her by her given name except Eric. And a few of her schoolteachers who could never remember that she preferred Stevie. Her name had been a compromise between her parents. Her mother had wanted her to simply be Stevie after Stevie Nicks, but her father had felt it was too masculine and pushed for Stephanie. Patsy had agreed and then promptly called her Stevie.

	“Hi, Eric. How’ve you been?” She gave Trina a last pat on the head as Eric approached. He was a good guy. As far as she’d seen and heard, he was a solid member of the community and had been kind to his ex-wife. He was simply a bit boring in her book. Dependable, but boring.

	I could use a big dose of dependable in my life.

	She took a harder look at him as he accepted the beer James offered. He’d always been close friends with James and clearly her brother felt he was worth keeping around. Some of her brothers’ friends had been useless deadweight that they’d sloughed off over the years. The guys they’d stood by were usually the good ones.

	She mentally forgave James for inviting Eric. For all she knew, Eric had been attending her mother’s big dinner gatherings for the last ten years.

	She’d been out of the loop.

	“Let’s eat, let’s eat!” Patsy came out of the house with three large bowls of different salads. Carly trailed behind her with a pitcher of iced tea and a basket of rolls. Carly’s young daughter, Brianna, carefully carried the butter. “Stevie! We can’t eat without utensils!”

	The men jumped to help her mother and pull the ribs off the grill. Stevie ducked back in the house and found James’s wife, Debra, washing her little boys’ hands at the kitchen sink. She handed the boys a towel and gave Stevie a hug. “Good to see you, hon. I’m so glad you’re back to stay.”

	Debra had been tight with Stevie and Carly since high school. She’d told them her sophomore year that she intended to marry James one day. The sisters had thought that was disgusting. Didn’t Debra realize James never changed his socks and left the toilet seat up?

	Tonight Debra’s eyes were red-rimmed, making Stevie take a second look at her. “You okay, Deb?”

	Debra rubbed at her nose. “Yes, just my damned allergies.” She didn’t look Stevie in the eye.

	Stevie nodded. If Debra wanted to share, she would. When she was ready.

	Stevie pulled open the utensil drawer and started counting out forks, spoons, and knives. She followed Debra out to the deck. Her little boys sat at the side table with Brianna, who instantly went into little-mother mode even though she was only two years older than Debra’s oldest. Stevie passed out the silver and sat down between Carly and Eric with a relieved sigh. She was starved.

	Patsy beamed from the head of the table and started passing dishes.

	Stevie swallowed hard. There was someone missing. Family dinners would never be the same again without her father. She saw a shadow pass over her mother’s face and her smile faltered. Carly grabbed Stevie’s hand under the table and squeezed.

	His absence was keenly felt. His quiet tall figure in contrast to their mother’s petiteness and sparkling personality. They’d balanced each other perfectly. Patsy was a firework: she burned hot and bright with her emotional reactions. Bill Taylor had been calm and steady and slow to anger. A rational man who frequently annoyed their mother with his inarguable logic.

	One chair was still empty and a small dash of panic struck Stevie. Had her mother miscounted? And unintentionally included her father? She heard Carly’s intake of breath as the same thought struck her.

	“Was Zane going to make it?” Patsy asked James.

	“He said he would,” James answered around a bite of roll. “Maybe something kept him at the station.” He looked at Stevie and raised a brow.

	“Uh . . . I left an hour ago. There wasn’t anything going on that I knew of.” That cleared up the mystery of the extra chair.

	“I heard you’d been hired at the police station,” Eric said. “Won’t that be a bit slow-paced for you?” His kind green eyes smiled at her.

	Stevie’s heart did a subtle flip; she’d always loved his eyes. “I hope not. I’ve had enough excitement to last me a couple decades. Slow and quiet sounds awfully good.”

	“It’s good to know you’re back,” he said. “Growing up, I know most of us wanted to get away, but when someone comes back, you know they’ve truly learned how great a place this is.”

	“Too bad there was a death your first day on the job,” said Bruce with his mouth full.

	“No work talk!” exclaimed Patsy. “Especially police work. You know the rules.”

	Their father hadn’t been allowed to discuss his work over the dinner table. Dinnertime had been for talking about classes at school and current events.

	“What did you learn in science today, Bruce?” Carly asked, imitating their mother’s typical inquiry when they were kids at the dinner table. Snorts and laughs filled the table.

	Patsy threw up her hands. “All right, I get it! Just keep death and gossip out of it, okay?”

	The slider to the deck was drawn open and Zane stepped out. “Sorry I’m late. Paperwork. I hope you don’t mind that I let myself in.” He kissed Patsy on the cheek and looked right at Stevie.

	Small sparks shot through her limbs. Zane had changed out of uniform into loose shorts and a casual collared shirt. His dark hair was slightly rumpled, like he’d just drawn a hand through it.

	“Of course not, Zane, you’re family,” Patsy answered. She turned speculative eyes toward Stevie.

	Oh, no.

	Stevie knew that look. Mom was in matchmaking mode.

	Christ. I’ve only been in town a few days.

	Stevie froze. Who’d actually invited Eric? Her mother or James? She looked at James, but he was focused on his ribs.

	She really didn’t need this now.

	Zane raised a hand of greeting to the rest of the family and nodded at Eric.

	“Hey, Zane. I guess we’re both eating good tonight,” joked Eric.

	“I’ve been thinking about barbecue all day. I could smell it the minute I stepped out of my truck.” Zane pulled out the empty chair and sat, placing himself directly across from Stevie, holding her gaze and flashing a grin that warmed her to her toes.

	Why didn’t he tell me he was coming for dinner?
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	Zane took a long drink of the iced tea. It wasn’t just iced tea, he realized. It was blended with lemonade. And vodka.

	Welcome to dinner at the Taylors’. Where the beer and hard alcohol flowed freely, and he could always count on entertaining company and good food. His back relaxed for the first time that day. He’d wondered how dinner would be without Big Bill’s presence, but Patsy and the Taylor kids’ chatter and warmth were a constant that almost filled the hole.

	Almost.

	Bill’s absence was fresh, but this was a family with backbones of steel and they weren’t going to let Bill’s death drag them down for long. They’d mourned; Zane had seen it. They’d always miss their father, but they still had each other and they valued their family time. It was part of what had lured him into the Taylor trap. All those people who were related and actually liked being with each other. And now that Stevie was back, he’d finally get to experience the whole picture.

	He took a large rack of ribs and passed the platter to Debra, watching Stevie talk quietly with Eric. Eric Hearne was a good guy. Zane had met him the first week he’d moved to town. He’d never had to visit Eric’s house at two in the morning to tell him the neighbors were complaining of noise, or pull him over because he couldn’t keep his 4x4 in the correct lane. Eric’s divorce two years ago had knocked him for a loop, but he’d come around. His wife had cheated on him and then moved to Sacramento with another man.

	“I bet you had a busy day, Zane,” Bruce commented as he plopped a big scoop of potato salad on his plate.

	“Yes, luckily not much else was going on so I could focus on Hunter’s death. The only other call today was that someone was shooting off fireworks at the graveyard.”

	Across from him, Carly snorted and elbowed Stevie. Bruce laughed and started coughing. “Kinda no point to shoot those off during the day, you know? You can’t see much,” Carly said. Stevie had ignored the elbow and focused on her ear of corn.

	“I sent Kenny over to take a look. He didn’t see anyone, but found some cardboard remnants of the shells.”

	“No police work talk, please,” Patsy said. “Carly, is Brianna doing day camp this summer?”

	“Sorry, ma’am. I forgot,” answered Zane at the same time Bruce apologized. He let the conversation flow around him and covertly studied Stevie. She and Carly were clearly sisters, with the same shape of face and hair color. She’d changed out of her uniform into a wispy sundress that he could almost see through. In spite of the heat, her hair hung down her back, longer than he’d expected after seeing it pulled back all day. She didn’t look like a cop from Solitude or LA.

	She looked like someone who should be reading a book in a swinging hammock, without a care in the world.

	Conversation spun with ease for the next hour. Bruce and James were natural comedians whose goal seemed to be to outdo each other. They kept the table in stitches. Currently they were trading Jeff Foxworthy–style redneck jokes.

	“You know you’re from a small town if you call the wrong number and you know the person you called,” stated Bruce.

	“I’ve done that!” Carly slapped her forehead.

	“Local gas stations sell live bait,” countered James.

	“Well, thank goodness,” said Bruce. “Who has time to dig their own worms?”

	No one mentioned their missing father. He noticed Patsy looking wistful several times, usually as she gazed at one of her children, and Zane wondered if she was watching for the elements of Bill in each one. Each kid had a piece of Bill somewhere. It was probably the toughest to find in Bruce, but Zane saw it in his gentle handling of Patsy. She often patted Bruce’s hand or shoulder in affection for her youngest child.

	Debra sat down after her sixth trip to the kids’ table to settle a dispute between her boys. James said something under his breath to her, and Debra slammed her hands on the tabletop. “Then you take care of it!” She pushed back her chair and vanished into the kitchen.

	The table went quiet and James turned a shade of red.

	“Sorry,” he mumbled and took another drink of his beer.

	Zane glanced at Patsy and his heart cracked at the pain on her face.

	“Go talk to her,” she told James.

	James shook his head. “It’s fine.”

	“A woman who storms away from the table is not fine. Go talk to her. And listen to what she needs to say; don’t get defensive,” Patsy urged.

	Carly’s face had paled during the incident, and Zane wondered what had happened with her husband. In his dealings with Seth, he’d met a straight-up guy. A Rogue County police investigator, Seth could have been a real dick to a small-town cop like Zane, but instead he’d been respectful.

	James slowly pushed back from the table and followed his wife. Patsy shook her head, her gaze following him. She turned to eye the other men at the table. “That’s a cry for understanding and attention from her man,” she said firmly. “You all know Debra isn’t one for making a scene.” Patsy reached out and snagged the T-shirt of the five-year-old who’d decided to follow his father. She pulled the boy onto her lap and squeezed him in a massive hug.

	All the men nodded, and Zane found himself agreeing. Something wasn’t right in James-and-Debra-land.

	“Everybody finished?” Stevie asked and stood at the same time, collecting her and Carly’s plates. Eric immediately pushed back his chair, grabbing the plates out of her hands. The warm smile she offered him made Zane swallow hard.

	What was that?

	He rubbed at the front of his throat, frowning as he watched Stevie grab more dishes and head inside with Eric on her heels. He stood and slowly stacked dishes, fighting the need to see what was happening in the kitchen.

	What does it matter to you?

	Stevie had probably known the guy since she could walk. That’s how it was around here. Everyone had a history with someone else. Even though he’d lived here five years, he was still “that new guy.” When he’d first come to town, locals had quizzed him, searching for common ground. Did they know the same people? Did his family have any roots in the area? Once they figured out he came from the opposite side of the state and knew nothing about Solitude, their faces would put on a pleasant mask. We will be nice to you, but you’re not one of us.

	Locals still wore that mask. Faye had worn it when she’d spoken to him earlier.

	His goal in life was to be accepted as one of their own. What would it take to get there?

	He picked up Patsy’s plate and she thanked him with a smile, but put a hand on his wrist, stopping him from leaving. “Zane, can I talk to you?”

	He took a closer look and saw her eyes were troubled. He set the dishes back down and sat in Bruce’s vacated chair, giving her his full attention. He adored Patsy. She’d been the only person who’d made him feel like he truly belonged in Solitude. “What’s wrong?”

	Patsy set James’s son down with a kiss on the top of his head and sent him back to his meal. He dashed to join his brother and cousin, and Patsy sighed, watching the three children.

	“It breaks my heart that Bill won’t see them grow up,” she whispered. She turned soft brown eyes to him. “And I know there will be more grandchildren that he’ll miss out on.”

	“He’s watching. He sees them,” Zane answered.

	Patsy nodded, her brow clearing. “Very true. I feel him close by constantly.”

	“What’s wrong?” Zane repeated, knowing she hadn’t said what was truly troubling her. He took her hand in his, making her look at him.

	“It’s Bill. I’d like you to take a closer look into his death.”

	Zane straightened. “What? Why? Was there something odd?” Details raced through his mind. He’d read the report. Roy had been the one to find Bill in his police cruiser, slumped over the wheel. There’d been nothing strange at the scene and the ME’s autopsy had clearly stated it was a heart attack.

	“Well, not really,” she faltered.

	“Then what? What exactly do you want me to do?”

	“It just doesn’t feel right.” Her dark eyes pleaded with him to understand. “That’s not how Bill was supposed to die.”

	Zane’s heart sank. She was in denial. And pain. “I’m sorry, Patsy—”

	“I know you think I’m just grieving. And I am. But something is wrong about the whole incident.”

	“Like what?” Curiosity flooded him. He’d heard Patsy had an odd gift . . . like knowing about incidents before they happened. Bill had sworn by her advice and had confided to Zane that Patsy had a way of adding two and two together to get six. And being correct.

	Zane had chalked it up to a hyper-awareness and innate understanding of human nature that he’d felt from the woman. People who watched and listened often could see things that others missed. No one listened better than Patsy.

	He tried to listen now.

	“I’m not sure. I can’t put my finger on it.” Deep lines formed around her mouth in frustration.

	Zane nodded. “I’ll look at Roy’s report again. And I’ll talk to the ME. Maybe we’re missing something.” He relaxed. Patsy was simply struggling with understanding something out of her control. Death messed with everyone’s head. Unpredictable, life-changing, and absolute.

	There was nothing the ME could tell him that would restore Big Bill. But if Patsy needed some more answers, he’d get them for her.

	She patted his hand like she’d done to Bruce during dinner. “Thank you, Zane.” Her face was less troubled, but she still looked unhappy.

	Bruce stepped onto the deck, strains of Creedence Clearwater Revival’s “Down on the Corner” coming from the guitar in his hands. Patsy’s face lit up at the music, and Zane was struck by her intense beauty. No wonder she was nearly a star.

	Patsy had “it.” That star quality that reality TV shows held contests to find. Her right leg bounced to the rhythm, and she quietly sang a harmony to the line that came from Bruce’s light tenor voice. Bruce grinned at his mom and continued to play, nodding at her to take over.

	She sang louder and Zane got goose bumps. Music was the dessert course at the Taylors’. Several times in the past he’d heard the family break into song or pull out some of the dozens of instruments they played.

	To a man who couldn’t carry a tune, but loved a live rock or country concert, it was heaven. Zane sat back, the dishes forgotten, and listened.

	Debra’s three-year-old couldn’t sit still and started to leap and spin with a child’s beautiful lack of self-consciousness, driving the other two children to join. James stuck his head out the door, grinned, vanished, and then reappeared with a fiddle. Or was it a violin? Zane wasn’t sure there was a difference. James bumped hips with Carly’s daughter and began to play.

	More voices picked up the melody inside and the rest of the adults spilled out onto the deck, Debra included. Debra’s eyes were red but she held James’s hand. Eric came out and sat next to Zane.

	“This almost beats the cooking,” he said in a low voice to Zane.

	“You sing?” Zane asked.

	“Nah.”

	“Me neither. Couldn’t carry a tune to save my life,” answered Zane. He followed Eric’s gaze to where Stevie and Carly leaned against the deck rail, singing behind Bruce.

	Bruce wrapped up the song with a flourish on his guitar and everyone applauded.

	“We’ve missed your alto,” Bruce said to Stevie. “Nice to hear it.”

	“It’s a bit rusty. God, I’ve missed this.” Her smile was a mile wide.

	She took Zane’s breath away. Beside him he felt rather than saw Eric tense at the sight of the pure-looking hometown girl. She belonged on the cover of some sort of country-living-healthy-music magazine.

	“Well, now that you’re warmed up, do your namesake some justice,” Bruce said. The distinct melody of Fleetwood Mac’s “Landslide” came from his fingers, and James picked up the haunting refrain.

	Stevie started to sing, and Zane knew he was in trouble.



CHAPTER 5

	Stevie nodded good morning to Sheila as she headed through the small front office of the police station. Sheila was on the phone but fluttered her fingers at Stevie and rolled her eyes as she assured the caller.

	“I know Jared’s driving you batty, hon, but refusing to find a job isn’t a reason we can send an officer over there.”

	Thank goodness Stevie didn’t answer the phone. She wouldn’t have been as understanding.

	Don’t waste my time. Someone with a real emergency might be calling.

	She was more patient when she was out on a call. Some people simply needed someone to talk to. She’d refereed more domestic disputes than a marriage counselor. At first she’d felt that she should charge for her services, but she’d lost that cockiness when she got called back to the same home over and over. Clearly her message wasn’t getting through to certain couples. Or else they enjoyed a third-party witness.

	She knocked on the chief’s slightly opened door and pushed.

	“James?” She halted at the sight of her brother in Zane’s office.

	He looked up from the cardboard box he’d been rooting through on the floor of Zane’s office. “Hey, Stevie. Do you know when Zane will be back?” James’s eyes were bloodshot, with large dark bags under them that could rival a Coach store. She wondered if he’d been up arguing with Debra. Possibly the brief reconciliation at the barbecue hadn’t lasted.

	“Ah, no. I thought he’d be here by now.” It was nearly seven a.m.

	“Have you seen Dad’s journals? There should be nearly five months of journals here somewhere. Mom said she wants them, and I can’t find them.” He stood and frowned as he scanned the office.

	“You really shouldn’t be in here. This isn’t Dad’s space anymore.” Her voice cracked.

	Sympathy filled his eyes. “I know. I waited a good twenty minutes, hoping Zane would show up. Finally I figured I’d look in the likely places. When it was slow next door at the office, I used to spend as much time in here as Dad.”

	“Morning, folks.”

	Stevie had felt the floor vibrate a moment before Zane spoke behind her.

	“Looks like I’m late for work.”

	She turned and gave him a smile as James hurried to explain why he was in the police chief’s office.

	“Journals? Yes, your dad used to keep his yearly stack over here.” Zane strode to a closet and slid the door open. “Christ, what a mess. Guess this is something Roy hadn’t felt like tackling.”

	Stevie looked over his shoulder and raised her brows. The shelves in the closet were packed with binders, folders, envelopes, boxes of all sizes, a cooler, a stuffed pig, and books.

	“I’m sure Dad knew where everything was,” she muttered. “He didn’t seem like the most organized person, but he had a system. Too bad it made no sense to anyone but him.”

	“I don’t see his journals,” James said, scanning the contents. “Maybe in one of these boxes.” He reached for a box, and Zane put a hand on his arm.

	“Why don’t you let me take a look for them? I’ll try to get to it before lunch.” He held James’s gaze.

	Her brother stared back, and Stevie felt the testosterone rise in the room.

	“No problem,” said James, moving his arm out of Zane’s grasp. “Let me know so I can return them to Mom.”

	He nodded at Stevie and left the office.

	Silence hung heavy in the room as Stevie and Zane looked at each other.

	“Did I offend him?” Zane asked.

	“No, I think you surprised him. He’s used to getting his own way. But he knows he shouldn’t be snooping around in here. Even if it is for Dad’s stuff.”

	Zane scratched at his neck, thinking. “I like your brother. But he was overstepping his bounds. Even as mayor and son.”

	“I agree.” Had he expected her to take James’s side?

	“I was going to ask you if you wanted some of the personal pictures in here.” Zane nodded at the wall behind her, and she turned to see a picture of Dad, Carly, and herself. “I kind of like them. I think they show a history of the office and the town. But they belonged to Bill, not Solitude.”

	Stevie blinked at the picture and lifted it off the wall. Zane was correct that this one was personal. “You can keep the ones that are of him and coworkers. I’ll take the family pictures.”

	“I was surprised Roy left them up. Maybe he didn’t want to change anything.”

	Stevie nodded. “He was probably so used to looking at them, he didn’t see them anymore.”

	Zane cocked his head and didn’t answer immediately, as if he was thinking carefully about her comment. “Yes, that happens, doesn’t it? Then something new shows up and that’s all you can see.”

	Stevie felt a flush start on her neck. “Will you have time to look for those journals? Carly asked about them too.”

	“Yes, I’ll get it done.” He didn’t move toward the closet and there was an empty silence again. “Thank your mother again for dinner. I always enjoy it.”

	Stevie seized the topic change. “Have you eaten there often?”

	Zane nodded. “Your dad invited me at least once a month for most of the five years I’ve lived here. I’ve always enjoyed your family. They’ve missed you.”

	This time her flush filled her face, and she looked at the floor. “I know. I feel bad it’s been so long, and I’m glad I won’t miss Mom’s weekly family meals anymore. I’d forgotten how they felt.”

	“It’s nice to have a big family,” Zane started. His desk phone rang. Stevie nodded at him as he moved toward the phone, and she slipped out the door.

	Dinner last night had been good. She’d lied when she said she’d forgotten how it felt. That exact feeling had been part of the reason she’d packed up and left California. How long had it been since she’d sung with her siblings? They used to sing nonstop. Their mother had made them all learn an instrument or two, but Bruce was the natural. He’d never met an instrument he couldn’t play. Stevie could play the piano, but nothing else. And she could sing.

	She loved to sing and knew she was good. She didn’t have an interest in a singing career, but she loved to entertain small groups. In LA she’d done karaoke with friends at the bars, but that was the extent of her need for the stage. To her it was a private gift, not one to force on the world. It was for her own pleasure.

	Bruce played the guitar, James the fiddle, and Carly the piano. All of them had good singing voices, but Stevie and Bruce seemed to have received the most blessings in that area.

	Stevie exhaled and sat at her desk in the patrol units’ room. Today was Memorial Day. There’d be a parade down the center of town in the afternoon and hopefully not too many wild drunks. So far there’d been no calls. Until Sheila had a call for her to respond to, she wasn’t certain what she should do. In LA she’d have had an area to patrol. In Solitude there was no point in wasting gas driving around the same dozen streets over and over. She knew there was more to be done on Hunter Brandt’s case, but first she needed a direction from Zane. She heard him set down the receiver on his desk phone. Was now a good time to ask? Footsteps told her he was coming her way.

	His face was grim as he rounded the corner into the room.

	“What happened?” she asked. He looked ready to hit something.

	“That was Hank from the medical examiner’s. Guess what he spent part of last night doing?”

	“I don’t think I want to know,” Stevie murmured, alarmed by the look on his face.

	“Another teen died last night. This time in the city of Coos Bay at the coast.”

	Stevie waited, dread creeping up her spine.

	“Once again, no outward signs and no obvious reason why he died.”

	“What was he doing?” she asked.

	“He was home. Alone in his room. His mom stopped by his room to say good night and he didn’t respond. When she looked closer he was dead in his bed.”

	“That’s horrible. What does Hank think happened?”

	“He’s not certain, but once again he can’t identify a strange substance in this kid’s blood. He’s sending it to the same lab and asking them to compare it to Hunter Brandt’s.”

	Stevie had read Hank’s preliminary report about the odd chemical found during Hunter Brandt’s autopsy. “What are these kids taking? Why can’t Hank tell what it is?”

	“Good question. I think we need to talk to the teens around here some more. I hope to God there’s not some trendy drug floating around that we’re not aware of.”

	Stevie bit her lip. “According to Roy, Solitude doesn’t have drugs. Or at least not a problem with them.”

	“What?” Zane looked confused. “Roy said that? When?”

	“The night of Hunter’s death.”

	Zane snorted. “There’s enough pot grown around here to keep a commune of hippies happy for a decade. Maybe he doesn’t consider that a drug.”

	“Any other drugs been turning up?”

	“About what you’d expect. Maybe Roy didn’t consider it our problem because it’s not in the city limits, but there is meth use going on outside of town. A bit of coke too. I can think of three meth labs that have blown up since I’ve been here. Out-of-staters moving here to take advantage of the ruralness. They think they can do whatever they please on their property and no one will notice. They find a place that’s outside the city limits and assume the county sheriff won’t have the time or manpower to keep an eye on them. And they’re right. We’ve managed to keep it from coming into town or affecting our kids.”

	“So there’s no one in charge?”

	“In charge? You mean like making and distributing with a purpose?”

	“Yes, we had networks of them all over LA.”

	Zane sighed. “I bet you did. So far I haven’t seen any of that. The drug dealers up here don’t have much in the way of brains. They seem to just grow or cook it for personal use.”

	“Stevie?” Sheila stuck her head in the room. The fiftysomething woman looked like she ate a single saltine for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. She was sewing-needle thin and wore enough bright-yellow eye shadow to be mistaken for a school bus. “I’ve got a call for you. Mrs. Simmons says someone broke into her house overnight. She has a broken window this morning.”

	Stevie took the slip of paper with Mrs. Simmons’s address on it. “She didn’t wake up?”

	“Nope. Didn’t hear a thing. But she’s hard of hearing to start with. You’re gonna have to yell when you talk to her.”

	“Anything missing? No one’s in her house?” Stevie asked.

	Sheila smiled. “I’m gonna let you ask her those questions.”

	Those should have been the first questions Sheila asked. Stevie narrowed her eyes at Sheila. “She’s that hard of hearing?”

	“Yep.” She gave a big grin and batted yellow petals at Stevie. “Enjoy.”
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	Zane grabbed an oil funnel from one of the packed shelves in his office and handed it to Stevie before she went out on her broken window call.

	“What’s this for?” she asked, turning the blue plastic funnel in her hands, looking confused. “Does one of the cars need their oil topped off?

	“No. It’s for Mrs. Simmons.”

	Puzzled brown eyes looked at him. He took the funnel and held the narrow end next to her ear.

	“Can you hear me now?” he said quietly into the funnel.

	She jerked her head away and gave a deep genuine laugh that echoed warmly in his brain. Delighted, she took the funnel and went on her call.

	He’d used the funnel on previous visits with Mrs. Simmons.

	At his office desk, Zane sorted through a box of reports from 2003 and set it aside. He’d found it shoved below the bottom shelf in the closet in his office. Why hadn’t anyone returned the box to the storage room where it belonged? The missing box should have raised a red flag in someone’s bookkeeping. He shook his head. The more he tried to get organized, the deeper the mess seemed to go. No doubt Bill Taylor, and only Bill Taylor, had known exactly where to find everything.

	He went and glared at the mess in the closet. How could such a sleepy town have so much paperwork? Paperwork had simply been turned in to Bill, and Zane hadn’t paid attention to where it went after that. He’d always found any old files he needed in the storage room, but maybe he’d simply been lucky. He pulled another box from the crowded closet.

	He knew exactly where Bill’s journals were. They were currently sitting in his bedroom. The morning after Hunter’s death, he’d found them on the center of his desk. He’d stared at the familiar notebooks, a small voice in his head telling him to spirit them out of the office until he could go through them. He’d acted on it and now he was glad. Finding James searching his office hadn’t sat well with his gut. Suddenly everyone wanted the journals. Why? Maybe tonight he’d have time to read them.

	He’d been too distracted last night. Dinner with the Taylors had been as entertaining as usual, but last night had been different. When Stevie had closed her eyes and started to sing, it’d been like his heart had woken up from a decade-long sleep.

	But he’d listened to “Landslide” several hundred times. Why was last night so different?

	The singer.

	Halfway through the song he’d realized he’d forgotten he wasn’t alone. He’d looked around and blinked, seeing Patsy, Debra, Eric, and the children in the rapt audience with him. Had anyone noticed he’d been struck dumb? Stevie had finished and each sibling had taken a turn to sing, but he remembered no song other than Stevie’s.

	He rifled through another box that needed to be returned to the storage room. He really should assign this task to Sheila. She’d probably do it ten times faster than he could. But he wanted to see what Bill had stored away during his decades as chief.

	“Zane?”

	Zane’s skin crawled. Oh, Lord. Not now, please.

	“Knock knock.” Katelyn O’Rourke rapped her knuckles on the door and stepped inside. She was wearing heels, a short skirt, and enough cloying perfume to scent a church full of grandmothers. Zane breathed through his mouth.

	“What can I do for you, Katelyn? I haven’t seen Faye yet this morning.”

	Katelyn was the youngest of Faye’s four kids and had made it her mission to get Zane to walk her down the aisle. Or into bed. Whichever came first.

	According to every other single male in town, her mission changed its primary objective depending on which man was in front of her at the moment. Zane had managed to slip out of her clutches several times, but she’d neatly cornered him this morning.

	Katelyn threw back her hair and laughed like he’d told the funniest joke she’d ever heard. “Mama’s council meeting doesn’t start for another hour. She wouldn’t be here yet.” She touched the badge on his chest with a manicured nail and looked up at him. “Are you busy?”

	“I’m always busy,” stated Zane, staring at her lipstick. He didn’t know much about makeup, but surely eight a.m. was a bit early for fire-engine-red lips?

	“I was just wondering what you’d found out about that poor teenager that died the other night.”

	Zane’s senses went on high alert. Why does Katelyn care? “Did you know him?”

	“I knew his mother at one point.”

	We went to school together.

	“We went to school together,” she added. “It’s soooo sad.” Her previously happy face turned pitiful.

	Zane’s stomach twisted at her acting ability. “We don’t know much yet. I can tell you he wasn’t drunk.”

	“Oh, well, that’s good, I guess. I’d hate to think that alcohol caused something like that.”

	Zane looked at her expectantly. He was done handing out gossip.

	Katelyn gave him a slow seductive smile. She was a pretty girl. It was too bad her personality and brain weren’t as pretty. “Are you going to the Memorial Day gathering today at the park?”

	“I’ll be working it,” he answered, which wasn’t quite true. Technically he would be off duty by the time the gathering happened, after the parade. The event would have a live band, dancing, and food.

	“Oh.” She pouted. “Well, I’ll look for you. Surely no one can complain if you take the time for a dance.”

	“We’ll see.” He curved his mouth in an auto-reply smile.

	“Well, maybe you could stop by the resort some time and see all the progress we’ve made. We’re hoping to be open for Christmas. I can’t wait to see the hotel decorated for the holidays. People are going to love it.”

	Katelyn’s “job” was that of resort restoration manager. Zane wasn’t too sure how much work she actually did. He suspected Faye did most of the supervising of the work and the hiring of the contractors. Katelyn probably picked the colors.

	“I’ve heard it’s looking great. Your father would be proud.”

	A shadow crossed Katelyn’s face. Her father had died a decade ago, leaving the family grasping to take up the reins of his businesses and forced to sell most of the land. Two years ago Faye had announced her plan to build a resort on the remaining acres that would capitalize on the beauty of the surrounding forest and river. The family had never been in the hospitality business. Their reputation had been in logging and forest management, but that industry had slowed to a crawl. Zane hoped the new business would get rid of the worry lines on Faye’s face.

	“Have you seen James this morning?” Katelyn’s focus seemed to waver, and she flipped off the seduction headlights beaming from her eyes.

	Again, Zane was stunned at her ability to shift her emotions. Not emotions; they were simply actions she used to achieve her goals. He feared for James. Was he next in the spotlight? Usually Katelyn stuck to unmarried men, but not always.

	“Um . . . I saw him earlier. I think he was going to run back home for something.”

	“I’ll check his office.” She turned on a spiked heel and vanished.

	Zane rubbed at the back of his neck. What had just happened? Had she gotten what she came for? Or had he successfully deflected her? He mentally reviewed their conversation, making certain he hadn’t made some sort of commitment to meeting up later.

	He’d caught Stevie’s deflection of Eric last night. After the singing, Zane had been helping Patsy clean up in the kitchen when he’d nearly walked in on Eric and Stevie in her mother’s walk-in pantry. He’d heard Eric’s voice and halted before he crashed the quiet meeting. Eric was asking her to dinner. Stevie hadn’t jumped at the opportunity. She’d put him off, her voice too low for Zane to make out the words, but he could tell by Eric’s pressing questions that he wasn’t getting the answer he wanted. Zane had quietly walked backward into the kitchen and had been looking in a cupboard when they came out.

	Body language had told him Eric hadn’t been successful.

	So did that mean Stevie wasn’t interested in dating or wasn’t interested in Eric?

	None of my business.

	Then why did he feel a need to see how she would react to his own interest?

	Dating Stevie was wrong in too many ways. He was her boss; they shouldn’t date.

	No question.

	His stomach churned. Doing the right thing wasn’t sitting well. And he had an overwhelming sense that he would be passing up a rare opportunity.

	The only rules Big Bill had made about women referred to the public: Don’t hit on the women you’re helping or I’ll kick your ass. Don’t fall for the women attracted to the uniform or I’ll kick your ass.

	There hadn’t been a woman officer in Solitude. Ever.

	What would Bill think of Zane dating his daughter?

	He let that thought tumble around in his brain for a while. Patsy liked him. She’d made that clear. Zane had no doubt she’d accept him dating her daughter.

	Would Stevie turn him down like she had Eric?



CHAPTER 6

	Stevie backed her car out of Mrs. Simmons’s driveway, a huge grin on her face. No one had broken into the home. A giant rotted tree branch on the ground outside her window had answered the mystery of how the window had been broken. Mrs. Simmons had accepted the funnel and held it to her ear before Stevie had even said a word. When she’d commented that she needed to buy one of her own, Stevie told her to keep it. She’d pick up another at the hardware store. Make that several. She’d stick one in each car and stash a few extras in the office. Surely Mrs. Simmons wasn’t the only one around Solitude with poor hearing.

	She slammed on her brakes and gasped as a shiny black truck laid on its horn, flying past her a split second before she backed into the street.

	If I hadn’t been paying attention . . .

	The truck hadn’t even slowed. She’d caught a glimpse of a familiar face as he swore at her out his open window.

	It was the guy Kenny had brought in yesterday morning . . . Ted Warner. The one Kenny was afraid had been about to hit his kid. After Ted’s arrest, he probably didn’t have much patience with the Solitude police force.

	She took a deep breath, checked both directions, and backed out. She could see the truck far ahead. Perversely she stepped on the gas, wanting to scare him a bit. Nothing hit the pit of your stomach like the sight of a cop car in your rearview mirror. He wasn’t speeding much. Perhaps five miles an hour over the forty-five speed limit. Not enough for her to pull him over. Sunlight bounced off his bumper and momentarily blinded her. She got close enough to see his plate and backed off.

	Nice truck.

	Small Town Rule #3: New car? Things must be going well.

	She followed for another minute, hanging back until he pulled into a long dirt driveway. Stevie slowed down, eyed the mailbox number, and studied the tiny home set back from the road. It was a double-wide trailer. It’d probably been new and fresh at one point, but now it screamed neglect. In one long glance she saw it needed paint, new steps, new roof, and many hours of a gardener’s attention.

	She continued another half mile down the road and pulled off to the side, punching his plate into her computer. The truck was the current model year and registered to Ted Warner at the address she’d just passed.

	A lot of people bought new cars. But something had been said yesterday morning when they were all at the police station that had given Stevie the impression that Ted didn’t work. Perhaps Loretta brought home the bacon? Still, the sight of the new truck bothered her. She made a U-turn and drove past the home again. This time she spotted the big barn set back from the home, and the familiarity of the shape of the building kicked her in the chest like sharp heartburn.

	It looks like . . .

	She blocked it out of her mind and focused on the road. Sweat bloomed in her armpits. Coincidence. A lot of homes had outbuildings just like that. Especially here where most of the homes sat on isolated five-acre lots. There were probably fifty homes in a ten-mile radius that had the exact same setup as Ted Warner’s.

	But there hadn’t been many in LA. Real estate was hard to come by. And the rich had snapped up the spacious lots, leaving few run-down, pathetic-looking homes sitting on smaller acreage in her patrol area.

	She’d been the first to arrive at the LA address at the request of dispatch. According to dispatch, Officer Paul Verde wasn’t responding to radio calls since he’d called in his arrival at the address. Paul’s patrol car was parked to one side of the long driveway. Paul had been responding to a strange-odor complaint from a delivery service. Stevie had arrived, notified dispatch of her arrival, and waited for backup, but she hadn’t seen Paul.

	It’d been a squat-looking house, desperately in need of some TLC, with a large barn set back and to one side, just visible from Stevie’s position.

	Exactly like the setup of Ted Warner’s place.

	She’d stepped out of her vehicle and hollered for Paul. The lot had been silent. No one came to the front of the home. She went up and knocked on the door, peeked in a few windows. She didn’t see any signs of life. She went back to her car and radioed dispatch.

	“It’s quiet. The car is here but I don’t see the officer. I called for him and no answer. I’m going to check the outbuildings.”

	Dispatch paused. “He’s not answering his radio. Stay with your vehicle until backup arrives.”

	Stevie sat in the hot sun, her door open, wondering how long it’d take the next car to arrive. Paul’s empty vehicle was disturbing her.

	Then the screams started.

	Her heart in her throat, Stevie leaped out of her vehicle, her hand on her weapon. She took two steps in the direction of the barn behind the small home and then stopped. She grabbed her radio and reported the screams. Male screams.

	“Oh my God.” She wanted to slam her hands over her ears.

	“Wait for your backup,” came the dispatcher’s voice.

	“No! They’re killing him,” she shouted at her radio, her feet glued to the ground. Every nerve in her brain shouted for her to find Paul, but her training made her stay put. “I’m waiting,” she whispered, feeling like she was about to physically split in half. She shuddered. The screams stopped, then started up again.

	A second car pulled in beside her and Luis Madero stepped out, his eyes widening as he heard the screams. He spoke into his radio and gestured with his head for Stevie to follow him.

	Stevie’s training kicked in and she moved automatically, working in unison with Luis as if they were in a training exercise. Her brain shifted into autopilot, tuning out the screams. At the door to the barn, Luis gestured for her to enter and the scene burned itself on Stevie’s brain.

	Paul was being held down on the floor of the barn by three men while a fourth poured a liquid over his face. The men wore heavy-duty protective gear, gas masks, and gloves; Paul had nothing. An odor assaulted Stevie’s nose and her eyes started to water. Luis shouted and the men looked up. All four made the decision to run. Stevie holstered her gun and grabbed the hose from outside the barn, dragging it toward Paul and holding her breath. She stood back and sprayed the cop, rinsing the clear substance from his skin.

	She didn’t know what it was, but she knew she had to get rid of it. She dimly heard Luis radio for an ambulance. She glanced at the jug that the liquid had come from. Someone had written “HCL” on the side with a black marker.

	Her brain tugged a name out of the little-used high school chemistry section of its memories: hydrochloric acid.

	She inhaled, which made her lungs burn and more tears stream from her eyes. But she didn’t know if it was a result of the liquid or the sight of Paul’s burned face and peeling skin.

	Stevie shuddered at the memory and refocused on Ted Warner’s information on her patrol car’s computer. It’d been six months since she’d walked into hell in that barn. She wiped at her dripping nose and the tears that’d leaked from her eyes. She still saw Paul’s ruined face when she tried to sleep at night. Or when a place like Ted Warner’s poked at her memories. LA had lost what little remaining luster it’d held for her after that incident. Meth labs were everywhere, but she’d hoped that maybe at home, there’d be fewer of them.

	And perhaps, just maybe, the criminals wouldn’t be as cruel.

	She swallowed hard, put the car in drive, and headed back to the office to ask if any of the other officers found it odd that obnoxious Ted Warner was driving the nicest truck in town.
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	Zane tapped his pen as he sat across the table from Grace Ellis and her parents. The three of them had shown up ten minutes ago, Grace with red eyes and her parents with determined looks on their faces. Zane had wanted to interview Hunter’s girlfriend after reading Stevie’s notes from her interview, but had hoped to learn the type of compound in Hunter’s blood first.

	There’d been a moment of confusion when Grace’s father had wanted to speak with Roy. Zane had brought him up to date. The parents had exchanged a look but seemed to accept him in his new role. “Tell him what you told us,” Mr. Ellis had prodded his daughter.

	Grace had shrugged. “I saw Hunter talking with an adult when he first got to the lake.”

	“Who?” asked Zane.

	“I don’t know. I figured it was someone’s dad. I didn’t seem him around again.”

	“What did he look like?”

	“I don’t know. I didn’t see his face.”

	“Then how did you know it wasn’t another kid?” Zane asked.

	“He dressed like an adult. You know . . . shorts, but old guy shorts. And tennis shoes instead of flip-flops.”

	“So it was an old man?”

	“No. He wasn’t old. I meant old like you.” She blushed and looked at her hands. “You’re not old, you’re older.”

	Zane sighed. “You can’t tell me what he looked like, but you know it wasn’t a teen and wasn’t someone old.”

	“Right!” Grace looked pleased. “You know. The shorts were something that were probably popular ten years ago.”

	Zane wondered what Grace would think about the shorts he’d worn to the Taylors’ last night. “How about hair color?”

	“Not gray. Not blond. Dark.”

	“Taller than Hunter?”

	Grace shut her eyes and thought. “No. Definitely shorter. And he wasn’t fat. He was about the same as everyone else there.”

	“Why didn’t you tell this to the first officer that questioned you?”

	Her face fell. “I didn’t think of it. All I thought about was what Hunter was doing during the party and what’d happened to him.” She grabbed a tissue from the box that Zane had set on the table. His past experiences with teenage girls had taught him that they easily break into tears. Especially when they’d been brought in for underage drinking, and he’d had to call their parents to come pick them up. Grace wasn’t in that situation, but Zane had placed the tissue box on the table out of habit.

	“I miss him. The stupid jerk.” She blew her nose.

	Zane looked at the parents. Grace seemed to come from a quiet middle-class family. He knew the parents by sight, and at least he hadn’t met them at midnight over their daughter’s antics as he had some teens’ parents. He decided to take a risk with the town’s gossip network. “We’re keeping an eye out for something Hunter might have taken that stopped his heart or lung function. Is there anything in your medicine cabinet that Hunter might have helped himself to when he was visiting Grace? Like a prescription?”

	Three jaws fell open.

	“Hunter wouldn’t take something from my parents!” Grace exclaimed. But a fleeting doubt crossed her face.

	The parents looked at each other, then back at Zane. “The only prescriptions we have on hand are for acid reflux,” Mrs. Ellis said. “I don’t think that would do it, would it? I don’t know what the overdose symptoms are.”

	“No pain medication or tranquilizers on hand? Maybe something you have tucked in the back just in case?”

	The parents shook their heads. Zane nodded. He’d figured as much. His earlier conversation with Hunter’s parents had gone the same way. Shock, denial, then consideration. Hunter’s mom kept tranquilizers, but a check of her supply had shown none were missing. He wished the medical examiner had the drug identification from the state lab. It’d be easier to find the source of what had killed Hunter if he knew what he was looking for.

	“How was Hunter’s attitude recently? Was he looking forward to graduating?” Zane changed the subject.

	“Yes, he hated school. He was ready to find a job and earn some real money,” Grace answered eagerly.

	Grace’s mother gave a small snort.

	Zane understood. Jobs that paid “real money” were slim in Solitude and the surrounding counties. “Where did Hunter want to work? Wasn’t he going to college next year?”

	Grace smiled. “He was going to try to get on with his friend’s dad’s construction business. They’ve stayed busy and the O’Rourkes’ hotel is giving them a big contract. He was going to go to Oregon State as planned at the end of the summer.”

	Zane had worked construction his college summers. It could be backbreaking work and eye-opening for a teenager. If anything would have convinced Hunter that college was the right path, it would have been being the young new guy on a construction site. “Have you seen anything that indicated he might have tried suicide?” Zane asked delicately.

	Grace’s eyes opened wide. “You think he killed himself?”

	“No, I’m asking you if you think he’d try. There’s a difference. Right now there’s something odd showing up in his blood tests. We need to figure out if it got there accidentally or on purpose and why. Did he take it to get high or end his life? Make sense? We have to consider all the possibilities.”

	“Oh. I don’t think he’d kill himself.” Her brows knitted, and she studied the table. “I don’t think that at all. Don’t they give all their stuff away and act odd if they’re thinking about it? Hunter didn’t do any of that.”

	“That’s the answer I needed.” Zane smiled at her. “Can you think of anything else that’s happened in the last few days? No mention of getting high with something new? Or perhaps you heard your friends mention something new they wanted to try?”

	Grace had slowly shaken her head during his questions. “I heard another high school kid died in Coos Bay. Did he die the same way?”

	“Yes, early tests indicate that student may have taken the same substance as Hunter.” Zane bit his lip. By evening the entire town would know the cases were related. But damn it, he needed some answers. Maybe some gossip would knock loose an explanation.

	“That’s so sad.” Grace looked ready to cry again.

	“I’m very sorry for your loss.” Zane reached across the table and touched the girl’s hand, lowering his voice. “I know you’ll always wonder what your future could have been with him. But promise me that you won’t feel you’re required to be unhappy for the next few years.” He paused, waiting for her to return eye contact. “Mourn him and remember him, but trust me . . . one day you’ll be very happy if you open your heart again. And never shut people out, okay? Never.”

	Grace nodded, her eyes damp. Her mother grabbed a tissue and mouthed a silent “Thank you” to Zane. The three of them stood, and the father shook Zane’s hand as they headed out of the room.

	“Who did you lose?” Mr. Ellis asked in a quiet voice.

	“The girl I’d hoped to marry one day. We were both eight at the time and I thought my life was over,” Zane said with a rueful smile. “I know I was just a child, but I was devastated and learned a lesson for a lifetime. I still wonder what might have been, so I can imagine what she will face for the next few decades.”

	He followed the family out to the main entrance. Stevie had returned and was holding a handful of funnels, talking quietly with Kenny and Sheila. He could smell that she’d been standing in the sun. The scent of the outdoors flowed from her hair.

	He nodded at the funnels. “You bought some more? I take it that worked pretty good?”

	“I bought enough to put one in each vehicle and keep a few in the station.” Her smile was shaky.

	Sheila took one and tucked it under her desk. “I need it for when Mr. Berg comes in. I’m tired of yelling at him.”

	Zane’s gaze narrowed on Stevie. Her eyes were red, and she seemed a bit pale for someone who’d been out in the sun. It was nearly noon, and he could feel the heat trying to sneak in through the single-paned windows of the station. They only used the air conditioning a few times a year, but he was glad they had it. “What’s going on?” he asked her.

	“I was just asking Kenny and Sheila what they knew about Ted Warner. He nearly ran into me as I was backing out of Mrs. Simmons’s driveway, and he was driving an awfully expensive new truck. Yesterday morning I had the impression he hadn’t worked in a while?”

	Zane raised a brow at Kenny, who shrugged. “Last I saw he was still driving an old Ford sedan, and no, I don’t think he’s had a job for a while. Loretta works at the hair place and is always complaining about his lazy ass.”

	Sheila shook her head. “Beats me.”

	“Are you implying Ted is doing something he shouldn’t be doing?” Zane asked Stevie. A new truck was pretty rare in town, especially for a lazy ass like Ted, but it didn’t mean he was doing something wrong.

	Stevie swallowed hard. “I know it sounds stupid. It caught my eye is all. Usually something like that will have the neighbors talking, you know? I was just wondering if there’d been any scuttlebutt about it going around. You know . . . gossip is always biggest in the smallest of towns.”

	Zane stroked his chin. Stevie didn’t strike him as the type to jump to conclusions about people. “What else bugged you about Ted?”

	Her eyes widened the slightest bit. He was right; there was something else. “It’s nothing. But I drove by his house today and it reminded me of a place in LA.” Her jaw closed firmly. She wasn’t ready to share what it’d reminded her of, but that wasn’t what interested Zane.

	“So between Ted’s truck and your . . . memory . . . you started to wonder what Teddy-boy has been up to?”

	“Something like that.” She looked away, aware of how ridiculous she sounded. Even Sheila seemed amused. “What did Grace Ellis have to say?” Stevie changed the subject, and Zane brought her up to date.

	“The other kids said there weren’t any adults there.” Stevie frowned. “Did we miss something?”

	“Or like Grace, they thought it was a parent dropping someone off.”

	“We need to ask Hunter’s friends again,” Stevie said.

	“Is it wrong of me to say I’m tired of talking to teens?” Zane asked. They made him feel old, and it was a lot of work to figure out if they had anything helpful locked in their brains. He glanced at Kenny and Sheila, who had started another conversation about the schedule of events for the Memorial Day celebration. Keeping Stevie’s gaze, he jerked his head toward his office and she followed him out of the room.

	“Do you need to go look around Ted’s place?” he asked her once they were in his office.

	Surprise crossed her face. “No. Of course not.”

	“What did it remind you of?” He crossed his arms on his chest and leaned against his desk.

	Her lips pressed together, and he saw her struggle to keep a calm expression.

	“Hey,” he said softly. “What happened?”

	Her dark gaze finally met his. “It was horrible. One of ours in LA. They held him down and burned him with acid. I was one of the first there.” Her voice faded away.

	He waited.

	“It was a meth operation that was run in a place that looked exactly like the home and barn at Ted’s. The guys took off when we came in, but I had to listen to him scream while I waited for backup.” She bent her head and placed her hands over her ears with a shudder. “I can still hear the sound.”

	Zane unfolded his arms and put a hand on her shoulder. “Did he make it?”

	“He lived,” she said simply. Her hands covered her eyes. “I can’t believe the evil people are capable of.” Her shoulders shook and he pulled her against him, her arms pinned between them, her hands still hiding her eyes. Stevie was tall, her chin rested on his shoulder, and he wished he could stop her shudders.

	“When did this happen?”

	“Six months ago.”

	“Is that why you left?”

	“It was a big part of the reason. I haven’t told anyone. Except the department shrink they made me meet with. It’s too horrible to talk about,” she ended in a whisper.

	He rubbed at her back, feeling her shoulder blades through her uniform.

	“I’ll never forget that smell. Or the sounds.”

	They stood like that for a few more seconds until she pulled away. “Thank you,” she said quietly, looking away from him. She’d removed her hands from her eyes and he’d caught a glimpse of the raw emotion haunting their depths.

	He missed her heat and the sunshine scent from her hair. “You okay?” he asked.

	She forced a smile and tenuous eye contact. “Yes. It gets to me sometimes.”

	“That would disturb anyone. But I’ll ask you again, do we need to go take a look around Ted’s place?”

	“No.” She gave a half smile. “It’s ridiculous for me to feel like this.”

	“No, don’t play down your feelings. We could go say we’re doing a follow-up survey about his time in the holding cell yesterday. Like what sort of rating would he give the cleanliness?”

	Amused sparks lit up her eyes and her smile widened. “Not necessary. Guys like Ted will always give us opportunities to take a closer look when needed.”

	

CHAPTER 7

	Zane wondered if his shorts made him look “old” as he wandered through the city park. He eyed a group of male teens waiting in line for their corn dogs and curly fries at a food truck. There was no way he was going to let his shorts sag halfway off his ass, but he also hoped he didn’t look as ridiculous as his father had when he wore mid-calf black socks with his tennis shoes.

	Thirty-five wasn’t old. Right?

	Two teen girls walked by the group of guys, blatantly ignoring their comments, but clearly choosing that path to catch the boys’ notice.

	Some things never change.

	The smell of the fried food made his mouth water, but he wanted to stroll by all the food trucks before he decided what to eat. Solitude lacked a variety of restaurants. There was the Dairy Queen, of course, but it was the only franchise that’d put down roots in town. That left the choice of the local diner or the newer, organic farm-to-table place that’d opened up a year ago. Their food was good and it was nice to have something that offered different selections, but the main town complaint was that the portions were too small. Sometimes you wanted a huge plate of onion rings and didn’t care if your local farmer had grown the onions without insecticide.

	The Memorial Day celebration had brought in a dozen food trucks and everyone was taking advantage of the diversity. A small carnival with rides and games filled two-thirds of the park. A petting zoo and face painting booth attracted the younger set. In the center of the park was a small pavilion decorated with red, white, and blue bunting that hosted a country music band. Directly in front of the band, dancers crowded the portable dance floor. Zane paused in his food hunt to watch the dancers two-step.

	Zane didn’t want to live anywhere else. He was determined to carve out his niche in Solitude. The homey town had spoken to his heart the first day he’d arrived, seeking to put down roots in a small town with less winter snow and cold. The temperate west side of Oregon held more appeal than where he’d grown up in the high desert of eastern Oregon.

	He recognized three-quarters of the people present, and knew the first names of most of them. “Evening, Chief” was the refrain he heard as he walked through the park. Word had spread. They knew he was chief, and they’d accepted it. Would he stop feeling like an outsider now? He’d always had Solitude’s respect, but he wanted that deep sense of belonging. He thought of Big Bill and the legacy the man had left behind. Bill Taylor would always be remembered for his decades of service.

	Zane wanted to achieve the same.

	He spotted Stevie among the two-steppers. She wore a short denim skirt and cowboy boots. The usual country girl’s “goin’ out” uniform. The beaming smile on her face told him she’d put her brief flashback from that morning behind her. He watched her step and slide, admiring her ease with the steps. Her dance partner grabbed her hand and spun her, and jealousy poked Zane in the chest.

	Eric Hearne.

	Judging by the smile on Stevie’s face, she’d reconsidered Eric’s request for a date.

	“Good evening, Chief. Enjoying the festivities?”

	Zane looked down to find Patsy Taylor smiling at him. Merriment shone in her eyes and made him wonder if his face had reflected his thoughts of the last ten seconds.

	“Absolutely. I was trying to figure out what I want for dinner.”

	Patsy turned her gaze in the opposite direction to the food trucks. “I believe you’re looking in the wrong place, Zane.”

	“Am I?” he said softly.

	She tilted her head at him. “She’s only been in town a few days. She’s had a major upheaval in her life, but I believe she’s here to stay. I always knew she’d come back someday. Out of all my kids, I knew she would have to leave Solitude to figure out that this is where she belonged.” She looked at the dancers. “Go slowly, Zane. And have patience. She might have to try something else first to figure out that it’s not right for her. Then the answer will be obvious.”

	Zane followed her gaze. “Patience isn’t one of my strong points.”

	“Sure it is. I’ve been watching you for five years as you waited for the right woman to come to town. What do you think you’ve been doing?” Her gaze seemed to penetrate deep into his soul, seeing things he tried to keep private.

	“You’ve been watching me?” he muttered, feeling exposed and a bit betrayed. He’d always considered Patsy and Bill good friends. Had he simply been a social experiment?

	She put her hand on his arm and warmth flowed through his muscles. He felt ashamed for doubting her friendship. “Bill adored you. He considered you to be one of his sons. And I’ve always loved having you join our family. I’ve watched you with the eyes of a mother who simply wants the best for you. That’s all. I want the people I care about to be happy.”

	“I’m her boss. It’s not right.” He looked at her hopefully, wanting her to give him a solution.

	“What are you afraid of?” she asked.

	“Well,” he paused. “What if it doesn’t work out and we have to continue to work together in the same small building? Will she respect me as a boss? Will it be awkward? Will we be able to get along?”

	Brown eyes like Stevie’s measured him. “So you always start a new relationship preparing for its bitter end?”

	“Of course not,” he muttered. “But I have to consider the consequences. This could affect more than just the two of us. Like the people we work with.”

	“Does it really, Zane?” she asked softly. “Are the two of you the type to make people around you miserable if something doesn’t go as expected? I know you haven’t known Stevie long, but from what you do know, is she the type to disrespect you after?”

	Not at all. Stevie had honor and integrity flowing out of her pores. It was how she was made. She couldn’t get away from it. Just like her mother.

	“Thank you, Patsy.” Zane forced the words out, his throat feeling thick. He wrapped his arms around her tiny form in a hug and planted a kiss on the top of her head. “That’s for watching out for me.”

	“Hey, that’s my mother you’re kissing.”

	James stopped beside Zane and gave him a friendly punch on the arm.

	“Grandma!” shouted the three-year-old holding James’s hand. He rushed Patsy for a hug. She promptly picked him up and swirled him in a circle.

	James grinned at Zane. “Nice to see you’re not on duty. How’d you get so lucky?”

	“I write the schedule these days.” The country song ended, and Zane’s gaze went back to the dancers, where Stevie and Eric had stopped and now chatted with another couple.

	“Say, did you come across Dad’s journals yet?” James asked quietly, glancing at his mother.

	Is he hiding from Patsy that he wants them or that they’re missing?

	“I haven’t had time to look,” Zane answered as quietly. If Patsy thought her husband’s last few months of journals were missing, she’d be devastated. He promised himself that he’d skim through them faster. In his mind it was the best way to see what private concerns Bill had had about the town and its people.

	“If you’ll excuse me, James, I’m going to ask one of my patrol officers to dance.”

	[image: Image]

	Stevie was breathless with a giddy happiness. She’d been dancing nonstop for the last half hour with men she hadn’t seen in years. She’d hit a country dance bar a time or two in LA, but until now she’d forgotten how different it was to enjoy the music when you knew most of the people in the crowd. Nothing was better than small town celebrations.

	Eric had grabbed her hand after she’d danced with an old friend of her father’s. He’d pulled her directly into a simple two-step that’d required him to have a hand on her the entire time. He’d smiled and flirted, and she’d returned every nuance, pleased to see that he hadn’t given up on her when she hadn’t immediately jumped at his offer of a date last night.

	She could do a lot worse than Eric.

	But right now she didn’t need to complicate her life with a man. She hadn’t unpacked 80 percent of the boxes in her tiny apartment. Its bare walls had stared at her as she’d hunted through the avalanche of boxes for her cowboy boots. Someday she’d hang up some pictures. She currently enjoyed the carefree feeling of no concerns. No commitment to her walls, no commitment to a man. She could do whatever and dance with whomever she pleased.

	The music stopped and Eric hugged her. “You look gorgeous,” he said close to her ear.

	She felt unstoppable. The dancing had sent endorphins racing through her system, and she felt she could dance all night. She smiled at him, enjoying the open admiration in his green eyes. Oh, yeah. He made her feel beautiful.

	A couple she didn’t know stopped to talk to Eric, and he turned his attention away from her for a moment. She glanced at the band. It hadn’t announced it was taking a break, so hopefully they were just discussing what to play next. Her feet wanted to keep going. Eric introduced her to the couple, and she nodded, shook hands, and exchanged the usual pleasantries. She smiled, not really listening to the conversation about an ordering issue with Eric’s hardware store when a warm hand touched the back of her arm.

	Turning, she looked into Zane’s blue eyes. Her boss wasn’t in uniform, and he looked like he was ready for an evening walk along the beach in LA. All attractive male casualness. But those eyes weren’t casual. Their intensity was focused directly on her.

	Hello.

	“Can I have the next dance?”

	Surprised at her sudden light-headedness, she nodded and stepped closer. The band played a few opening notes, and Stevie dimly noticed it was a slow song. As Zane looked over her shoulder and nodded, she realized she’d blindly stepped away from her current partner without saying a word. Glancing back, she saw Eric nod in response to Zane. A split second later Zane swept her away and the poignant lyrics of Sugarland’s “Stay” filled the evening.

	“I’m so tired of being lonely. Don’t I give you what you need?”

	The female singer in the band nailed the plaintive soulfulness of the words, and Stevie felt her heart lump in her throat. Zane’s brows narrowed. “What’s wrong?”

	How had she gone from dancing on top of the world to being on the verge of tears in under a minute?

	“This song. Gets me every time. I love it, though.”

	The heat from his hand and arm burned through her shirt as he gently pulled her closer. “I bet you could sing it better,” he answered.

	She laughed. “I don’t know.”

	“Your voice is incredible. I had to pick my jaw up from the floor last night.”

	His praise pleased her. “Genetics. It’s all my mother’s doing, but she can sing me under the table. I suppose you know she recorded an album?” At his nod, she continued, “My dad used to play it over and over. She passed up the chance to be a star to stay with him and raise a family in Solitude. She said she’d rather sing with her kids than in front of a bunch of strangers, which is why we all have a bit of talent. It’s thanks to her dedication.”

	“Your parents are special people.” His gaze didn’t leave hers.

	“I agree.” Her mouth felt dry.

	“Few couples will ever find something as good as they have.”

	He spoke of them in the present tense, and she felt that tightness in her throat again. The song ended and the band’s tempo picked up as it started the next number. She pulled out of his arms, but he took her hand and led her off the dance floor and away from the pavilion. 

	He stopped in a secluded spot and turned to take both her hands. He squeezed them and seemed to fumble for words. Stevie couldn’t think. She could read the look on his face and clearly he was struggling with an attraction to her.

	As she’d been with him.

	Panic shot through her brain.

	This shouldn’t be happening. He’s my boss. I just ended a relationship. I haven’t unpacked yet . . .

	“Screw it,” he muttered, a fierceness entering his eyes. He cupped her face in his hands and kissed her.

	Stevie tensed and then instantly relaxed. Her fingers grabbed at the belt loops on his shorts and held on. His mouth was open and demanding. This wasn’t any little questioning first kiss. This was lust and passion and attraction wrapped up in a hot package and delivered directly into her hands. She kissed him back, sinking into the velvety silk of his mouth. His hands slid around to her hair and his fingertips stroked her scalp in a way that sent electricity to her toes.

	Zane Duncan rang her bell. All her bells.

	She moved her hands under his shirt to his waist and felt him vibrate at her touch.

	“Damn it!” He pulled back. He wasn’t vibrating; it was the phone in his pocket.

	He pulled it out and tapped the screen, lifting it to his ear.

	Stevie heard Sheila shout, “Zane, we’ve got a shooting!”



CHAPTER 8

	Stevie grabbed her bulletproof vest out of the trunk of her patrol car and flung it over her head, pulling it into place. She pulled running pants on under her denim skirt and then yanked off the skirt, not caring what spectators thought. Running shoes replaced her Frye boots. Always be prepared. She could live out of the trunk of her patrol car for five days if she needed to. She’d stocked it the minute Roy had handed her the keys. Water, energy bars, change of clothes, TP. She strapped on her belt and checked her gun.

	Sheila had called Zane and interrupted that moment. Kenny and another cop had responded to a domestic dispute at Ted Warner’s house. Loretta had called in screaming that Ted was drunk and beating her. When Kenny had showed up and tried to talk to Ted, he’d shot Kenny.

	Kenny’s sweet but homely face stuck in Stevie’s brain. How bad is he hurt? Sheila had called for an ambulance before she’d called Zane. The other cop on the scene had told Sheila that Kenny had been hit in the abdomen and was bleeding heavily.

	Please no major arteries.

	She and Zane had sprinted for their vehicles. Zane had ordered Sheila to call the other patrol units on duty and send them to the address. “Do we need state or county backup?” Stevie had huffed as they ran.

	“I don’t know. I’ll decide when we get there. With another one of our guys or two we should be fine.”

	Zane’s unit had left a cloud of dust as he’d peeled out of the lot. Stevie fumbled with her belt, cursing that she’d had to change her clothes, and was now a full minute behind Zane. “Hang on, Kenny,” she muttered. She lunged into the driver’s seat and started the car, firing up her radio at the same time. She threw it in drive, hit her siren and lights, and followed after Zane, mentally reviewing the setup of Ted’s property.

	I know exactly how it’s laid out.

	Where was Ted’s teenage son? Sheila hadn’t said if Loretta and the boy were safe.

	What if there was a hostage situation?

	Stevie blew out a breath and pressed harder on the accelerator.
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	Zane pulled into Ted’s long driveway and turned off his siren. Two patrol cars were parked haphazardly in front of the small home. Kenny was on the ground, the cars between him and the house as another Solitude patrol officer, Carter, applied pressure to his gut. Zane parked beside the cars, swearing as he saw the blood soaking Kenny’s shirt in the waning evening light.

	He popped his trunk and jumped out. Keeping his head low, he grabbed the small first aid kit out of the trunk. Bending over, he ran over and knelt beside Kenny. The injured cop was on his back, his hands over his face, his legs sporadically kicking with the pain. Kenny’s gut was covered by Carter’s bloody hands, pressing on what appeared to be his own uniform shirt. Carter had stripped it off, leaving himself in a simple undershirt.

	No vest.

	All Solitude cops had vests, but weren’t required to wear them.

	Guess what new rule starts tomorrow?

	Zane opened the kit and ripped apart the paper packages of thick bandages. “Go put on your vest,” he ordered Carter, and took over the pressure on Kenny’s abdomen. The white bandages turned red within seconds.

	Shit.

	He lifted the bandages and peeked at the hole below Kenny’s ribs. The blood flowed but didn’t spurt. Good. He reapplied pressure and prayed for the ambulance to hurry up.

	“Kenny! You with me?”

	Kenny swore at him from behind his hands over his face.

	Zane took that as a positive sign.

	Carter reappeared next to Zane, fastening his vest into place. Carter was young, with less than a year with the department.

	“Where’s Ted at? What about Loretta and their kid?” Zane asked.

	“Ted headed to that barn, last I saw. He ran out of the back of the house while we were talking to Loretta at the door. He yelled at us to get off his property and fired when Kenny walked around the corner of the house.” Carter wiped at his face, smearing Kenny’s blood on his cheek. “He gonna be okay? Where the fuck is that ambulance? We didn’t know he was gonna shoot, Chief!”

	“No one knows,” Zane said grimly. “Here. You take over the pressure. Keep talking to him. Did you hear if Sheila got ahold of anyone else?”

	Carter scooted closer and placed his bloody hands over Zane’s. “I don’t know.”

	A faint siren sounded, rapidly moving closer. “That’ll be Stevie. She wasn’t far behind me. When she gets here, tell her I went into the house to check on Loretta and their son. The ambulance can’t be too much longer. Call them again if they’re not here in a few minutes.”

	He stood up in a crouch and peered over the vehicles. The barn was a good fifty yards behind the home and to the west. The property was surrounded on three sides by forest.

	What if Ted took off into the forest?

	He’d have to call county and get their K-9 unit out here.

	A curtain moved in the front window and a face peeked out. Not Loretta.

	“What’s the kid’s name?” he asked Carter, who looked up from pressing on Kenny’s gut. With the smeared blood on his face, the half-dressed cop looked like he’d stepped out of a zombie movie.

	“Russ.”

	“Any chance Ted went back in the house?”

	Carter’s eyes widened. “Christ. I didn’t think of that. I guess he could have gone in while I was taking care of Kenny.” He panted hard. Zane felt the terror coming off the young cop.

	The face in the window was still watching him. Zane waved and the boy waved back. Zane gestured for him to stay put and the boy nodded.

	How do you sign “Is your dad in the house?”

	Zane pointed at himself and then indicated that he was coming in the house. Russ nodded and vanished.

	Did he go to warn his dad?

	“Do you think Russ is scared of his dad?” he asked Carter.

	Carter looked confused. “I don’t know.”

	“He’s terrified of his dad,” Kenny added from between clenched teeth. “I saw the look on his face when I was out here yesterday. He thought his dad was going to brain him with that bat.”

	Tires crunched on the driveway behind him, and Stevie’s car pulled in. She parked tight to their position and crept out of her car toward the three of them. “Kenny?” she asked.

	“Stevie,” Kenny answered. “Fucking hurts.” His tears ran bloody streaks down his face.

	She squeezed his shoulder and looked at Zane. She seemed calm and cool-headed, not panicking like Carter.

	“Ambulance will be here soon,” said Zane. “You and I are going to the house. We think Ted is in the barn.”

	“Think?” she repeated.

	“He was running that way when he shot Kenny. There is the possibility he doubled back into the house. I saw Russ a minute ago and let him know we’re coming in.”

	“What’s Ted armed with?” she asked.

	“Rifle. I didn’t see anything else,” Carter said.

	Stevie had her AR-15 slung over her shoulder in addition to the usual pistol at her waist. Knowing she would be at his back gave Zane confidence.

	Stevie scanned the area, taking in the buildings, and nodded. “Let’s go.”

	He led, dashing toward the front door, hunched over with his hand above his gun, while Stevie covered him from behind. He jogged up the wood steps as Russ cracked the door and peered at him. The small teen looked alarmed but relief showed on his face. He opened the door and Zane stepped in. The house smelled like cats and cigarette smoke.

	“Is your dad in the house?”

	Russ shook his head. “I think he’s in the barn. Is that cop dead? The one he shot?”

	“No. Where’s your mom?” Zane covered Stevie as she made the short dash to the porch. An ambulance siren announced it wasn’t far off, and Zane sent up a silent prayer that Kenny would be all right.

	“In the kitchen.” Anger flushed the boy’s face. “Ted hit her. I think he’s high or drunk again.”

	“Any weapons in the house?” Stevie asked as her gaze darted around the room, her firearm ready.

	“No. Ted has his rifle with him. That’s all he owns.”

	“We’re gonna check the house real quick, Russ. Go wait by your mom.” Stevie shut the front door and followed Zane through a rapid check of two bedrooms and a bathroom. Closets, the spaces under beds, shower. All clear. They joined Loretta and Russ in the kitchen, where Loretta sat with an ice pack on her cheek. A cigarette trembled in one hand.

	Stevie peeked out the glass slider to a tiny side porch that gave a view of the Warners’ barn. “Have you seen him leave that barn?” she asked Loretta.

	Loretta moved her ice pack to the other cheek, and Zane saw that her left eye was already starting to swell closed. Anger rolled over him.

	“No. But I ain’t been watching.” She inhaled the soothing smoke. “You gonna lock him up a little longer this time?” she asked Zane.

	“Damn right. He’s shot a cop too. He won’t be bothering you again.”

	“You can’t promise that!” Russ whirled on Zane. “We’ve been told that before!”

	The teen’s anger made Zane take a step back. “This time will be different.”

	“All you cops lie!” Russ shouted.

	“Russ, shut up!” Loretta yelled back.

	Stevie stepped forward and put a hand on Russ. “Ted has stepped over a big line this time. He can’t undo what he just did to your mom and Kenny. No lawyer is going to convince a judge he should be a free man, and he’s not going to hurt you guys anymore. I’ll give you my word on that.” Her brown eyes looked deep into Russ’s gaze. The teen wanted to believe her.

	Zane believed her.

	“What’s in the barn? Is there another entrance?” Zane asked Loretta.

	She shook her head. “One window at the back. There’s nothing in there but a four-wheeler, a riding lawn mower, and a lot of junk. He’s got a workbench and a bunch of tools. He’ll putter out there for hours, but there’s no guns.”

	“Are you certain?” Stevie asked, an odd look on her face. “Have you looked recently? He have any chemicals?”

	Confusion wrinkled Loretta’s forehead. “Chemicals? Like for killing weeds? He doesn’t have any of that. There’s fertilizer, I know. I was in there a few weeks ago looking for a shovel.”

	“You didn’t see anything odd?” Zane asked. Clearly Stevie was worried there was some sort of drug lab in the shed. No surprise considering what she’d been through in LA.

	Loretta shook her head.

	Zane studied the space between the house and the barn. Was Ted still in there? “Any trails into the woods?”

	“Tons,” offered Russ.

	Damn it.

	Zane weighed his options. Call and wait for county backup? The crack of a shot from outdoors made the four of them duck to the floor. An answering shot rang from outside the front of the house. Footsteps pounded on the front porch, and Carter announced himself before crashing open the door.

	“Zane! He’s still in the barn. He just took a shot at the ambulance!” Carter’s gaze locked on the group. “They got Kenny loaded up and were leaving when the shot hit the ambulance. I fired back. Looked like he was shooting from behind the barn door.”

	Zane made up his mind. He called and asked Sheila to contact Rogue County sheriff dispatch and request support. It could be twenty minutes to an hour before they got any help, depending on where the closest units were currently patrolling.

	He wasn’t going to wait. Their prey was cornered.
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	Stevie listened as Zane outlined their plan, agreeing with his logic. Adrenaline coursed through her muscles, but she felt eerily calm and focused. Her training had kicked into gear, and her head was right where she needed it to be.

	Zane opened the door and hollered, “Ted! We need you to lay your gun down and come out!”

	A curse answered him from the shed.

	Stevie grinned at Carter. Ted was in a building with only two exits, if you counted the window at the back. He had the choice to walk out or wait for them to come in.

	“Kenny is going to be all right!” Zane yelled. “He’s not dead. So you haven’t killed anyone yet! Don’t make the situation any worse than it is.”

	“Kenny didn’t look good,” Carter whispered to Stevie. “He wasn’t talking anymore when the ambulance guys got there.”

	Stevie nodded at him. She couldn’t think about Kenny right now. All her focus had to be on getting Ted out of the barn safely.

	“Go to hell!” was Ted’s reply.

	“I’ll ask you again to put down the gun and come out. That way I can tell the judge you cooperated.”

	No answer.

	“Now what?” Carter asked. The young cop couldn’t hold still, making Stevie want to smack him in the head for distracting her.

	“We show him he has a choice,” she whispered back. “Let him think it’s not the end of the world. That worse things could happen if he doesn’t come out. Make him feel like he’s making the decision.”

	“We can’t just sit here,” Carter protested.

	“We will for a while. We have to give negotiation a chance.”

	Noise from an explosion made her lose her balance and topple into Carter. They scrambled apart and rushed to the glass door behind Zane.

	“Holy shit,” Carter gasped.

	A side of the barn had blown out and flames covered the back barn wall and part of its roof.

	What did Ted do?

	Stevie pointed at Russ. “Call 911 and get the fire department out here.” The boy nodded and grabbed for the old phone on the wall. She met Zane’s gaze. “Ready?” Their plan to arrest had just turned into a possible rescue.

	He nodded and she and Carter followed him out the side door, focus and weapons trained on the dark smoke and bright flames billowing from the shed. Stevie felt the heat toast her face.

	How close could they get?

	Zane called Ted’s name again. They broke apart. Zane moved toward the rear of the barn, and she and Carter moved around the front. The door hung open, flapping in the breeze caused by the flames rapidly consuming the dry old wood. Destruction quickly ate its way up to the roof.

	“No one could survive in that!” Carter shouted over the sounds of the fire.

	Stevie agreed. Either Ted was roasting or he’d sneaked out—

	Her hand exploded with pain as a shot sounded over the roar of the fire.

	She dropped her gun and stared at her left hand, faintly aware of Carter shouting at her.

	I’m bleeding . . . what is the white stuff in my hand?

	Zane appeared and grabbed her left hand and yanked it above her head. She stared at his close face, sweat and soot dotting his skin. His mouth moved, but his words didn’t penetrate the fog in her brain. He pushed her backward toward the house, her feet tripping over the gravel and dirt.

	She blinked as sounds started to organize into words and make sense.

	“Stevie! Look at me!”

	Instead she stared past him, at Ted Warner twenty feet away, near the woods with the rifle at his shoulder, his aim directed at Zane’s back. She opened her mouth to scream.

	Zane yanked both of them to the right, hurtling toward the ground. The impact knocked Stevie’s breath away, and her hand screamed in agony as it hit the ground and another gunshot roared in the yard. In one swift move, Zane pulled to a knee and fired at the figure on the edge of the woods.

	Ted Warner collapsed.

	Zane gestured for Carter to go to Ted and spun back to Stevie. “Did you get hit?”

	She lay on her back, one hand clasped around the wrist of her bleeding hand on her chest, staring up at him. “No. Only from the first shot.”

	Concern and worry filled his face as he hovered over her, patting her down, checking for new wounds. “Are you sure?”

	Stevie tried to take stock of the rest of her body, but the fire in her hand hogged all her focus.

	“I don’t see anything else,” he said.

	“He was going to shoot you,” she muttered.

	“I saw your eyes focus over my shoulder on him.”

	The smoky blue sky behind Zane’s head started to spin. “I think I’m going to puke now,” she croaked.

	Deft hands rolled her onto her side, and she vomited into the dirt. She spit, trying to clear her mouth. She closed her eyes and sighed. “I’m okay.”

	“I’m gonna go check on Ted. Don’t go anywhere.”

	“I promise.”

	She heard fire engine sirens.



CHAPTER 9

	Three days later

	Zane handed over the small stack of journals to Patsy, and she invited him in for iced tea. He followed her into the house, and she pointed through the kitchen windows at Stevie in a lounge chair on the back deck, her bandaged hand propped up on a few pillows beside her. “Go see her,” Patsy told him. “I’ll bring out some tea in a few minutes.” He stepped out onto the deck. Stevie spotted him and started to swing her feet off her chaise.

	“Don’t move,” he ordered.

	She eyed him but relaxed back into her seat. A bit of haziness in her gaze told him she was still taking her painkillers. She’d had immediate surgery in Medford on her left hand. Luckily they’d had a skilled surgeon available to assess and treat the damage.

	“At least it’s not my shooting hand,” she’d joked as she was loaded into the ambulance.

	“Sheesh, two days on the job and you got worker’s comp already,” Zane had replied.

	On that awful day, after the explosion, Zane hadn’t seen anyone at the back of the barn and was returning toward the front when he heard the rifle shot that hit her hand. Seeing her standing frozen with blood on her front had emotionally rocked him in a way he hadn’t dreamed existed.

	He’d never been so happy to see just a hand injury.

	The surgeon didn’t know if she’d recover 100 percent use of the hand, but he’d seemed upbeat about her chances for coming close. “No tendon damage. She’s very lucky to have some chipped bones and torn muscles.”

	He pulled a chair close to her chaise and sat, simply happy to be in the peace of her mother’s yard and see Stevie smiling.

	“Did they figure out how the explosion was triggered in Ted’s barn?” Stevie asked.

	“Ted used gas from the cans for the lawnmower to start it. The fertilizer in the building caused the explosion. I guess we’ll never know why he came back to the shed after it went up in flames.”

	“Because he wanted to shoot you,” Stevie said bitterly.

	Ted paid for that shot with his life. Zane’s bullet had caught him in the neck.

	“Grace Ellis stopped by the office yesterday. She saw Ted’s picture in the paper and she’s positive that Ted was the man she saw with Hunter before the party at the lake. A few other kids have come forward and admitted that Ted had tried to sell them “a new high” that night at O’Rourke’s Lake.”

	“I’m glad we figured out who the mystery man at the lake was,” said Stevie.

	“Loretta says he was selling something, and she hadn’t cared as long as he wasn’t stealing the cash out of her purse.” Zane shook his head. “She said she’d asked Ted how they could afford a brand-new truck but not new shoes for Russ, and Ted had refused to answer.”

	“What’s the latest on Kenny?”

	“He’s still in intensive care, battling damage to a kidney and secondary infections that kicked in from having his intestine nicked by a bullet.”

	“He’ll pull through.” Stevie gave a shaky smile. “He’s a tough one.”

	“I hope we all pull through. We were going to be seriously shorthanded. I’m thankful the Rogue County Sheriff’s Department loaned me three reserve officers for two months.” The reserve officers weren’t paid county employees. They were volunteers who went through a large chunk of the regular police training and bought their own equipment. But they seemed happy to help and most of them already knew their way around Solitude.

	She gave a sympathetic look. “Beggars can’t be choosers.”

	“They’re good guys. We’ll make it work.” He pressed his lips together and looked out across the field behind the deck.

	“What is it?” she asked.

	“No one can find Roy Krueger,” Zane said. “I just stopped by there. His house is locked up, his truck is gone and you know he hasn’t been answering phone calls. He’s left town.”

	Stevie straightened in her chair. “That’s impossible. He would have told us. He would have said something to my mother. He was part of the family.”

	“I’m at a loss here. Everyone’s pretty stunned. Do you know if he has family somewhere?”

	“I don’t know.” Her forehead wrinkled. “I can’t think of him ever talking about family. Maybe my mother knows something.”

	Zane glanced over his shoulder. He could see Patsy through the kitchen window, sitting at the table, flipping through Bill’s journals with a smile on her face. He hated to interrupt her. She’d clearly forgotten about the iced tea. Or thought they needed a few more quiet moments together.

	“Thank you for finding the journals,” Stevie said. “They’ll make her feel close to him.”

	Zane shifted in his chair. “I kept the one for the month of May. I want you to take a look at it when you’re off the painkillers. Something was going on that your dad mentions a few times, but I’m not sure what he’s talking about. I thought you might have some insight.”

	Stevie’s brown eyes widened. “Did you ask James? What kind of stuff?”

	James is acting odd lately.

	“No, I haven’t shown it to James,” he said slowly. “There were two things in the last journal that jumped out at me. The first was that Roy was taking a lot of time off, and your dad was puzzled that he wouldn’t give a good reason.” He held Stevie’s brown gaze. “The second was that your dad was worried about James not being himself and acting strangely.”
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	Stevie’s skin prickled on the back of her neck, and she knew it wasn’t the Vicodin. “What does that mean, not being himself? What exactly did he say?”

	“Twice he brings it up, and he mentions James and Debra’s marriage. I’ll give it to you. Maybe you and Carly can make sense out of it.” He glanced back at her mother in the house and continued. “I heard from the medical examiner this morning. About the drug in Hunter’s system.”

	Stevie sat up straighter. “And?”

	“It’s a new formula.”

	“New? How is that possible?” She was stunned.

	“It’s extremely close to another potent recreational drug, but slightly different. Someone’s created a new compound. And the exact same thing was in the system of the teen who died at the coast.”

	“Holy cow. Someone’s making and selling something new to our kids.” Her mind grabbed the fact and ran. What did this mean to her community?

	Zane nodded, twisting his mouth. “I think so too. Looks like Ted was our local distributor, so I’m surprised that there haven’t been more overdose cases around here.”

	“What did you find at Ted’s?” she asked.

	“Nothing,” Zane said grimly. “I thought for certain his barn would be a lab of some sort, but the investigation by the fire department turned up nothing illegal.”

	“You weren’t the only one who thought that. I was convinced Ted was making something in the barn. And I hadn’t stepped a foot inside.” Stevie ran a hand over her ponytail. “I knew my past was influencing my logic. Either way, somebody is filtering something deadly into our town. If Ted wasn’t making it, then somebody else is. They just need to find a new salesman.”

	Zane’s face grew grim. “We need to find the source.”

	“How is Russ? Is he okay?” she asked.

	“The boy isn’t saying much. He seems traumatized over his father’s death. At least he didn’t witness my shot that killed his father.”

	Stevie put a hand on his arm as her heart sank. Maybe she should ask Carly to check on Russ. As a social worker, Carly dealt with troubled teens every day and could tell if Russ’s emotional needs were being met. “Poor kid. Is his mother being supportive?”

	“If you call drinking every night with her girlfriends supportive. I don’t think she misses Ted one bit.”

	“If he treated me how he treated her, I wouldn’t either.”

	“How long are you staying with your mother?” he asked, changing the subject.

	Stevie sighed. She wanted to go back to her little apartment. It was lovely having the time with her mother and also having Carly and her daughter Brianna close by. She’d talked more to Carly in the last twenty-four hours than she had in five years, and had her ear bent about Carly’s frustrations with her estranged husband.

	But Stevie was tired of being babied. So what if she couldn’t button her jeans? She had plenty of simple shorts she could wear. And surely she could make something to eat one-handed. Although she might eventually get tired of peanut butter and jelly. She frowned. Assuming she could get the lid off the peanut butter.

	“I don’t know. I want to go home. It’s surprising how often you need two hands to do anything.” She lifted her bandaged hand. It felt like it weighed twenty pounds.

	His gaze held hers. “About the other night . . . behind the band.”

	Her face flushed as she remembered the feel of his skin at his waist under her fingertips. Need two hands.

	“I want to pick up from there. And move forward.” He took her hand from his arm and gripped it, his knuckles white. “I know you just got here and probably don’t want to get involved right away, but I want you to know I’m interested. And I’ll wait until you’re ready.”

	“You’re my boss,” she whispered. “We can’t.”

	“Says who?”

	“Uhh . . . everyone? It just isn’t done. Too much can go wrong.”

	He gave a half smile and looked into her eyes. “I had a talk with a very wise lady not long ago, and I said exactly what you’re saying now. But do you know what she pointed out to me?”

	Stevie could only shake her head.

	“She showed me that I was looking at relationships all wrong. Do you know what type of person doesn’t act on their desires because they’re afraid of what might happen if they’ll fail? A very lonely person.”

	Stevie blinked, memories of their kiss sweeping through her. Zane wanted to be with her?

	“And I believe we’re the type of people who can handle working together even if things don’t work out,” he continued. “I’m not vindictive, and I suspect you’re not either.”

	“But you’re my boss,” she repeated.

	“And that means you still have to go help Mrs. Simmons. I don’t play favorites. I assign calls as they come. So no special treatment for you.”

	“I’m not unpacked yet,” she blurted.

	His eyes crinkled. “Do you need help?”

	“Lord, yes,” she said, thinking of her stacks of boxes. And her single hand.

	“Do you want my help?” he clarified.

	She studied the man in front of her and remembered how her mother had said her father had thought of him like a son. Her father had had a good eye for character. She could almost feel her dad gently pushing her in the back, urging her to accept what Zane was offering.

	“I’d appreciate your help, Zane,” she said softly. “I think if we take things slowly, it’ll eventually get done.” She held his gorgeous blue gaze, watching to see if he got her meaning. She couldn’t make any promises at the moment, but she planned to enjoy every step of the journey to find out.

	His grin flashed across his face. “Perfect. Slow and steady wins the race.”

	“I’m a bit competitive,” she warned him. “The curse of a big family.”

	“In that case, I’ll race you.”

	He swiftly leaned over and gave her a lingering kiss.

	Welcome home.
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