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			May 2007

			Lexi huddled behind the wide trunk of the tree, wincing as the hard bark bit into her back. Her breath burst from her mouth in thick, steamy plumes and the sweat was drying on her skin, making her shiver with the cold. She sniffed quietly and blinked back the tears that welled in her eyes, doing her best to keep herself under control. Shafts of silvery moonlight pierced the canopy overhead, spilling pools of light on the forest floor, but the world around her remained cloaked in thick, inky shadows. 

			“Lexi!” 

			She flinched as his voice cut through the darkness and echoed between the trees all around her. It sounded like he was everywhere all at once. Lexi touched the cut on her leg and winced as it sent a shockwave of pain rocketing through her body. The blood on her trembling fingertips glistened darkly and she bit her bottom lip savagely, trying to stave off the tears. Her entire body was a mass of bruises and cuts, some shallow, some spilling enough blood to make her worry. If she didn’t get help soon, Lexi feared she might be in trouble.  

			“Lexi!” he roared. “Get your ass out here right now!” 

			Her breathing was labored and every muscle in her body ached. Lexi wanted nothing more than to lie down and go to sleep but knew if she didn’t get up and start moving, she was going to die. She needed to get away from him. As she looked at the soaring trees around her, a quiver passed through Lexi’s heart and her entire body shook as fear-fueled adrenaline coursed through her veins. She was hopelessly lost. In her blind flight through the woods, she’d gotten herself turned around and didn’t know how to find her way back to the road. 

			“Lexi!” 

			His voice was closer—much closer—and she clapped her hands over her mouth to keep from crying out. Branches snapped and he crashed through the undergrowth off to her right. Grimacing as pain wracked her body, Lexi got to her feet then turned and ran. Her muscles felt like they were on fire and her breath was ragged. Fresh tears flowed down her face and a choked sob burst from her mouth. 

			Her hands out in front of her, Lexi groped blindly in the darkness as she ran. She’d taken several branches to the face before she learned that trick. She broke sticks that littered the forest floor and crashed heavily through the undergrowth. Lexi knew she was making too much noise and that he’d be on her trail again, but she kept running, kept trying to put as much distance between them as she could. 

			Lexi burst through a thick bush and immediately felt weightless. The scream that burst from her throat as she dropped turned into a savage grunt of pain when she hit the ground and rolled down the steep embankment. Lexi cried out as she bounced off rocks and rebounded off tree trunks, unable to slow or control her descent.

			She hit the bottom of the gully with a bone-jarring crash, cracking her forehead off a smooth, round stone. Lexi groaned and felt the warm, tacky blood flowing down her face. Her vision wavered and she felt lightheaded as the freezing cold water of the creek flowed around her. Her entire body shrieking in agony, Lexi forced herself to her feet. Even in her dazed, weakened state, she knew she had to keep moving; he was surely on her trail.

			As she trudged along the bank of the creek, she winced as bolts of pain pierced her body in a thousand different spots. The only bright spot was that she knew where she was. Or at least, had a general idea. Her tumble down the embankment put her in Garman’s Creek. It was a small creek that flowed south from Harper Lake, and Lexi knew if she followed the creek, she’d run into the bridge and the road that led into town. 

			All she had to do was keep moving. Stay conscious and keep moving. 

			“Lexi!”

			His bellowing voice chased her along that creekbank making her blood run colder than the water she was splashing through. Tears streamed down her face and her body cried out, desperate for a respite from the exertion and the agony. But Lexi lowered her head and kept moving. There. Up around the bend, she spotted the bridge. It was a hundred yards from her but the pain gripping her body made it feel as if it were a hundred miles away. 

			A small, frightened yelp burst from her lips when she heard him splashing through the creek behind her. He hadn’t yet come around the bend, but he was closing the distance between them. Lexi knew that she’d never make it to the bridge before he ran her down. Her only hope was to hide. Lexi had grown up in those woods and knew them well, so she quickly limped out of the creek and climbed up the bank.

			The bank was slippery, and her foot slipped in the mud, sending her back down to the creek bed. Tears borne of fear and frustration spilled from her eyes as she listened to him bellowing her name and getting closer with every passing second. Her heart hammering in her chest, Lexi gritted her teeth and dug her hands into the bank again. The mud, cold and viscous, stuck to her hands as she moved, hand over hand, climbing up the bank. 

			She had to bite back the cry of triumph when she reached the crest and threw herself over. There was no time to celebrate. Instead, moving as quickly as her battered body allowed, Lexi scurried over to a thick stand of brush she knew well. The leaves and branches rustled and snapped as she pushed her way through the screen and into the mouth of a shallow cave she knew were hidden behind the greenery.

			It wasn’t so much of a cave as it was a depression in a mound of stones between the wide trunks of the trees. It was deep enough for Lexi to get her whole body into and the bush in front of it made her invisible. The depression she sheltered in was difficult to see and easy to miss. It was the perfect spot to hide and wait for the storm to pass. She quickly wiped away the tears and tried to get her breath back under control. 

			“LEXI!” 

			Lexi drew in a deep, shuddering breath and let it out slowly, doing her best to lower her pulse. She hugged her knees to her chest and closed her eyes, whispering a prayer for her safety and deliverance from the evil that stalked her. When she heard his heavy footsteps in the creek beyond her hollow, Lexi bit down on the side of her hand, stifling the cry that rose in her throat, and pressed her back against the rock wall behind her. 

			She heard him scrabbling up the steep embankment, cursing under his breath as he struggled to find purchase in the mud. Lexi’s heart thundered inside of her when he crested the bank and stood not ten feet from her. She couldn’t see him through the screen of bushes, but she heard him. He was breathing hard and muttering to himself. Lexi flinched when he bellowed her name again and pulled her knees tighter to her chest. 

			As he paced along the trail that ran in front of the hollow she was hiding in, Lexi squeezed her eyes shut as tight as she could, wishing that he’d just move on. 

			“LEXI!” 

			His screams felt like they shook the very stone around her, and she had to clap her hands over her mouth to keep from crying out. His heavy footsteps came to a stop almost right in front of her. As tears spilled from her eyes, her bladder let loose, drenching Lexi in her own urine. The fear that he’d smell her only amplified the terror that gripped her. But she somehow managed to keep quiet and sit there without making a sound.  

			The snapping twigs and rustling leaves sounded just beyond the screen of bushes in front of her. He was so close, she could have reached out and touched him. Lexi held her breath and when he finally moved on, she held it still. She listened to the sound of his footsteps ebb and only after a couple of moments of complete silence did she dare to let it out—as quietly as she could. Lexi sat stiller than a statue for several long minutes, waiting for him to come back. 

			But he didn’t. 

			She waited ten minutes more and when he still didn’t return, Lexi knew she needed to make a break for it. All she needed to do was get to the bridge and then down the road. There were houses half a mile from where she sat. And the town a half mile beyond that. She was battered, bruised, and bled from a dozen different wounds. If she could just get to the bridge, though, Lexi knew she would be all right. She just needed to get there. 

			Lexi grunted, her body wailing in agony as she forced herself to her feet. Clenching her jaw and pushing through the pain, she parted the bushes and stepped out of the hollow. The scream burst from the throat and her legs gave out beneath her, spilling Lexi to the ground. She landed on her knees and her vision immediately wavered as her eyes welled with tears.

			He sat on a tree stump ten feet away from where she’d been hiding, waiting for her to come out. His smile was wide and feral, his eyes glittering dangerously. 

			“No… please,” she quavered, her voice little more than a whisper. 

			“Hello, Lexi. I’ve been looking for you.” 
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			Present Day

			“What a day… Seconds, minutes, and hours spill over… There’s no time here in space, what a day… I see beauty in everything… But the world is still fading away…”

			Lacuna Coil’s song, “Trip the Darkness,” pumped in her ears as she ran along the trail. Sweat rolled down her back, making her t-shirt stick to her skin, her legs burned, and her breathing was labored. Her loyal Great Dane, Annabelle, loped along beside her, having finally fully recovered from the gunshot wound she’d sustained six months ago when Spenser was working a case—her first case as the sheriff of Sweetwater Falls.

			Her shoes slapped hard against the soft earth of the trail, sending a group of robins who’d been nesting in the branches overhead skyward with a chorus of indignant chirping. Annabelle was fascinated and ran on ahead, chasing the birds she’d never catch. It never stopped the big Dane from trying, though. Spenser liked to say that Annabelle was a living, breathing testament to the power of optimism and positive thinking.

			Spenser breathed deeply, savoring the scent of the soaring pines all around her and relishing the early morning air in the forest. It was about as far from New York as she could get—figuratively and literally—and every day proved to her that it was the best decision she could have made. Spenser laughed as the big dog disappeared around a bend in the trail ahead, still barking at the birds. The laughter quickly died on her lips when Annabelle fell abruptly silent.

			“Annabelle,” she called. “Come!”

			The big Dane didn’t come, nor did Spenser hear barking. Panic making her heart thunder in her chest, she fumbled with the fanny pack on her hip while she sprinted but managed to get her Glock 17 out just as she came around the bend and into the open field beyond it and pulled up short. 

			“Jesus,” she muttered to herself. 

			Her dog was rolling around in the dirt with a chocolate lab, tails wagging, both of them playfully growling at one another as they wrestled together. 

			“You can take the girl out of New York, but you can’t take New York out of the girl.” 

			Spenser turned to see Ryker Makawi leaning against the trailer hitched to his truck. As he looked pointedly at the Glock in her hand, she gave him an awkward smile and shrugged as she tucked it back into her fanny pack. 

			“In my defense,” she started, “it wasn’t all that long ago somebody was taking shots at me and almost killed my dog.” 

			“That’s fair, I guess. Though, to be fair, that was a fella who followed you out here from New York. So, it seems like maybe you’re a trouble magnet,” he said. 

			“Hence the reason I’m strapped when I go running.”

			Ryker grinned as he slipped off his gloves and tucked them into his back pocket then folded his arms over his chest. Spenser walked over and leaned against the trailer next to him. He stiffened slightly but quickly relaxed as they silently watched the dogs rolling around together in the dirt for a few moments. The sun was barely over the horizon in the east and the sky was streaked with soft shades of purple and pink. A bank of dark clouds loomed to the west, blowing in off the Pacific and carrying with it, the potential for a healthy rainstorm. 

			Spenser rented one of the cabins on Ryker’s immense parcel of land. Or rather, the city rented one of the cabins for her—one of the perks of being town sheriff. They’d gotten off to a fairly rough start when she moved in, and she was sure they were going to be mortal enemies. But then she’d gotten to know and understand him better. Ryker was something of an agoraphobe and suffered from PTSD from his time fighting overseas as well as the murder of his fiancé. He didn’t like people much and actively took steps to avoid human interaction.

			Spenser didn’t blame him. On some level, she understood and could relate to him. Given what she’d gone through, there were days she felt like crawling into a hole and shutting the world out, too. Days she had to force herself to get out of bed. She gave herself a small shake and tried to pull herself out of her head. Tried to focus on being present in the moment—something her therapist was encouraging her to do. 

			“I didn’t know you were working the fields down here,” Spenser said.

			“Yeah, I got some new plants that I wanted to put in. Get them growing,” he told her. “The soil down here, closer to the creek, is damper and more fertile.”

			“I, for one, am glad you take your coffee business so seriously,” she said. “I cannot function without at least a pot every morning.” 

			“Without addicts like you, I wouldn’t have a business. So, thanks.” 

			“I like doing my part to boost the local economy.”

			They stood side by side in silence for another couple of minutes watching the dogs play. That was the way things went with them. Though he had come out of his shell a little more around her, Ryker was still more or less, a feral, solitary creature. Although they sometimes had terrific conversations, they more often lapsed into long periods of silence. He wasn’t entirely socialized just yet, but Spenser thought he was making progress. At least with her. 

			“Well, I should probably get going,” she said. “I need to get a shower in before I head on down to the office.” 

			“Right. Of course,” he replied. “Have a good day and be careful out there, Spenser.”

			“Thanks. You too,” she told him. “Don’t forget to hydrate and don’t stand in the direct sunlight all day. And put a hat on for a little more shade.” 

			“Thanks, mom.” 

			Spenser laughed as she called for Annabelle and took off down the trail, heading for her cabin. The big dog fell into step beside her, tongue lolling out of her mouth, obviously getting tired but still happy to be out and about. One of the things Spenser loved most about being in the wide-open spaces of Washington was being able to let her big girl romp and play outdoors. Back in New York, they had a backyard, but space was still limited. Now she could let Annabelle run among the soaring pines and lush foliage of the forest around her cabin and she was thriving.

			She pushed the door open and headed inside. Annabelle pushed past her brusquely and rushed to her water bowl, slurping away noisily. Spenser stripped off her clothes as she continued into her bathroom in the master bedroom and turned on the shower. As she waited for it to get warm, she picked up all her clothes and tossed them into the hamper. Annabelle sauntered in and hopped up on the bed, turned in a circle, then dropped down with a heavy but contented sigh. Spenser gave her a scratch behind the ears before walking back into the bathroom. 

			Once she was done washing, she toweled off and walked into the bedroom. Annabelle lifted her head and looked at her with half-closed, sleepy eyes for a moment before flopping back down and almost immediately started to snore. Spenser opened the top drawer of the dresser and pulled out a white t-shirt. As she did, her eyes landed on the framed picture sitting on top of it, and she felt that familiar pang ripple through her heart. She picked it up and even though she knew every pixel by heart, studied it like she’d never seen it before. 

			The photo was taken the day she’d graduated from Quantico. She stood between her late husband Trevor and her best friend Marley. She was holding her FBI credentials in front of her a wide smile on her face and the light of pride gleaming in her eyes. Now, everything in that photo was gone. She’d thrown away her career and the pride she’d taken in becoming an agent was as dead as her husband. 

			The only thing remaining from that day was Marley. It was her best friend who’d convinced her to ditch all the politics that were weighing her down, resign from the FBI, and come west to take the job as the town sheriff. She’d told Spenser the pace of life was slower, the landscape was beautiful, and she’d be able to focus on healing and getting back to herself while learning to deal with the grief of her husband’s murder. 

			In just six months in Sweetwater Falls, Spenser felt more grounded than she had since Trevor’s death. She knew she’d never feel whole again, but Spenser felt closer to normal than she had in a long time. She looked at her face in the photo. She’d been so young and idealistic. She thought she’d be able to do some good in this world. With nothing but a dead husband and a busted career to show for her efforts, Spenser felt like a fool. And she thought she looked like she’d aged twenty years since that photo had been taken.

			Spenser put the photo down then turned to her closet and pulled on her jeans and black twill uniform shirt. Watching herself in the mirror, she rolled the long sleeves up to her elbows then sat down on the edge of the bed—drawing a dramatic sigh from the big dog. 

			“Hey, it’s my bed,” Spenser said. “You could always go lay on the couch. Or that big, fluffy pillow bed I bought you.” 

			Annabelle rolled onto her back and went back to sleep. Spenser reached out and scratched the big dog’s belly then pulled on her black ankle-high boots. That done, she stood up and watched herself in the mirror again as she pinned the silver sheriff’s star to her chest Spenser looked at herself for a moment. She was still trying to get used to looking like a cowboy sheriff in jeans and a Stetson instead of a slick, polished Fed in a designer pantsuit. 

			The sound of her phone vibrating on the dresser shattered the silence in her bedroom. 

			“Song,” she answered. 

			“Sheriff, it’s Deputy Young… down at the station.”

			“Hence the fact that you’re a deputy.”

			Amanda Young was one of Spenser’s most promising deputies. She was also one of the few who weren’t actively trying to undermine her, some out of a sense of loyalty to the sheriff she replaced, and others who were bitter they didn’t get the job. Young had quickly become Spenser’s number two and the deputy she went to first when she needed somebody steady and reliable. 

			 “Right. Right. Sorry,” Young said with a giggle. “Anyway, you should probably get down here as soon as you can.”

			“What’s going on?” 

			“It’s… you’re going to want to talk to him yourself.”

			“Copy that,” Spenser replied. “Give me twenty.” 

			“Yes, ma’am.” 

			Spenser disconnected the call and dropped the phone in her pocket before grabbing her black Stetson off the peg in her closet. She returned to the dresser and lightly touched the two rings that sat in the small glass dish that sat in front of the frame. She knew it was silly and superstitious and she didn’t know where it came from, but it had become her ritual to touch the rings for luck before she left the house ever since Trevor died. 

			“Okay, I’m out of here,” Spenser said. “Try to do something useful today. Dust or mop the kitchen or something, will you? Earn your keep, you big freeloader.” 

			Annabelle raised her head and let out a soft woof before dropping it back down onto the bed and going back to sleep. Spenser laughed as she turned and headed out of the cabin, curious now, about what the day was going to bring. 
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			Spenser removed her Stetson as she stepped into the sheriff’s office. In a former life, the building that served as her department’s HQ was a bank. At the far end of the ground floor, across from the front doors, was where the vault had been. It had been removed and covered over once long ago. Tall, arched windows lined both floors of the red brick building and the floor on the ground floor was made of faux marble. Despite getting plenty of natural light, the place still felt a lot like a dungeon to Spenser. 

			One of the first things she did upon taking over as sheriff was changing how they did business. She moved all the offices and desks down to the ground floor rather than let the deputies continue hiding in the large bullpen area upstairs. She wanted people coming in for help to find her police force ready at hand rather than have them walking into an empty, cavernous room staffed by one person—Alice Jarret, the department receptionist. 

			There had been some pushback to her idea, but Spenser was getting used to it. Before she arrived, the department had been a boys club and she was dead set on changing the culture regardless of how many of these chauvinists she had to fire. She’d already had to break off two of them but had no problem getting rid of them all and starting over if she had to. 

			“Good morning, Sheriff. Glad you’re here,” Deputy Young said as she bustled over to Spenser and thrust a cup of coffee into her hand. At twenty-five years old, Young was pretty and bristled with energy and a disarming, almost bubbly disposition that made people underestimate her intelligence. She stood just a couple of inches shorter than Spenser’s five-nine frame and was trim and athletic. She had a dancer’s body and grace of movement she’d told Spenser was borne of years’ worth of dance classes when she was a kid.

			“What’s going on?” Spenser asked. 

			“Dell came in about forty-five minutes ago and he—”

			“Wait, who’s Dell?” 

			“He’s a local guy. Owns Ryan Auto Repairs over on Starling Street,” she said. “He does a lot of hunting around here and—”

			“Slow down, Amanda,” Spenser said. “Why is he here?”

			“That’s the thing… I’m not sure. He’s rambling and clearly shaken up about something so he’s not making a lot of sense right now,” she replied. “I tried to calm him down, but he wasn’t having it.” 

			“Where is he?”

			“I stashed him in your office.” 

			“Good work, Amanda. Really, well done,” Spenser said.  

			“I didn’t really do anything, but… thanks?” 

			Spenser held the younger woman’s gaze. “You weren’t getting what you needed out of him, correctly identified his anxiety, then put him in a controlled environment. You assessed the situation and handled it appropriately,” she told Young. “Don’t ever downplay your abilities and don’t second guess your instincts, which are very good, Deputy. What you need is some confidence.” 

			“Th—thank you, Sheriff.” 

			“Now, come on. Let’s go talk to this Dell character.”

			“You want me to sit in?”

			“I wouldn’t have asked you if I didn’t.” 

			She followed her through the bullpen and Spenser couldn’t help but notice the dark looks cast at her by some of the other deputies. Jealousy was an ugly thing to behold. To her credit though, if Young saw them, she kept her composure and ignored them. 

			They walked into her office and Young closed the door behind them. Spenser hung her hat on the coat rack then dropped into the chair behind her desk and Young took up a position against the wall to her left. Sitting in one of the chairs in front of her desk was Dell Ryan. He looked to be in his early-to-mid fifties with dark hair under his ballcap that was flecked with gray and pulled back into a ponytail that fell just below his shoulders. His eyes were dark, his skin pale, and his face was covered in a prodigious beard that would have been the envy of lumberjacks everywhere. 

			Ryan was somewhat heavyset, wore blue jeans, dark boots, and a black long-sleeved t-shirt beneath his blue flannel. He was still wearing his neon orange hunting vest. The man sat stiffly in his seat, his right leg bouncing while he gnawed on the thumb of his left hand. Spenser could see by the torn, bloody skin at the corner of his thumbnail that he’d been at it for some time already. His face was pinched, his expression dark, his gaze was on the floor, and he kept licking his lips as if they were perpetually dry. 

			“Good morning, Mr. Ryan. I’m Sheriff Song,” Spenser started. “If you’d like a cup of coffee, I’m sure Deputy Young would be more than happy to grab one for you, although I’d strongly suggest the decaf.” 

			“I’m fine,” he said without raising his eyes to her but quickly added, “but thanks.” 

			“Of course,” she said. “Now, Deputy Young tells me that you came in about forty-five minutes ago and seemed pretty upset. Can you tell me what’s going on?” 

			He pulled a thick piece of skin off his thumb and Spenser could see he was about to spit it on the floor but managed to check himself. Spenser tried to control the frown of disgust as Ryan swallowed down the piece of skin he’d just pulled off. She exchanged a look with Young who merely shrugged. 

			“I—I was out huntin’ this mornin’ and came across somethin’ that shook me up somethin’ fierce…” he said and let his voice trail off. 

			“What is it, Mr. Ryan?” Spenser urged. “What has you so shaken up?” 

			He drew in a deep breath and when he exhaled, his voice was shaking. He licked his lips then took off his hat and ran his fingers through his hair. 

			“I was followin’ the river like I usually do, and I just come down Deacon’s Ridge. I was on the trail of a couple of black-tails. I stopped for a smoke and was kickin’ around a tree that must’ve fallen over durin’ that last storm,” he said. “Anyway, when that tree went down, it kicked up a lot of dirt and debris and that’s when I saw the bag. It was there stickin’ out of all that churned up ground plain as day for me to see.” 

			“I see. And what was in the bag, Mr. Ryan?” Spenser asked. 

			He scrubbed his face with his hands and looked away for a minute, gathering himself once more before finally seeming to settle down.

			“Bones,” he said. “I found a bag of bones out there.” 

			“What kind of bones?” Young asked.

			“Human bones,” he replied, his voice still shaky. “That bag was full of human bones.”

			Ryan shuddered as if the memory of his discovery was enough to terrify him again, while Spenser retained a calm demeanor despite her piquing interest.  

			“Human bones?” Spenser asked. “You’re sure.” 

			“Well, I ain’t no expert or nothin’. But I seen plenty of animal bones in my day… and the skull that was stuffed down in that bag wasn’t no animal. It was a person,” Ryan replied. 

			“Could they have been fake bones, Dell?” Young asked. “You know, like you see on Halloween? Maybe some kids playing a practical joke and having a laugh or something?”

			“Like I said, I ain’t no expert but I been huntin’ in those woods a long time, and death has a certain smell to it,” he replied. “And when I opened that bag, that’s the smell that came out of it. There was somethin’ dead in there. I can’t tell you what it was that was dead, but I can promise y’all there was somethin’ dead in that bag for sure.”

			Spenser leaned forward and took another drink of her coffee. She’d seen kids do plenty of stupid things in her day. But the fact that it was only because a tree had been uprooted that the bag had been discovered lent it a little more credence in her mind. If nothing else, it was a good excuse to get out of the office for a bit.

			“Mr. Ryan, I know this is all terribly upsetting for you—”

			“You can say that again. I ain’t never seen no dead person before. I mean, I seen old Jimmy Gilken get shot in the arm once, but he didn’t die or nothin’,” he stammered. “Blood don’t bother me none. I’m a hunter and see blood all the time.”

			“Then what has you so rattled about this?” Young asked. 

			He took his cap off again and set it in his lap. He looked like a man trying to banish the images he saw out of his mind, but the sour look on his face told Spenser he wasn’t having any luck. 

			“I guess… I guess this has me all shook up because them bones was small. Like a kid or somethin’,” he said softly. “Dead kids just ain’t right. And that kid had to be murdered or they wouldn’t be stuffed in an old bag and buried. It ain’t right.” 

			Spenser thought he was taking it exceptionally hard. On some level, Spenser thought this was going to turn out to be a misunderstanding, prank, or some other nothingburger. But she couldn’t afford to not take it seriously and have it turn out to be something. 

			“I understand. And I’m sorry to have to ask you this, but I’m going to need you to take us out to where you found the bag,” Spenser said. 

			“I ain’t a chicken or nothin’ like that but I’d rather not see it again if it’s all the same to you.”

			“That’s fine. You don’t have to see it,” she said soothingly. “We just need you to show us where you found it. That’s all. Once you take us there and show us, I can have one of my deputies drive you home.” 

			“I drove my own truck. I can get myself home. That ain’t no problem,” he said. “I just don’t want to see or smell it again. I only came in because I thought you’d want to know. I never wanted to be part of this.” 

			“Understandable,” she said. “And I promise you won’t have to do anything but show us where you found it. After that, you can be on your way.” 

			He hesitated a minute but finally nodded grudgingly. “All right. I’ll take you out there.” 

			“Thank you, Mr. Ryan,” Spenser said. “Deputy Young, you’re with me.”
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			The bushes rustled and something let out what sounded like a sharp, threatening hiss as it scurried away from them. Spenser pulled up short, her hand reflexively going to the Glock on her hip. Young and Ryan exchanged a look then burst into laughter. Spenser’s cheeks warmed as she hiked the straps on her shoulders and adjusted the weight of the pack she was carrying. 

			“What? I’m a city girl,” she said. “I’m not used to having wild, angry critters running all around us. It’s taking some getting used to.” 

			Ryan and Young laughed with each other again, making Spenser roll her eyes. At least the atmosphere seemed lighter than it had a couple of minutes ago. Ryan got them moving again and Spenser fell into step behind Young, keeping a wary eye on the bushes all around them, half-afraid something that was all claws and fangs would come bursting out at them. Annabelle enjoyed chasing the critters that inhabited the woods, but Spenser was still trying to learn to live in harmony with the natural world around her. 

			They walked on for another ten minutes or so. Spenser’s breathing was labored and the muscles in her thighs burned as she trudged up a steep incline. She grabbed hold of a low-hanging branch then pulled herself through a screen of bushes and emerged in a clearing at the top of a ridge. Spenser took a moment to catch her breath and turned in a circle, taking in the forest that seemed to stretch out forever in all directions.

			The low rumble of thunder echoed across the land from the dark clouds that plastered the sky to the west. The rain was coming. The only question was when would it get there? On the chance that this wasn’t just a snipe hunt, they were going to have to get the scene processed pretty quickly before the coming rain washed away any potential evidence. 

			“Is it much farther?” Spenser asked. 

			Ryan shook his head and his face seemed to blanch as he pointed. “Y’all see that down there?” he asked. “That fallen tree?”

			Spenser followed his finger and sure enough, at the bottom of the slope of the ridge a massive, obviously ancient tree had been uprooted. It lay on its side with the complex root system that had once held it in place exposed looking like a petrified spiderweb. 

			“Yeah, I see it,” Spenser said.

			“The bag’s on the side that’s closest to the river just down a ways from the old Cleary cabin,” he replied. “So, I showed you. Am I done? Can I go on home now?”

			“Yeah, you can go. If we have any follow-up questions, we’ll get in touch,” Spenser said. “And thank you for your help, Mr. Ryan. I know this wasn’t easy for you.”

			He nodded. “Sure thing. And just call me Dell.”

			“All right. Thank you, Dell,” Spenser said. “And please, do not mention this to anybody. We need to get some solid facts before we make anything known publicly.” 

			“I got no intention of talkin’ to nobody.” 

			“Thank you, Dell.”  

			Ryan gave them a thumbs up then turned and headed back down the other side of the ridge, heading back to where he parked his truck. Spenser turned back to Young.

			“Let’s get down there. I want to gather up as much as we can and get the hell out before that rain comes in,” Spenser said. 

			“Copy that, Sheriff.” 

			The soil was loose and damp, making the footing on the downslope treacherous. The mushy ground had given way beneath her boot and nearly sent Spenser tumbling ass over teakettle a couple of times. They managed to make it to the bottom without major injury and walked briskly over to the side of the fallen tree nearest to the river. A hundred yards down from where they stood was a dilapidated old hunting cabin. Lichen and moss clung to the rotting wood of the structure and the windows had been broken out long ago. 

			“There she is,” Young said. 

			Sitting in a patch of churned soil and overturned earth was a green duffel bag. It was large, old, and faded, and to Spenser, looked like the sort of duffel they used to give soldiers to store their gear. And judging by the weathered, beaten appearance, Spenser thought it had been in the ground a long time. She dropped her pack at her feet and after taking a long pull off her water bottle, she knelt down and unzipped it, pulling out a pair of black nitrile gloves. She raised her head and went to hand them to Young only to find the deputy snapping a pair of her own on. She got to her feet and took a wide arc around the ground where the bag was, searching the dirt as she moved. 

			“Always be sure you move gingerly around evidence,” Spenser said. “And always search the ground for any potential evidence.”

			“Copy that.” 

			“I think this duffel’s been in the ground so long, the chances of us finding any useful evidence on the ground are pretty slim, but it’s always better to be too cautious instead of careless.” 

			“Got it,” Young replied. “Makes sense.” 

			They continued moving slowly and Spenser studied the ground carefully. There was nothing to be seen other than chunks of earth littering the ground—the castoff from the root system being torn out of the ground when the tree fell. Spenser was being deliberate and thoughtful, doing her best to walk Young through some proper investigative techniques.

			Sweetwater Falls was a small town. It was growing and expanding at a breakneck pace but in most respects, it was still a small town. Crime, while not unheard of, wasn’t on the same level as its big city counterparts. For the most part, the sheriff’s department dealt with drunken bar fights, domestic disturbances, drunk drivers, and the occasional homicide. But Sweetwater Falls had an incredibly low murder rate, one that was well below the national average. However, given how fast Sweetwater Falls was growing, it was only a matter of time before it, too, was infested with the same problems as its big city counterparts. That was why she was training her deputies about investigative techniques and how to be thorough, proper investigators. 

			“Young, pull out some evidence bags and collect those cigarette butts and beer cans if you would, please,” she said. “I really doubt they’re part of the original crime scene—they don’t look old enough to me. But—”

			“Better to be too careful instead of careless,” the deputy finished.

			Spenser laughed softly. “Exactly right. You never want to turn your nose up at anything until you can definitively rule it out. You just never know what you have until you have it.” 

			As Young started to gather the butts and cans, Spenser made her way to the bag and gently lowered herself to her knees beside it. A moment later, Young joined her, kneeling down on the other side of the bag. It was halfway unzipped but the flap was down, obscuring the contents inside. Spenser looked up at Young.

			“You ready for this?” Spenser asked.

			She swallowed hard but nodded. “Yeah. Good to go.” 

			“If you feel like you’re going to puke, get clear of the evidence. The last thing—” 

			“I’m not going to puke, Sheriff. Promise,” she replied.

			“Okay then. Here we go.” 

			Spenser reached out and gingerly peeled back the flap, exposing the interior of the bag. The distinct odor of decay wafted out of it, making Spenser grimace. She unzipped it the rest of the way and when she pulled it all the way open, Young gasped. Inside was a pile of bones, just like Ryan had told them. It wasn’t the grisliest crime scene Spenser had ever been on but the size of the bones—small and suggestive of a child—was disturbing. The fact that this person had been stuffed into this bag and left to rot was even more disturbing. 

			“Grab a plastic tarp from my bag,” Spenser said.  

			“I-I’ve got one in mine,” Young replied, finally tearing her eyes away from the bag. “I did a little research into putting together a proper evidence collection kit.”

			Young reached into her bag and pulled a blue plastic tarp out then spread it out on the ground a few feet away. Spenser took her phone out of her pocket and snapped a few photos, showing the position of the bag before they started to move things around. Proper documentation was critical because defense attorneys loved using even the slightest whiff of impropriety to try and poke holes in a case. 

			“We need a damn crime scene tech unit,” Spenser muttered. “We shouldn’t be the ones collecting evidence.” 

			“We have to work with what we have, right?” 

			“True enough.” 

			Spenser reached into the bag and pulled out the first couple of bones and handed them over to Young who laid them out on the tarp. 

			“Do you have evidence tags?” Spenser asked.

			“And a black Sharpie, too.” 

			“Good,” Spenser said. “Make sure to properly document each and every bone we pull out.”

			“Copy that.” 

			As Spenser continued pulling bones out of the bag and handing them over, Young continued laying them out in a decent approximation of a human skeleton. 

			“You’ve got a femur up where the upper arm should be,” she said. 

			Young’s cheeks flushed. “Right. Sorry.” 

			“Don’t be sorry. You’re doing a great job.” 

			It took them about forty-five minutes to get all the bones out of the bag, into what looked to be the right positions and properly tagged. After that, Spenser went through and photographed the remains, taking shots from all angles. Spenser slipped her phone back into her pocket and then stood at the foot of the tarp, her arms folded over her chest, staring down at the skeleton. 

			“What are you thinking?” Young asked. 

			“I’m thinking this wasn’t a child. I mean, not like a small child anyway,” she said. “It’s too big. This skeleton has to be five-two or five-three.” 

			“You thinking it’s just a small adult?” 

			Spenser shakes her head. “I don’t know. Maybe. Let’s see what else is in the bag.” 

			Young reached into the bag, a grimace on her face. When the body putrefied and turned to liquid as it decomposed, the stench of it was soaked permanently into the canvas of the duffel. And that stench wasn’t something they’d ever be able to get out. Time might be able to dull the odor, but after marinating in liquefied remains, it would never disappear completely. 

			As Young carefully rifled through the bag, Spenser remained where she was and studied the skeleton. Like Dell Ryan had said earlier, she was no expert about these things either, but she’d seen enough dead bodies in her day to think that the bones on the tarp in front of her belonged to a teenager. And if she had to guess, the small and dainty nature of the bones made her believe it was a teenage girl. They’d need to verify that, of course, but that’s what Spenser’s gut was telling her.

			“I’m guessing we have the murder weapon,” Young announced. 

			Spenser turned to find the deputy holding a metal bar. The bar in her hand was about two feet long, round, and hollow inside. It was pitted, dotted with rust, and sharply bent near one end. Spenser walked over and picked up the skull then turned it over in her hand, pointing to the crack that ran along the back.

			“A hard blow from that thing to the back of our vic’s head… yeah, I can see that,” she said.

			“Kind of sloppy to leave the murder weapon with the body, isn’t it?”

			“Not if you’re confident the body is never going to be found,” Spenser replied. “I mean, the only reason it was found was because of a freak turn of events. That tree doesn’t go down, Dell Ryan doesn’t find that bag.” 

			“Yeah. True.” 

			“Tag and bag that bar. We’re going to need to run some tests on it.” 

			As Young got to it, Spenser moved over to the bag to see if it contained any other goodies. She reached in and felt around but didn’t find anything at first. But then her fingers brushed something, and she felt a lightning bolt of adrenaline hit her hard. Spenser grabbed hold and pulled it out. It had been pink with flowers on it at one point, but it was dull and faded with most of the flowers having disintegrated over the years. 

			“Amanda, grab a tag and document this,” Spenser said. “We’ve got a wallet and hopefully, the ID inside will tell us who our vic is.” 

			They took a couple of minutes to properly document the wallet. When that was done, Spenser unsnapped the button and watched as dirt and debris fell out of it. The faux leather wallet cracked and split as she opened it.

			“This thing is going to fall completely apart,” she said. 

			Young stepped over and held a bag underneath it, catching the pieces that were flaking off the wallet. Spenser finally got it open and looked at the contents.

			“We’ve got thirty bucks in cash still in it,” she noted.

			“I guess that rules robbery out as a motive.” 

			“Yeah, that seems safe,” she replied. “But we don’t want to rule anything out just yet.” 

			Spenser pulled a laminated card out and looked at it. Because it was covered in plastic, the color of the ID had been preserved. It was canary yellow and blue block letters at the top announced it was from Roosevelt High School. Spenser’s eyes drifted to the picture in the lower left corner. It showed a young girl—a sophomore, which made her about sixteen or so—with honey-blonde hair, crystalline blue eyes, and a fair complexion. She had a bright, beautiful smile and a look on her face that said she was looking forward to a future that was stretching out before her. A future that was stolen from her. 

			“Oh my God,” Young gasped.

			“What is it?” 

			“That’s Lexi Wise,” she said. “I know her.” 
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			Dr. Gerard Swift was a man who wore many hats in Sweetwater Falls. He ran one of four funeral homes in town—a family business that stretched back several decades. He was one of eight doctors in town, and also served as the Sweetwater Falls coroner. Spenser was fairly certain Swift only ran for the coroner’s job in the first place so he could double dip—triple dip, actually—with that fat city paycheck and the pension that came with it. 

			Swift saw patients in his clinic which sat on the lot behind his family’s funeral home which, to Spenser, seemed pretty grim. Nothing like going to see your family practitioner with the reminder of where you were headed looming on the other side of the lot. She had to give it to him, though. It was efficient. A regular one-stop shop for all your medical and funereal needs. 

			The coroner-slash funeral director-slash-medical doctor stepped out of the clinic and intercepted them before they could get to the front door. He gave them an obsequious little smile as he clasped his hands together in front of him. 

			“I’ll be with you ladies shortly. I’ve got a patient in the clinic, so I would appreciate it if you would enter through the back doors,” Swift said, pointedly looking at the bag Spenser was carrying. “I’d hate to upset my patients in the waiting room by having the smell of death emanating from that bag filling their noses.”

			“Sure thing, Doc,” Spenser replied. 

			They’d called ahead to let him know they were coming, and obviously he’d been keeping an eye out for them. Spenser and Young bypassed the front doors and walked around the side, entering through the back door he’d left open for them. The suite he had set up behind his clinic was equipped with cold storage for the bodies—not that he got many of those—and an autopsy theater, of which he got even fewer.

			It was a sleek, fully modern, and professional setup, she had to hand it to him. As was his clinic. He’d done some renovations to the place and had updated all his equipment. The rumor was, he’d used a good chunk of the funds earmarked for setting up his coroner’s office on his own personal clinic which, to Spenser, seemed like a no-no and a misuse of city funds. But that was above her pay grade. 

			They walked into the autopsy suite and set the bag down on the stainless steel table in the center of the room. Spenser sat down on the rolling stool beside the table and spun around. 

			“So, you said you knew Lexi Wise,” Spenser finally said. 

			“I didn’t know her know her since she was a bit older than me. We didn’t go to the same school or anything She’d be what, thirty-two now or so, I think. I just meant that I remember when she went missing. It was a big story for weeks,” Young told her. “The whole town was mobilized and was out there in the woods looking for her, but they never found her. Anyway, Lexi sort of became a cautionary tale and the person who snatched her became a bogeyman mothers tell their kids.”

			It was probably because things like this didn’t happen very often in a town like Sweetwater Falls that it was such a big deal that had passed into the town’s legends and lore. It wouldn’t be the first time a town’s tragedy became a mythical tale. 

			“Do you recall any of the big theories about her disappearance?” Spenser asked.

			“Not really. I was only like six or seven when she went missing,” Young replied. “The only thing I remember is that some people thought she’d gone somewhere with a boyfriend to start over. I think I recall somebody mentioning California. But like I said, I don’t really remember, so don’t quote me on any of that.” 

			Spenser chuckled. “Fair enough.” 

			“Should I lay out the bones for Doc Swift?” Young asked. 

			“Sure, if you’d like,” Spenser replied. “I was going to make Swift reach into that stinky old bag. Make him earn his money for a change.” 

			“Young lady, I always earn my money,” Swift said as he stepped into the room. “I provide a valuable service to this community.”

			“I was just bustin’ your chops, Doc,” Spenser said.

			He frowned. The coroner was in his mid-fifties and stood only about an inch taller than her five-nine frame with a lean, trim build, and perpetually dour demeanor. His hair was neatly trimmed, and he had dark eyes behind round, rimless glasses. He wore dark slacks and a blue button-down shirt with a metallic blue tie beneath a white lab coat that had his name stitched above the left breast. The right pocket was filled with pens and a penlight, and a stethoscope hung around his neck. 

			“So, who do we have here?” he asked. 

			Young handed him the bag that contained the wallet. “We believe it’s Lexi Wise.”

			Swift’s eyes widened slightly, and his expression darkened as he looked down at the ID in the plastic bag. It didn’t take a seasoned profiler to see that even after all these years, Swift was still affected by the case. He seemed to take it personally. 

			 “Lexi Wise, huh? That’s a blast from the past,” he said. 

			“Right?” Young replied. 

			Spenser shifted on her feet, feeling like she was on the outside of an inside joke. This case—this girl—was a piece of the community fabric. Lexi was one small part of the larger tapestry—a tapestry Spenser would never truly be part of.

			“And where did you say you found this?” Swift asked. 

			“Down at the foot of Deacon’s Ridge on the river side,” Young replied. “A big tree got uprooted and pulled it out of the ground. If that tree hadn’t fallen over, Dell Ryan never would have found it.”

			Swift stroked his beard and shook his head, a mournful expression crossing his face. His brow furrowed and lines appeared in his otherwise smooth complexion.

			“Are you all right, Dr. Swift?” Spenser asked.

			He nodded. “I’m fine. It’s just… I helped bring Lexi into this world. I’m good friends with Pat and Barbara to this day. They’re good people. A really lovely family. This is going to break their hearts into a million pieces.” 

			“It’s been a decade and a half,” Spenser said. “Not to discount their grief or anything but I would imagine they’ve entertained the possibility that Lexi was dead already.”

			“They’re not naïve, Sheriff. I’m sure the possibility has crossed their minds. But they were holding onto hope that she’d come home one day,” he replied, his voice cold. 

			“Hope can sometimes be a dangerous thing,” Spenser countered. 

			His expression darkened as he looked at her. “We’re much simpler people here in Sweetwater Falls. Not all of us have developed such thick skin as you, Sheriff,” he said, disapproval in his tone. “Nor do we wear our cynicism like a badge of honor.” 

			“Okay, let’s just settle down, Doctor,” Young said assertively, surprising Spenser by jumping in to defend her. “I’m sure the Sheriff didn’t mean anything by it. And let’s not pretend she’s wrong. I believe I’ve heard you express similar sentiments a time or two over the years.”

			Swift glowered at Spenser and the air in the autopsy suite felt thick with tension. She wasn’t Swift’s biggest fan to begin with, nor was he hers. She thought he was cantankerous, self-important, and didn’t have a very good sense of humor. The man was smug, had an annoying superiority complex, and they had clashed a few times over the last six months. Slowly, the temperature in the room came down and they both took a beat, seemingly to silently agree to a mutual disarmament for the time being.

			“Fifteen years,” he finally said, his voice softer than before. “And she was right there, under our feet this whole time.”

			“Assuming this really is Lexi Wise,” Spenser said. “We are going to need to confirm the identity with a DNA test.”

			“We have the wallet with her school ID,” he noted. 

			Spenser bit the inside of her cheek hard enough that she winced just to keep herself from saying something sharp and uncalled for. It wasn’t Swift’s fault. Not entirely. The mandate of his office didn’t require him to be conversant with investigative procedure and so, he seemed content with doing the bare minimum, which was essentially just shuffling paperwork rather than putting in the extra work to do his job well. 

			“A wallet found with the body is suggestive,” Spenser said. “But it’s not definitive proof of anything, Doctor Swift.”

			“Of course, of course. You’re right,” Swift replied. “It’s been fifteen years, what’re a few more months? I’m sure the parents won’t be happy, but there isn’t much we can do about that now, is there? I’d just like to bring them some semblance of peace.” 

			Grumbling under her breath, Spenser took her Stetson off and gritted her teeth as she ran her fingers through her hair. Getting anything done in this town was impossible. She’d run into the same problem six months ago when women were turning up dead and she needed testing done. If she were still with the Bureau, she’d be able to courier the samples to Quantico for immediate testing and analysis. But since she’d burned those bridges pretty handily, that wasn’t going to be an option. Which meant, getting in line… a very long line. 

			“All right. I’ll put squeezing the mayor for more money on my to-do list,” Spenser growled. “For now, we need to know everything you’re able to tell us about our victim. If you can nail down the sex, cause of death, etcetera, etcetera…” 

			“Of course. I need to earn my money after all, don’t I?” Swift cracked. 

			“Great. Thank you, Doctor,” Spenser said then turned to Young. “Let’s get back to the office and start doing some digging. I want to get up to speed on this case.” 

			“Copy that, Boss.” 
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			As Spenser and Young walked up the steps to the front doors of the station, Alice Jarrett burst through and met them before they got there. She looked harried and had her hands held out in front of her as if she was trying to ward them off. The woman’s dark eyes were wide, and a look of near panic strained her features. 

			“Alice, what’s wrong?” Spenser asked. 

			“Brace yourself, Sheriff,” Alice said as Spenser stepped into the station. “Word’s gotten out about the bag of bones and there are a lot of parents whose kids have gone missing inside.” 

			Spenser turned to Young. “How many kids go missing in Sweetwater Falls?” she asked. “Is there like an epidemic of abductions I’m unaware of?” 

			“Not really. But we’ve had a few. Most of the time, it turns out to be kids who’ve run off with their boyfriends and whatnot,” Young told her.

			Spenser turned back to Alice. “How many people are in there?” 

			“Eight in total,” she replied. “And all of them are quite upset.”

			“How did they find out about the bones so quickly?” Spenser asked.  

			“Small town,” Young replied. “People talk.” 

			“I’m going to wring Dell’s neck when I see him again.”

			“Probably wasn’t Dell,” Young said. “He’s kind of a hermit. No friends or family. Doesn’t go out of his way to talk to anybody. He just does his own thing.”

			“Then that means the leak came from inside our office,” Spenser said.

			“That’d be my guess.” 

			“You’ve been with me all day, so I guess we can rule you out,” Spenser said dryly.

			“Or can you?” Young said with a laugh.

			“Don’t make me shoot you. Or fire you. Or shoot you then fire you,” Spenser said. “I’d like to have at least one deputy I know I can count on.” 

			“What are we going to do about the people inside?” Alice interjected. “They’ve practically got torches and pitchforks out at this point.” 

			“I’ll take care of it,” Spenser said. “Deputy Young, have your taser ready.” 

			“I’m not sure if you’re kidding or not,” she replied. 

			Spenser pulled the door open and walked inside with Alice and Young on her heels to find utter chaos in her department. There were no torches and pitchforks to be seen but if anything, Spenser thought Alice had undersold it. A cluster of people had surrounded her deputies like the angry mob that had cornered Frankenstein’s monster and looked to be on the verge of tearing them all to pieces. 

			Spenser stepped forward, standing on the top step that led down onto the bullpen floor, and shouted to get everybody’s attention. It had no effect. But then from behind her, the shrill sound of an air horn blared, cutting through the cacophony of voices. Everybody turned and Spenser felt the weight of their gazes landing heavily on her. She glanced behind her at Alice who stood there with the air horn held aloft and a determined look on her face. 

			“Thank you, Alice,” she said.

			“Anytime, Sheriff.” 

			Spenser turned back to the crowd that was assembled before her. She looked from one tear-stained face to the next until she’d taken a moment to look them all in the eye. Spenser wanted them to feel that she saw them. Wanted them to know that she was taking them seriously and that she would be the light in the darkness that would help see them through. 

			“Folks, I’m Sheriff Spenser Song,” she started. “And I understand—” 

			“Sheriff, we heard you found a body,” one woman said, her voice loud but trembling. “Who was it? Whose baby did you pull out of the ground?” 

			That seemed to pull the cork out of the dam as the assembled crowd turned on her, peppering her with a thousand and one questions like they were the White House press corps. Spenser never knew that eight people could be so loud. But the concerned group of parents descended on her like a school of piranha, trying to dissect her with their questions, trying to get to the answers they wanted out of her. Alice gave them another blast of the air horn and once again, they all fell silent. 

			“Listen up, everybody. I know you all have questions. And I know you’ve all been waiting for answers for a long time,” Spenser said. “Unfortunately, I cannot give you the answers you’re looking for. This is now an active investigation and as you all know, our policy is that we do not comment on—” 

			Spenser didn’t even finish her sentence before the cascade of indignant and outraged comments and questions came raining down on her. She held her hands up, trying to quell the crowd but nobody was paying any attention to her. Not even a blast from Alice’s airhorn was able to cut through the din. As she took the brunt of the anger, Spenser noticed that some of her deputies seemed to be smiling and enjoying the fact that she was taking a beating from the locals.

			 So, Spenser just stood there, hands clasped in front of her, letting the people yell and scream until they’d yelled and screamed themselves out. She’d learned long ago that sometimes, the best way to stem the tide was to let it run its course. It took a little time and a lot of restraint on Spenser’s part, but she weathered the storm. And when they had yelled themselves out and stood there looking at her, Spenser clapped her hands.

			“I understand your frustration, everybody. Trust me, I do. But the only way for us to get the answers you want is to conduct a thorough and proper investigation. And that means, we cannot undermine the integrity of our investigation by speaking out of school, so to speak,” Spenser said. “We need to control the flow of information to avoid tainting our work. The consequences of leaking information before an investigation has been concluded can render it dead to prosecutors. Tainted cases will never be brought to trial. And that means that justice will never be served.”

			More grumbling passed through the crowd, but they refrained from launching another round of verbal salvos at her. She gave them a moment to reload just in case there was another barrage coming. But the crowd remained quiet.  

			“I know it’s not what you want to hear and I’m sorry I can’t be more forthcoming. The best thing you can do right now is to go home and wait for us to get in touch with you,” Spenser continued. “And I promise you that I will be in touch with you if there is anything for us to pass on. I will touch base with you personally. I give you my word.” 

			Spenser moved from face to face, letting them all see she was serious and sincere. She received grudging nods and the low hum of dissatisfied muttering in return but that was to be expected. All these people in front of her were in pain. They were all searching for answers. They were all searching for something that would ease their torment and allow them some semblance of closure or whatever they needed to move forward with their lives. 

			“You swear you’ll keep us in the loop, Sheriff?” the first lady who’d spoken asked.

			“Like I said, I give you my word. I know I’m new here and that might not mean much to you right now, but my hope is that you’ll see that I’m true to my word,” Spenser said. “I’m old school like that and believe that my word is my bond.” 

			The crowd all exchanged looks with each other, the steam seemingly taken out of their sails. With nothing left to be said, they filed out of the station and when she was alone with her deputies, Spenser turned to her receptionist. 

			“Alice, can you make sure you keep an eye on the front doors for anybody who might need help? Give me a holler if something comes up that we need to handle,” Spenser asked. “And unless it’s an emergency, please hold our calls.” 

			“My pleasure, Sheriff Song,” she said.

			“Thank you, Alice,” she said then turned to her deputies. “I want everybody in the upstairs break room. Now.” 

			She had two dozen deputies in her employ but only eighteen were on shift right now. Spenser knew the others would hear what she had to say but still made a mental note to talk to them personally. She didn’t like things being passed down the chain, preferring they heard it straight from the horse’s mouth, so to speak. But the eighteen on shift now were damn well going to hear what she had to say. 

			Spenser stood with Alice and waited for them all to go upstairs. 

			“Be gentle with them. They’re young and dumb,” Alice said. “But I will say, sometimes a good smack upside the head is necessary.” 

			That made Spenser laugh. “Thank you, Alice. I’ll keep that in mind.”

			Spenser stopped by her office to hang up her hat before heading upstairs. She walked into the break room to find most of the deputies slumped back casually in their chairs with their boots up on the tables, chatting away, seemingly having a good time of it all. 

			“Get your feet off the tables and sit the hell up!” Spenser shouted. “What do you think this is? A daycare center? A high school locker room?” 

			Her voice cut through the noise and seemed to startle everybody into submission. The loud clap of chair legs and booted feet was synchronized and was as loud as a cannon going off. But the talking and laughing stopped, and suddenly, everybody was paying attention. 

			“I know some of you don’t like me and feel that you should be in my position. We’ve talked about this before. But I’m here to tell you that I’m not going anywhere so you can either learn to live with it or leave your gun and badge on your way out the door,” she started. “But if you choose to stay, you had best get on board with the changes I’m making in this department, or I’ll take your gun and your badge away from you. Am I understood?” 

			Spenser saw a lot of glances passed between the deputies, but nobody was answering her question. She clenched her jaw and glared balefully at them.

			“That was not a rhetorical question, ladies and gentlemen,” she growled through gritted teeth. “I said, am I understood?” 

			“Yes, ma’am,” came the muttered reply from the group.

			She could see clearly that not everybody was on board. She’d counted five or six of them who were looking away and hadn’t answered. She continued on regardless.

			“Okay, the next order of business is leaking information,” Spenser intoned. “I’ve told you from day one that I will not tolerate leaks in my department. And yet, I walk into a bullpen full of angry people who were only here because one of you leaked information.” 

			“With all due respect, Sheriff, how do you know it was one of us who leaked it?” asked Deputy Grissom without a hint of respect in his voice. 

			Spenser rounded on him. “Because the only people who knew we found the bag of bones are in this room—”

			“Dell Ryan knew,” Grissom cut in. 

			“And I’m confident Mr. Ryan didn’t tell anybody,” Spenser said. “I’m equally as confident the leak came from inside this office.” 

			“So, you’re just going to convict us without any proof?” Grissom sneered.

			“I’m not convicting anybody just yet. What I am going to do is thoroughly investigate the leak and when I find out who it was—and trust me when I say I will find out—I’m going to fire them. I’m going to fire everybody I find who has leaked information since I started,” Spenser replied. “But to be fair, I’m going to give the leaker—or leakers—a chance to resign. No questions asked. Just hand in your badge and service weapon and spare yourself the indignity of being fired. After all, you know how quickly information spreads around town, right?” 

			The air in the room grew thick with tension and Spenser watched the eyes darting from one person to the next. She didn’t like calling everybody out like that, but she didn’t have a choice. There was a rot inside her department, and she was determined to cut it out. 

			“You’ve got twenty-four hours to decide whether you hand in your badge voluntarily or let me take it from you,” Spenser said then turned and walked out of the room. 
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			“Sounds like you’re enjoying the fact that you’re rocking the boat,” Ryker said.

			Spenser frowned and looked into her glass of wine as she swirled it around. She replayed the events of the day in her head again and although she had relished seeing the expression of shock on some of their faces, she wouldn’t go so far as to say she’d enjoyed it.

			“It’s not that I’m enjoying it,” she replied. “But I have to draw a line in the sand. If we’re going to have a functioning police department, I need to have people I can trust watching my back. I won’t tolerate anybody who undermines my department or my authority.” 

			“No, I get that. I do.”

			“But?” 

			“It’s just that in a small town like Sweetwater Falls, you have to be careful who you piss off,” he said. “People have long memories, and they tend to hold grudges. I don’t want to see you get caught up in something bad, Spenser.” 

			After coming home from the office, she’d gotten a message from Ryker inviting her to bring Annabelle up and have some dinner with him. It was unexpected but steaks and baked potatoes sounded better to her than macaroni and cheese. Spenser wasn’t much of a cook herself so having a neighbor like Ryker, who was pretty much a gourmet chef, was a nice bonus.  

			“Well, I’m not going to let the possibility of reprisals somewhere down the line deter me,” she said. “Nor am I going to let anybody intimidate me. I’m just not built like that.” 

			“I get it. I just think this is something you should take a little more seriously than you seem to be,” he said. “This town might have the whole Mayberry veneer about it, but there is some darkness here just under the surface. Trust me on that.” 

			Spenser sat back in her seat and watched Annabelle wrestling around on the back deck with Mocha. It was with a little less gusto than before as both of them were starting to wear out after romping around for the last couple of hours. She was glad to see her big dog had made a friend. And when she looked over at Ryker, she smiled, glad to have made a friend as well. 

			Aside from her best friend Marley, she’d moved to Sweetwater Falls without knowing another soul. It was a scary prospect but one that she didn’t regret. It was the polar opposite of New York—there were times she missed that hustle and bustle. But she was falling in love with the charming quaintness of the town and most of the people she encountered—people who didn’t work for her—were lovely. The people had been warm, kind, and very welcoming to her. 

			“Most towns and cities have a darkness beneath the surface,” Spenser replied. “It’s just the way of things. Bad people exist everywhere.” 

			“No argument from me there. It’s just…”

			His voice trailed off and he picked up his glass of wine and took a drink, a dark yet thoughtful expression on his face that piqued her curiosity.  

			“What is it?” she asked. 

			He set his glass down and shook his head. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s because I grew up here and know the history better than you do. I know the stories.” 

			“What stories, Ryker?” 

			She watched as his eyes drifted down to the dogs who were now laying side by side on the deck underneath the tall deck heater, both seemingly content and sleeping deeply. He seemed to be choosing his next words carefully. He took another sip of his wine and then turned his eyes back to her. 

			“There’s never been a shortage of disappearances and murders in Sweetwater Falls,” he said. “This town isn’t as wholesome as it seems on the surface.” 

			“I think the same can be said of most every place in the world.” 

			“Maybe. But this town—the people in it—all have a lot of secrets. Bad things happen here then get swept under the rug and we just go on pretending to be ignorant of it all,” he replied softly. “I’ve seen it happen time and time again. And this time probably won’t be any different.” 

			“This time? What do you mean?” 

			“The bag of bones you found,” he said, his tone morose. “Something terrible happened to Lexi Wise fifteen years ago and nothing was done about it.” 

			“I’m doing something about it now.” 

			He nodded. “I know you mean well and will go above and beyond. But so much time has passed and so much has been hidden and swept under the rug that I’ll be shocked if you’re able to come up with anything.”

			“No offense, but you barely know me or what I can and can’t do,” Spenser replied, doing her best to keep from getting too hot. “Wait… how do you know that it’s Lexi Wise?”

			“People talk in this town, Spenser. You know that. Sweetwater Falls isn’t like a big city. People talk to each other. They gossip more in a small town than in say, New York,” he said. “And you also know that once word gets out, it spreads like wildfire. You can fire all the deputies you want but that’s not going to stop people from talking. It’s just the way things are. You might be able to slow the torrent to a trickle, but you’ll never stop it completely.”

			“We’ll see about that.” 

			“It’s human nature. We gossip. We like to lord information we have that others don’t over them,” he said. “It makes us feel important.” 

			Deep down, Spenser knew he was right. Everything he’d said was right. However, that wouldn’t stop her from plugging all the leaks from her department. Ryker, like so many before him, was underestimating her. And like all those people, she was going to prove him wrong.  

			“Well, we don’t have a confirmation on the ID yet,” Spenser said. “We’re going to have to wait for DNA testing before we know who was in that bag.” 

			Ryker gave her an inscrutable look. “I think we know who it is.” 

			“I think a lot of people think they know,” she replied. “But I don’t rely on hunches or gut instinct. I require actual proof.” 

			“Fair enough,” he said. “And I don’t mean to give you a hard time. I just remember what happened when Lexi went missing.”

			“I heard the whole town mobilized.” 

			“Yeah, they put on a good show,” Ryker said. 

			“You’re saying they weren’t really looking for her?” 

			Ryker shrugged. “I think they wanted everybody to think they were looking for her.” 

			“And who is the ‘they’ in this scenario, Ryker?”

			“The mayor. Sheriff Hinton. The community at large. Take your pick,” he replied. “The point is that the mobilization, as you called it, was performative for the most part. Nobody was looking all that hard since there were people who never wanted her found.” 

			“That sounds insane.” 

			The moment the words left her mouth, Spenser cringed. Knowing Ryker had a few mental health challenges, she did her best to keep from using language that made light of those issues. She didn’t ever want him to feel that she was mocking him or being disrespectful in any way. The corner of his mouth quirked upward in a slight grin as if he knew she was beating herself up for using that word. He didn’t seem offended, though. 

			“There were people who didn’t like Lexi. There were also a lot of rumors. But I know you don’t traffic in rumor,” he said with a sardonic edge in his voice. 

			“Just because I don’t base the entirety of a case on rumor and speculation doesn’t mean I don’t listen to what’s being said. Rumor isn’t entirely without its uses and a good investigator is smart enough to listen to what’s being said. It can sometimes point you in a direction you might not think about otherwise. You just have to keep some perspective and know how to separate the wheat from the chaff,” Spenser told him.

			“That makes sense,” he replied. 

			“So? What kind of rumors were running around about her?” 

			Ryker shifted in his seat, suddenly looking uncomfortable and like he was sorry he’d brought it up. 

			“Some people thought she was having an affair with… well… pick a name,” he said. “Some people accused her of screwing half the city council, half of the male faculty at Roosevelt, some of the upstanding pillars of this community, several deputies, and even ol’ Howard Hinton himself.”

			“That’s quite the murderer’s row,” Spenser said. “Any truth to any of it?” 

			Ryker shrugged. “She had a reputation, that much I know. Whether it was deserved or not, I can’t tell you,” he replied. “All I know is she had a rough upbringing—her parents were drunks, and they were abusive. Girls who come from homes like that tend to get slapped with every stereotype out there and they’re usually accused of sleeping with everybody in town. It’s not fair or right. I mean, she was sixteen for Christ’s sake.” 

			Spenser searched Ryker’s face, hearing an unusually hard edge in his voice. His face was tight, and his features pinched. It made her think of Doctor Swift’s reaction to learning it was probably Lexi Wise’s bones in the bag. 

			“You knew her,” Spenser said. “Lexi. You knew her.” 

			He nodded. “About as well as anybody knew her, I guess. Like I said, everybody in this town has secrets. Even Lexi,” he said.

			“And you? Do you have secrets, too?” 

			“We all do. Even you,” he replied. 

			“That’s fair.”

			“Anyway, she was a sophomore when I was a senior at Roosevelt,” he said. “I left town right after graduation and joined the Navy, so I couldn’t tell you what Lexi’s secrets might be.” 

			They fell silent for a few minutes and somewhere out in the darkness of the forest, a wolf howled, making both dogs lift their heads. Neither of them seemed too concerned about it, though, and laid back down. 

			“Well, like I said, I want to wait for confirmation that it’s Lexi in that bag before we get too far down that rabbit hole,” Spenser said. “Like I keep saying, idle speculation doesn’t do anybody any good.” 

			Ryker gave her a wry smile. “Fair enough.”

			Spenser drained the last of her own glass of wine, silently cursing the fact they didn’t have the technology here to get a confirmation on the identity of the bones and get this case moving. She had the scent and wanted to get started but was being hamstrung by the realities of life and police work in a small town. She sat back in her chair, trying to figure out how to get a DNA test done sooner. There had to be a way.   
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			Ryker pulled to a stop at the curb in front of his coffee house, Higher Grounds, and shut off the engine. He gripped the steering wheel tightly and felt his heart start to race. Ryker swallowed hard as he watched the cluster of women milling about in front of the shop, laughing and talking with one another. It was a group of housewives who, for the last couple of years, met up at least once a week for coffee and conversation at his shop.

			He squeezed his eyes shut and silently counted to ten. When he hit the magic number, Ryker opened his eyes and grimaced. His heart continued to pound away inside his chest so hard, he was sure it was going to leave bruises. 

			“Get a grip,” he muttered to himself. 

			He grabbed hold of his bag and then forced himself to open the door of his truck. Ryker stepped out and closed the door then pushed the button on his fob, setting his alarm with a sharp chirp. He looked up and saw that the group of women hadn’t moved. They continued to stand in front of his shop, chit-chatting away with each other. Gritting his teeth and gripping his bag tightly, Ryker ducked his head and toward them, desperate to get into his office. 

			“Good morning, Ryker,” one of them called.

			“Morning,” he replied brusquely. 

			Ryker raised his hand in greeting but didn’t look up as he ducked into the shop. It was half full of people getting their morning fix, but he ignored everybody—even the three baristas behind the counter—who tried to greet him. Ryker made a beeline to the back of the shop and slipped into his office then closed the door behind him. He tossed his bag onto his desk and then dropped down heavily into the chair behind it, blowing out a long breath. 

			The chair squeaked as he leaned back, scrubbing his face with his hands. Ryker took a few minutes to relax and get his heart rate down. There was a soft knock just before his door opened and Kelli Butler stepped in. Despite being just five-two, Kelli projected a much larger image. With honey-blonde hair, crystalline blue eyes, and a smattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose, she looks like the girl next door. But deep down, she was a shark. Kelli was one of the few people who didn’t treat him with kid gloves and wasn’t afraid to give it to him straight.

			Just shy of her thirtieth birthday, Kelli was Ryker’s manager at the coffee house, personal confidant, and good friend—and friends were something he had very few of. She was smart, shrewd, and loyal to a fault. He’d known her family for a long time—her brother was career Navy—and they’d clicked right away when she’d offered to help him get his shop off the ground. It was supposed to be a temporary thing but had morphed into something more permanent. 

			Kelli closed the door behind her and then set a cup of coffee down on Ryker’s desk. She dropped into one of the chairs in front of him then crossed her legs and folded her hands, setting them on her knee. 

			“Anxiety’s pretty bad today, huh?” she asked. 

			He nodded. “Yeah. It’s a little higher than usual.” 

			“What’s causing it to spike?” 

			Ryker shook his head. “No idea. Just one of those days, I guess.” 

			“That’s garbage,” she said. “Your anxiety doesn’t usually spike unless something happened. So, what is it? What got your blood up?” 

			He took a sip of his coffee and then looked down into the dark liquid. It was a new blend of beans he’d put together recently. It carried the taste of chocolate with a hint of cherry underneath and as he sipped, he nodded. 

			“It’s good,” he said. “Very good.”

			“It’s also selling very well. But, knowing how obsessively you look at the numbers, I’m sure you already know that,” she said. “Now, stop deflecting and answer the question.” 

			Ryker frowned. “I guess it’s this business with Lexi Wise being found.”

			“Why are you so rattled by it? Were you guys close?”

			“Nah. We weren’t close,” he said. “Did you know her at all?” 

			Kelli shook her head. “No, she was a few grades ahead of me. I think I was only like fourteen or so when she disappeared. I remember the fallout, but I don’t really remember her. I guess this shoots down the idea that she ran away with her boyfriend though, huh?” 

			“I’d say so.” 

			The door opened and a tall, imposing man with dark hair shot through with gray, dark eyes, warm tawny skin, and a square jaw stepped in. The corners of his mouth were pulled down and he glowered at Ryker.

			“Sure, Dad,” Ryker said dryly. “Come on in.”

			“Hello, Evan,” Kelli said. 

			“Good afternoon, Kelli. I’d like to have a private word with my son.” 

			“Of course.” 

			Kelli shot Ryker a pointed look as she got to her feet and he knew her well enough to know she was silently telling him to be nice. She knew all about the strained relationship Ryker had with his father but continually counseled him to repair the bridges. She was a big fan of telling him they only got one set of parents and when they were gone, they were gone. Ryker would always rebut that sentiment by telling her it was easy for her to say when she didn’t have to grow up with him. 

			She closed the door behind her quietly as Ryker’s father took the seat she’d just vacated. Ryker took a drink of his coffee. He already knew what his father wanted but he didn’t want to deal with it. His mind was spinning, looking for a quick way out. 

			“You haven’t returned my calls,” Evan said, finally breaking the silence in the office. 

			“I’ve been busy.” 

			“Too busy to take five minutes to return one of my calls?” 

			“Given the fact that I haven’t returned your calls, that would seem to be the case.” 

			Evan sighed and folded his arms over his broad chest as he leaned back in his chair. 

			“Why does everything have to be a battle with you, son? It seems as if that’s been the one constant in our relationship.” 

			“That’s a very good question,” Ryker replied. “Maybe you can tell me?” 

			“What is that supposed to mean?”

			“I’m not sure how that’s in any way unclear.” 

			His father leaned forward, opening his mouth to reply but quickly stopped himself and sat back in his seat again, his expression dark. 

			“This is what I’m talking about,” Evan said. “Talking to you is like having a knife fight. Every single time.” 

			“As they say, it takes two to tango, Dad.” 

			“You’re not going to make this easy for me, are you?” 

			“Should I?” Ryker spat. “It’s not like you made growing up easy for me.” 

			“At some point, you’re going to need to let that all go. You’re a grown man, Ryker. You’re not a child anymore.” 

			“It might be easier to move on if your attitude changed. If you had somehow found a way to let all those old angers go,” Ryker replied. 

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

			Ryker scoffed. “For one thing, you’re still angry that I joined the service rather than follow in your footsteps and go into the family business.”

			“I’m not angry about that. I’ve made my peace with it.” 

			“You know, if you’re serious about having a grown-up conversation and letting go of some of the old anger of the past, being honest is a good place to start,” Ryker said. 

			Evan looked like he wanted to say something but wisely held his tongue. He looked away for a moment, seeming to be choosing his next words carefully. His face softened—slightly. 

			“Ryker, I want to invite you to dinner,” he said, his tone somewhat more conciliatory. “Vanessa has been asking to have you over. She wants to get to know you, son.” 

			“You’ve been dating her for what, three months? Four?” Ryker replied. “Maybe we should wait until you decide if she’s going to be a more permanent fixture in life before we start spending time together.” 

			“It’s been six months,” he said. “And who knows what the future holds? Who knows what this will look like a year from now? But Vanessa is a big part of my life right now. Live in this moment with us. Please. Come to dinner and get to know her. She’s a remarkable woman.” 

			Ryker’s eyes involuntarily drifted to the photo of his mother he kept on the bookcase in his office. It was from when he was a kid and they’d gone into Seattle for a day. She and his father would split a few short years after that photo was taken. At the time, Ryker had been worried the tribe would reject her—it had been a long road for them to accept her to begin with because she was white. They eventually did come to accept her as one of their own. It was something that, when he was a kid, had made Ryker incredibly happy. 

			He had always been closer with his mother than with his father and when she moved to Seattle for work after the divorce, it had broken Ryker’s heart. Especially because she wasn’t in a place where she could take him with her. She’d had to leave him with his father. He’d been resentful for a little while but eventually came to understand her reasons. The rift between them, as minor as it had been, healed. 

			“Please, son. I want you to—”

			“Why is it important to you that I get to know your girlfriend?” 

			“Because we are a family,” Evan said evenly. 

			“You and I are a family—as difficult as that is for us at times,” he said. “But I don’t know her and don’t think of her as family.” 

			“But I do. I care for her a lot and plan on her being a big part of my life for a long time to come,” Evan replied. “I can’t see the future, as I said, but I care about her. She’s important to me and I want you to get to know her.” 

			Ryker blew out a frustrated breath, not knowing why it was so important to him. Despite his frustrations with the man, Ryker wanted a relationship with his father. 

			“Fine. I’ll come to dinner,” he said.

			“Great. How is next Friday?”

			“I’ll check my schedule and get back to you.”

			His father arched an eyebrow at him, and Ryker knew what he’d said sounded like a total brush off. He held up his hand. 

			“I mean it,” Ryker said. “I’ll touch base about it soon.” 

			His father looked at him for a long moment then nodded and got to his feet. “Good. I’ll wait to hear from you,” he said. “And you should bring the Sheriff since you’re seeing her and all.”

			“I’m not seeing her. Not in the way you mean,” Ryker said. “We’re friends.”

			“Uh-huh. Bring her anyway.” 

			“I’ll see if she’s free. She’s suddenly very busy with the whole Lexi Wise thing.” 

			His father frowned. “Nasty business that,” he said gently. “I’m sure it’s kicking up a lot of memories for you.”

			Ryker looked down into his cup of coffee for a minute, trying to tame the snarl of thoughts tangled up in his mind. His dad wasn’t wrong. He hadn’t heard her name in a decade and a half, so to suddenly hear it again was stirring some memories. But he tried to push them away. 

			“I’ll call you about next Friday, Dad.”   
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			Spenser walked down the sidewalk on Fairview Street, the main artery that ran through the middle of town. She was greeted warmly by most of the people she passed. Others still eyed her skeptically and kept their distance. Spenser liked walking through town and letting people see that she was out and about, trying to instill both a familiarity with her and a sense of safety. She wanted to believe that seeing the sheriff in town put them at ease. 

			“Good morning, Mrs. Jeffries,” Spenser said. 

			“Morning, Sheriff,” she replied stiffly. 

			The older woman raised her chin and bustled on. She was obviously in the “still eyeing her skeptically and keeping their distance from her” camp. 

			“You might want to get yourself checked for frostbite, girl. I’ve seen death row inmates give their wardens warmer greetings.” 

			A smile creasing her lips, Spenser turned around. Her best friend Marley stood behind her then stepped forward and pulled Spenser into a tight hug. 

			“Good thing I’m not in the public opinion business,” Spenser said as she stepped back. 

			“You better get into that line of work then,” Marley said. “Mayor Dent’s appointment was to fill out Sheriff Hinton’s term. You’re going to have to run to keep your office in a few years.” 

			“Don’t remind me.”

			“I wouldn’t worry about it too much. I keep my ear to the ground and so far, people have a good opinion of you. They think you’re doing a good job,” Marley said.

			“That’s a pretty low bar then considering I haven’t done very much.” 

			“You mean, other than catching a serial killer?” 

			“He was a hitman. He murdered for fun on the side,” Spenser corrected with a grin. “Besides, as Ryker reminded me, I kind of brought that problem with me from New York.

			Marley laughed. “Yeah, I guess you kind of did, didn’t you?” she said. “Any luck figuring out who he was working for?”

			“None. I just keep running into dead ends. And since I quit the Bureau, I’m pretty much persona non grata and nobody will talk to me,” she said with a shake of her head. 

			Just after arriving in Sweetwater Falls, Spenser found herself in the crosshairs of one of New York’s most prolific hitmen, Dallas Morehead. He’d done work for all the major mob families and had racked up a list of kills that read like a phone book. He also did some killing on the side just because he enjoyed murdering people. When she figured out Morehead was responsible for a couple of gruesome murders in town, it led to a bloody confrontation.

			The fight had left Spenser and Ryker battered and bloodied. Morehead, though, wasn’t going to let himself be taken into custody and had left her no choice but to kill him. It was something that had bothered Spenser every single day since then because she had so many questions she thought he had the answers to. The biggest of which was who’d hired him and whether or not he was the one who’d murdered her husband back in New York. 

			“I’m sorry, Spense. That has to be frustrating,” Marley said. 

			“Beyond frustrating. But I’m never going to stop trying.”

			Spenser glanced past Marley to see Mayor Dent coming their way. At five-five in her dark work boots, Margaret—Maggie to most—wasn’t a physically imposing woman. She had a fair complexion, sharp blue eyes behind her glasses, and dark hair that was peppered with gray. She was a stout woman and in black jeans and a red flannel shirt, she didn’t look like a mayor. She did look like somebody who was comfortable running their own farm—which she actually did. 

			“Marley. Spenser. Good morning,” Mayor Dent stopped and greeted them. 

			“Good morning, Maggie,” Marley said then turned to Spenser. “Gotta run. Call me later. We need to go out for dinner and drinkies.” 

			“We do. Call you later,” Spenser replied. 

			Marley blew her a kiss then turned and headed for her car, leaving Spenser alone with the mayor. Maggie gave her a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. She looked tired, the dark circles beneath her eyes told Spenser the woman wasn’t getting much sleep these days. 

			“You all right, Mayor Dent?” 

			“I will be once you start calling me Maggie like everybody else.” 

			“I’ll work on that.” 

			“Oh, fantastic. I’ve got angry parents calling me day and night, demanding to know who was in that bag,” she said. “I don’t know what to tell them.” 

			“You’re not alone. Poor Alice is overwhelmed with calls.” 

			“What is going on with the investigation?” 

			“It’s in a holding pattern right now.” 

			“A holding pattern? Why are we in a holding pattern?” 

			“Because we have to wait for the state labs to get back to us with the results of the DNA testing,” Spenser replied.

			“Does it usually take this long?” 

			“It shouldn’t,” Spenser replied. “But because we don’t have the equipment or the skilled techs to do the testing ourselves, we’re at the mercy of the state lab.”

			Dent looked flummoxed. “Well… how long is it going to take? I mean, it’s a fairly simple test to run, isn’t it?”

			“It is. But the state lab is horribly backlogged with tests from literally hundreds of cases to run, so there’s honestly no way of telling when it’s going to be done. From what I’ve been told it could end up being weeks before we get the results. Maybe longer.” 

			Dent’s expression darkened and she looked down the street for a moment, muttering to herself. Spenser could see the strain she was under. The pressure of having the public getting after her was weighing on her. 

			“Weeks? Are you kidding me?” Dent asked.

			“I wish I was.” 

			“What can we do about that?” 

			“Right now? Nothing, unfortunately,” she replied. “But this seems like a good time to discuss the idea of modernizing our police force.”

			“Modernizing it?” 

			Spenser nodded. “Equipment. Trained technicians. Crime scene techs… if we had the ability to run these tests ourselves, it would enable us to solve crimes quickly and efficiently,” she pressed. “In the weeks it’s taking us to get the DNA back from the state lab, whoever killed the girl in that bag might be putting more distance between them and us, now that the victim was discovered.”

			Dent cast a skeptical look at her. “You’ve seen the crime rate in Sweetwater Falls, haven’t you? We’ve got a lower crime rate—and a far lower murder rate—in this town than most any other city in the nation.” 

			“That’s true. You’re not wrong about that. But I’ve also seen the town’s population trends—specifically that nearly nine thousand new souls have moved to Sweetwater Falls over the last two years,” Spenser replied. “With numbers like that, the size of the town is going to explode, Mayor. And with the increase in size and population, you’re going to see an increase in crime as well—the sort of crime you see in big cities. You’re going to see drugs offenses, rapes, violent offenses—even murders—increase exponentially.” 

			Dent looked stunned, as if she hadn’t considered the idea that Sweetwater Falls could be overrun by a criminal element that would forever shatter the idyllic image of her town. And the town was idyllic. But it was a simple reality that with an increasing population, you were going to get more people who wanted to take advantage of them. It was just the way of the world. 

			“We need to look to the future, Mayor. If we’re going to truly serve and protect the people of this town, we need to anticipate the needs of the town before they happen,” Spenser pushed. “We need to have a modern police force that can do what’s necessary to solve crimes and bring criminals to justice.” 

			“I get what you’re saying, and you make a good argument. God knows I agree with you, Spenser,” Dent said. “I just don’t know if the city council is going to have the stomach to put the sort of money into it as we’re going to need.” 

			“This is an affluent community. I think we can do with fewer town events if it means improving our basic services,” Spenser said. “I mean, do we really need all the community celebrations we have?” 

			“They’re tradition. People look forward to those,” Dent countered. 

			“I get it. People love their traditions. But how many people will come out to those celebrations if we can’t guarantee their safety?” Spenser asked. 

			“It’s a good point,” she said. “It’s something I can bring to the council at least.” 

			“If that’s not enough, tell them the town probably won’t have to foot the bill alone. There are state and federal programs for law enforcement that can help offset the cost of modernization. I’ll look into those so you can present them to the council.” 

			“That’s good, Spenser. That’s good,” Dent said. “In the meantime, what can we do about the bag of bones case? The people are desperate for answers.”  

			“I’ve got a few things working in the background, but there isn’t anything we can do until we have a confirmation of the ID,” Spenser told her. “Right now, the best thing we can do is reassure people that we’re on it but be firm when we tell them we cannot discuss the case while it’s being actively investigated. I’m making some major changes in the department and getting rid of leakers, or at least minimizing the damage they can do, is my top priority right now.”

			“I’ve heard,” she said then quickly added, “and I approve of those measures. You have carte blanche, Spenser. Make this a police department that’s effective and one we can be proud of.” 

			“That’s my intention,” she said. “So, you’ll speak with the council?” 

			Dent nodded. “I will.” 

			“Great. Keep me in the loop.” 

			“I promise I will,” she said. “And if there’s anything you can do to speed things up with this case, please do. Do whatever you need to do to get some answers. Just please keep me apprised of the status of your investigation.” 

			“You have my word, Mayor.” 

			“Maggie,” she corrected. 

			Spenser gave her a small smile. “Have a great day.” 
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			“Sheriff Song,” the man bellowed. “We’re demanding some answers. Get out here, Sheriff. Get out here and talk to us.” 

			Spenser sighed heavily and leaned back in her chair, pinching the bridge of her nose as she tried to stave off a banger of a headache. She recognized the voice instantly—Tom Yarmouth. He’d called at least twice a day, every day, since the bones were found. He didn’t have any skin in the game—none of his children had gone missing. He was simply trying to do whatever he could to make Mayor Dent look bad. According to Young, he’s been trying to undermine her since losing the mayoral race to her.

			There was a commotion just outside her door a moment before it flew open, crashing into the wall behind it hard enough to rattle the picture frames on the other walls. Deputy Young stepped in and put her hands on his chest, trying to push him back. But he was a bull of a man and simply overpowered her. Young, a squinting, critical expression on her face, reached for the taser on her hip, which got Spenser to her feet in the blink of an eye.

			“It’s all right, Deputy Young,” Spenser said quickly. 

			Young turned to Spenser. “I’m sorry, Sheriff. I tried to stop him—”

			Spenser put her hand up, cutting her off. “It’s all right. I’ll talk to him. Thank you, Amanda,” she said. “Please, close the door on your way out.” 

			Yarmouth was a tall, broad-shouldered, thick-chested man. His dark hair was graying at the temples and nicely styled, giving him a distinguished look. He had a strong jawline, a long, patrician nose, and sharp features. Yarmouth had a smarmy, arrogant attitude and was used to being treated with deference and like he was the big man on campus. Once upon a time, he’d been a football hero in Sweetwater Falls and had gone on to play at Harvard. He’d eventually come back to his hometown, a high-powered attorney, and established his own law firm with a stable of celebrity clients. 

			“Have a seat, Mr. Yarmouth,” Spenser said. “What can I do for you today?” 

			“You can start by telling me what you’re doing to get these families the closure and peace of mind they so richly deserve.”

			“Your compassion for the people of this town is inspiring. Really. I’m sure everybody sleeps better at night knowing they’ve got such a fierce advocate,” Spenser said.

			“I was born here and I’m going to die here. I love my hometown and want nothing but the best for it,” he said. “And that includes a functioning and competent police force. If you want my personal opinion—”

			“I don’t. Not really.” 

			He smirked at her. “My personal opinion is that outsiders don’t understand this town or what it needs. I don’t feel an outsider should be running our police force,” he said. “It’s nothing against you, Sheriff. It’s just that you don’t understand our people. You don’t know our history. So, there’s no way you can understand the needs of this town. It’s not your fault and I don’t blame you. It’s just how things are.” 

			“See, I tend to think being an outsider has plenty of advantages,” she stated. “Outsiders don’t come in with the same biases and prejudices, and aren’t locked into one way of thinking. Not knowing all the people or their stories means we can see things as they are. Not as some people would like us to see them.” 

			Yarmouth clenched his jaw, the corners of his mouth pulling down into an angry scowl and he glared at her silently for a long moment. He shifted in his seat and cleared his throat. 

			“I’d like to know what progress you’ve made with the Lexi Wise case,” he said. 

			“First of all, you’re not a member of my department. What on earth would make you think you’re entitled to privileged information like that?” Spenser said. “Secondly, even if we had a positive ID, again, what would make you think you’re entitled to the information we’re developing on an ongoing investigation?” 

			“As you noted, you’re an outsider. So, it’s very likely you don’t know who I am—”

			Spenser’s laughter cut him off mid-sentence, deepening his frown. 

			“A man in my position tends to have a lot of friends in high places. Friends who are privy to a lot of information they’re more than willing to pass along,” he said. 

			Spenser’s stomach clenched hard enough that she had to fight to keep from grimacing. She had a feeling she knew where this was going already, and she didn’t like it. Leaks in her office were something she could control… somewhat. But leaks in other offices not connected to her department were completely out of her hands. 

			“I assume you have a point?” she said. 

			“My point is that we have a positive ID on those bones. It’s Lexi Wise,” he said. “I know you’ve had this information now for a couple of days and I’m asking you for an update on your investigation, Sheriff Song.”

			It was as bad as she’d feared. Though in retrospect, she probably shouldn’t have been surprised that a shark like Yarmouth had a source in the state lab. She’d never stopped to think about it because it had never occurred to her that Yarmouth would go this far in his effort to destroy the reputation of Mayor Dent. Clearly, that was shortsighted on her part. 

			“Christ, I hate politics,” she muttered.

			“Come again?”

			“Nothing,” she said. 

			“Well?” he demanded. “I want to know—” 

			“My understanding is that you’re a very good lawyer, Mr. Yarmouth.” 

			“Yes. I am.” 

			“Then you should know that since you are not a member of law enforcement or the civilian board that oversees this department, you have no authority to demand anything of me, let alone a status of an open investigation,” she said, her voice cold. “Further, you should know that you are getting dangerously close to interfering with an official police investigation. I’m sure you can lawyer your way out of the charge, but it still wouldn’t be a good look for you.” 

			“I’m not worried about my reputation. It is, as they say, above reproach.” 

			“Uh-huh,” she replied. “You really don’t want to try me. I can promise you I’m not the type who rolls over for anybody. If you push me, I push back.”

			“I’m sure you do. But credibility is everything and you have none,” he said. “I, on the other hand, am busting at the seams with it.”

			“Go home, Mr. Yarmouth. Just let me do my job and stay out of the way. Am I understood?” she asked, her tone icier than the Arctic.

			“You’re making a big mistake, Sheriff. You want somebody like me on your side,” he said. “Especially when you’re up for re-election.”

			Spenser grinned. “One thing I couldn’t help but notice is that for all your power, wealth, and connections, you still lost the mayoral race,” she said. “It makes me think that maybe, just maybe, your brand isn’t as strong as you think and that having a winner like Mayor Dent endorsing me would help push me over the top when I have to run for my office.” 

			Yarmouth shot to his feet, his face dark and twisted with rage. 

			“One more thing, Mr. Yarmouth,” she said. “Don’t you ever burst into my office like that again. You do not run this department. I do. Now, maybe Sheriff Hinton let you run roughshod through here, but I’m not Sheriff Hinton and I will not tolerate you marching through here issuing orders. You bust into my office like that again and I will throw you into a cell. Are we clear?” 

			Rather than answer, Yarmouth spun on his heel and stomped out of her office. Spenser turned to her computer and booted it up. There were still quirks in the system she was trying to get used to that were preventing her from accessing all the departmental records. Howard Hinton clearly wasn’t very technologically savvy. Nor was he much of a record keeper. Combine those two things and you had a horrible mess of half-completed records you had to sift through when you should have been able to access them with the tap of a few keys. 

			It was terrible to admit but Yarmouth had been right about one thing—she’d had the ID confirmation from the state labs for a couple of days. She’d made a few calls and rattled a few cages over the last couple of weeks and finally lit a fire under somebody out there and they’d gotten the tests run. They were probably just sick of hearing her voice on the other end of the line. But whatever, she got what she needed. The trouble was trying to find the corroborating case files in this out of date, mess of a computer system. 

			Spenser had kept it to herself. Knowing she hadn’t yet rooted out the leaks in her department, she didn’t want it known that the DNA from the bag of bones was a match for Lexi Wise. Not yet. Not until she’d gotten the original case files and had something solid to stand on. She didn’t want it out there in the public sphere until she had some sense of which direction she needed to steer the investigation. 

			The trouble was Tom Yarmouth. He wasn’t going to sit on something as significant as the DNA match. Not even for the good of the town he claimed to love so much. No, he was going to find a way to use that information for his own gain. Which meant Spenser needed to find the original case files and gather as much information as she could. The clock was now ticking.

			“Dammit,” she growled as she slammed her fist down on her desk. 

			“Problem, Sheriff?” 

			Spenser looked up to see Young standing in the doorway. “This computer system. We need somebody in here to clean it up and get it organized.” 

			“A lot of records haven’t been digitized yet, so that may be why you’re not finding what you’re looking for,” she said. “Speaking of which, what are you looking for?” 

			“Come in and shut the door.” 

			“Yes, ma’am,” Young said as she quickly shut the door.

			“The state lab released the results of the DNA test,” Spenser said. “It’s Lexi Wise.” 

			“Well, that’s not entirely unexpected, is it?” 

			“No. Not really,” she said. “But now that we have confirmation, I need the files. I’ve been looking for them but—”

			“Sheriff Hinton wasn’t the most organized person around.”

			“I’m getting that.” 

			“The good news is that all the files that haven’t been digitized yet are probably in one of the storage rooms,” Young said. 

			“Think you can find the file?” 

			“I can give it a shot.” 

			Spenser sighed. “Okay. Let’s go hunt for it. If anybody asks though, make something up. I don’t want anybody knowing what we’re after just yet.”

			“Copy that, Sheriff.” 
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			“This is ridiculous,” Spenser said. 

			They’d been down in the basement for several hours already sorting through the enormous stacks of boxes piled up down there and hadn’t made much headway. Spenser picked up a box and dropped it onto a table, sneezing as she kicked up a cloud of dust. The basement was a long, windowless room made of concrete blocks. The exposed pipes and beams ran overhead and the only light came from the naked bulbs dangling above them. 

			It was dusty and cobwebs clung to every surface. Large, steel bookcases were bolted to two of the walls and the shelves were stuffed with files and boxes thrown onto them in no discernable order. The rim was dim and smelled musty. It reminded Spenser of a rental unit in a storage facility she and Ricci had once had to go digging through. While she and Young weren’t running into rats and bugs every time they lifted a box, Spenser saw the droppings and knew there were vermin in the basement with them. 

			They spent the next two hours combing through the boxes. Spenser found a lot more junk than case files. But the files she did find stretched as far back as the 1970s. In fact, she didn’t find any files more current than the ‘90s and was growing frustrated by the ham-fisted way the previous regime dealt with their paperwork. 

			“Sheriff, I found it!” Young called out. 

			Spenser dropped the paperwork she was holding.

			“It looks like an awfully thin file,” she said. 

			Young remained silent as Spenser started flipping through the scant few pages tucked into the file. It took her less than three minutes to get through it all and when she was done, she closed the folder and shook her head as she looked at the ground. The first thing that went through her mind was what Ryker had told her—that there were people in town who didn’t want her found. Judging by the file in her hand, Spenser had to wonder if Sheriff Hinton had been one of them. 

			“What is it?” Young finally asked. 

			“It just doesn’t seem like anybody was looking for this girl,” Spenser said. “There isn’t much in the way of investigative notes, reports, updates… there’s almost nothing in here.” 

			Young turned back to the box and started to rifle through everything inside. “Maybe the notes and all fell out. Or maybe they got shoved into another box…”

			“Or maybe nobody put in a lot of effort to find her.” 

			“Why wouldn’t they look for her?” 

			Spenser shrugged. “It’s a good question. And one I want an answer to.” 
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			Spenser climbed out of the department-issued beige and green Ford Bronco that along with the black Stetson she wore, came with the job. She looked up and down the tree-lined street. It was a quiet, upper-middle-class neighborhood with large, well-kept homes that seemed to have a Mercedes or BMW parked in every driveway. A cool wind blew, stirring the branches of the trees overhead and sending a crumpled piece of paper skittering down the street.

			The Wise home was a two-story Colonial job made of red brick and white clapboard. Dark green shutters flanked every window, giving the house a clean, classic look. A large tree stood in the yard with a tire swinging hanging from one of the low, thick branches. Spenser imagined a young Lexi swinging back and forth on it and felt a pang of sadness ripple through her heart. A young life full of promise was stolen. Snuffed out. That promise was forever left unfulfilled. 

			Spenser had to fight the urge to climb back into her truck and take off. The Wise home was the last place on earth she wanted to be. With a heavy sigh, Spenser headed up the walk and then climbed the short flight of stairs that led to the porch. She crossed the red brick to the front door which was a solid dark oak and had an oval-shaped pane of stained glass in the center. She reached over and pushed the doorbell, listening to the chime echoing inside. 

			As she waited, she heard the sound of footsteps approaching the door. A moment later, the door was opened by a woman with deep auburn hair and blue eyes. She was a diminutive five-two and petite with a pale complexion and soft, delicate features. Her mouth tightened and her eyes narrowed when she saw Spenser standing there. On the ride over, Spenser had entertained the flicker of hope that she hadn’t heard yet, but one look at the woman extinguished it. 

			“Mrs. Wise,” Spenser said. 

			“If you’re here to tell me about my daughter, I’ve already heard,” she said, her voice as tight and hard as her face. 

			“Yes, Tom Yarmouth is certainly making the rounds.”

			“And I’m glad he is,” she snapped. “At least somebody cared enough to tell me my daughter’s remains have been found.” 

			“May I come in, Mrs. Wise? I’d like to speak with you and your husband.” 

			She hesitated at the door, looking like she was debating whether to slam it in Spenser’s face or not. But the woman eventually opened the door and stepped aside.

			“Come in,” she said. 

			“Thank you.”

			Spenser took her hat off and stepped into the house. She waited for Mrs. Wise to close the door then followed her into a sitting room that sat just off the foyer. Spenser walked across beige carpeting to a deep brown sofa and loveseat. The coffee table was a highly lacquered piece of what looked like driftwood that had been flattened on top and then polished to a glossy shine. It was an interesting piece. 

			The walls were white with crown molding around the top. Three large windows in the northern wall looked out onto the street and a piano sat on the opposite side of the room. A red brick fireplace sat in the eastern wall and the mantle was covered in photos of their family. More framed pictures hung on the walls all around the room along with a few pieces of modern art Spenser found striking. 

			The sound of the television drifted into the sitting room from somewhere in the back of the house. 

			“Have a seat,” she said coldly. “I’ll go and get my husband.” 

			“Thank you, Mrs. Wise.” 

			Instead of sitting down when the woman left the room, Spenser walked around and looked at the pictures closely. Lexi was displayed prominently in many of them and the pride her parents took in her was more than obvious. With rich auburn hair and a fair complexion, Lexi looked a lot like her mother. She had a wholesome look about her and Spenser was hard-pressed to see this Lolita with the bad reputation Ryker had told her about.

			She knew better than most that appearances were deceiving. Lexi very well might be innocent of all the things Ryker had mentioned, but she also might have been having affairs with some of the pillars of the community. She wouldn’t know until she dug deeper into the case and got to know Lexi better. She looked like such a sweet girl that Spenser didn’t want it to be true. But what she wanted was irrelevant. 

			“Sheriff Song.”

			Spenser turned around to find Mrs. Wise standing next to her husband. Dave Wise was a tall, lanky man with white hair peppered with black and dark eyes that were strangely flat and emotionless. He had a long face with a neatly trimmed mustache and beard. He was a college professor and, dressed in khakis and a white, button-down, long-sleeved shirt, he looked the part.

			“Mr. Wise,” Spenser said. “Thank you both for speaking with me.” 

			The couple moved into the room and sat down together on the loveseat, the fingers on their hands tightly intertwined. 

			“I’m not sure what you want to talk to us about,” Mr. Wise said. “Tom’s already told us what you failed to disclose.” 

			“I understand and I apologize for not coming to you sooner. In my defense, I didn’t want to come talk to you until I was fully briefed on your daughter’s case,” Spenser said. “I’m still getting myself up to speed on any open cases and only just learned about Lexi’s disappearance, so I wanted to have all the facts in case you had any questions for me.” 

			The couple exchanged a look with each other, and Spenser thought they both looked somewhat mollified. They turned back to her, their expressions softer than before.

			“What is it we can do for you, Sheriff?” Mr. Wise asked. 

			“Well, the first thing I wanted to say is that I am terribly sorry for your loss,” she replied. “Even after all these years, I can’t imagine it’s any easier for you to process.” 

			“It’s not,” Mrs. Wise said stiffly. “But thank you.” 

			“Of course. And given that we now have confirmation that it was Lexi’s remains that were found, I want to assure you that bringing her killer to justice is my department’s top priority,” she said. “I will be leading the investigation into her murder myself. You have my word that I am pulling out all the stops to find who did this to your daughter.”

			“Thank you, Sheriff,” Mr. Wise said. “Though, we won’t get our hopes up. After all these years, I wouldn’t imagine the monster who did this is even in the area anymore.”

			“You might be surprised. In a lot of cases, these creeps remain in the area,” she said. “And the fact that he went to such lengths to hide her body leads me to suspect he might still be in Sweetwater Falls.” 

			Her eyes red and watery, Mrs. Wise choked back a sob and covered her mouth with her hands. Her husband wrapped his arm around her shoulders and pulled her close. Her body went limp, and she melted against him, laying her head on his shoulder. Spenser gave them a moment to compose themselves. 

			“Mr. and Mrs. Wise—”

			“Please, call us Dave and Angela,” Mr. Wise said.

			“Very well. Just call me Spenser,” she said. 

			“May I ask whether you have any suspects yet, Sher—Spenser?” Mr. Wise asked. 

			“At the moment, I don’t. But I’m only just now diving into the case file. As part of my investigation, I will be talking to a lot of people who were interviewed back then as well as developing my own case file,” Spenser told them. “I’ll be interviewing anybody whose name pops up in the course of my own investigation. I promise you that I am not going to leave a single stone unturned and will be casting as wide a net as possible.” 

			“Thank you, Spenser,” Mrs. Wise said, her voice quavering. 

			“If there’s anything we can do to help, please let us know,” Mr. Wise added. 

			“Actually, there is. I was hoping you could answer some questions for me?” Spenser started. “And forgive me, I’m sure Sheriff Hinton has already covered this ground with you, but I need to start from square one.” 

			“Of course,” he said, sounding tired. “What do you want to know?” 

			Spenser took a small notebook and a pen out of her pocket and flipped it open. 

			“Did you know if Lexi had any boyfriends? Anybody she was seeing casually?” Spenser started. “And did she date much?” 

			“No, she didn’t date too much,” Mr. Wise said. “I mean, there were a couple of boys she saw now and then, but I don’t recall her being involved in anything too serious.” 

			Mrs. Wise shook her head. “No, she was focused more on her studies than on boys. She liked to go out and have fun, of course. Most girls her age do. But our Lexi was intent on getting into an Ivy League school and worked hard to make that happen. She simply didn’t have the time for much of a social life.” 

			“I see,” Spenser said as she jotted a few things down. “Do you happen to know the names of any of the boys she saw socially?” 

			The couple exchanged a look and Spenser could practically see them silently asking each other if they could recall. They finally turned to her, both of them shaking their heads.

			“I’m afraid I don’t recall,” Mr. Wise said. “She didn’t bring many people around the house and certainly nobody she was seeing.”

			“Like we said, she wasn’t involved in anything too serious, and bringing a boy home to meet us would be something of a big deal,” Mrs. Wise added. “Far too big of a deal for the nature of her relationships… which weren’t real relationships.” 

			“Understood,” Spenser said and hesitated for a moment before going on. “I’ve been told that Lexi could be a little on the wild side. I obviously didn’t know her and mean no disrespect with my question. I don’t have any basis for believing or disbelieving anything I’ve been told to this point. So, I was just hoping I could get your take on that.” 

			“Wild? No, I wouldn’t say she was wild,” Mr. Wise said. “Lexi was a bubbly and outgoing girl. She just had a vivacious personality. But wild? No. Definitely not.” 

			“Who’s saying these kinds of things about our daughter, Spenser?” 

			“It doesn’t matter. Like I said, I’ve got no reason to believe it anyway,” Spenser said then moved on before Mr. Wise could question her further. “I wonder if, by chance, you have any of Lexi’s things. I’d like to try and get a good sense of her—”

			“A sense of her?” Mrs. Wise asked. 

			Spenser nodded. “When I was with the Bureau, I relied a lot on profiling, not just my UNSUBs, but my victims as well. Knowing as much as I can about a victim can help me understand what might have drawn the UNSUB to her in the first place,” she said. “It’s called victimology and it’s one of the very first things you look at when you launch an investigation. If I can understand Lexi and get a good sense of who she was, it might help me figure out who in her life might have wanted to do this to her.”

			“I see. That… that makes sense,” Mr. Wise said. “As far as Lexi’s things… well… yeah, we’ve got her things. Follow me and I’ll show you.” 

			Mr. Wise patted his wife’s hand and murmured a few quiet words to her before getting to his feet. Spenser stood and followed him upstairs and to the room at the end of the hall. He hesitated a moment with his hand on the knob then turned it and pushed it open. He stood aside and motioned for Spenser to go in.

			“I’ll give you some time,” he said. “And please, take anything you need—anything that might help you find out who did this.” 

			“Thank you, Mr. Wise.” 

			It didn’t surprise Spenser to find that the room remained virtually untouched in all the years since Lexi disappeared. From what she could see, it was clean and dust-free, but it looked like it must have looked back when she was alive. Posters for boy bands hung on the walls along with academic awards and a corkboard covered in pictures of Lexi and her friends at various events. They all looked so young and so innocent.

			A window seat ran beneath the two large windows, which were flanked by two tall oak bookcases. The shelves were stuffed with books. And Lexi’s personal library held all the classics as well as some contemporary novels and even a few textbooks. The spines on the books were all cracked, telling Spenser they weren’t there just for show. Lexi had been a reader. 

			Spenser knew that many parents kept the rooms of their missing or murdered children like living shrines. Some longer than others. They kept their rooms as if they expected their child to walk back in at any moment and wanted them to be surrounded by all their familiar things. It was heartbreaking. 

			“You know, not even Sheriff Hinton came by to search Lexi’s room. He didn’t look into the whole victimology you were talking about,” he said. 

			“I was fortunate enough to be trained by some of the best investigators in the world,” Spenser said diplomatically. “I’m sure Sheriff Hinton did the best he could.” 

			Mr. Wise hesitated then frowned. “I used to think so. Now? Now, I’m not so sure.” 

			Spenser watched as the man turned around and shuffled down the hall, suddenly looking older than he was. She couldn’t imagine what he had to be feeling to have all the feelings he had about his daughter’s death kicked up all over again, and her heart went out to him. But she stuffed them all down as quickly as she could. Sentiment wouldn’t do her any good. 

			She had a job to do. 
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			Stuffed to the gills, Spenser pushed her plate away and leaned back in her chair. She wiped her mouth and then laid her napkin down on the table. Classical music issued softly from the speakers, filling the dining room with strings and piano, and the burning wood crackled and popped in the fireplace. The dogs both sat on the couch, pretending to be sleeping but were ever alert with the hope of a stray piece of food hitting the floor. 

			“I don’t think I’ve ever had a better seafood alfredo,” Spenser said. “And I’ve eaten at some of New York’s finest restaurants.” 

			“This may come as a surprise to you, but New York doesn’t have the market cornered on good food. Or anything really,” he said with a smile in his voice. 

			“You might be right about that.”

			“Of course, I am,” he replied. “Anyway, getting back to what you said a minute ago… I can’t believe that Hinton didn’t even bother searching Lexi’s room. That can’t be true.”

			Spenser shook her head. “I wish it wasn’t. But Mr. Wise was very clear about that.” 

			“I’m not a cop and even I know you need to do that.” 

			“Let me guess, you’re like Amanda and watch a lot of Law & Order?” 

			“I wouldn’t say a lot. But enough to know some of the basics,” he said. 

			They shared a laugh then she picked up her glass of wine and took a drink. He’d sent her a text while she was at the office, inviting her over to dinner that night. Not one to show up empty-handed, she’d picked up a strawberry cheesecake from Sugar Rush, one of Sweetwater Falls’ best bakeries before coming over. Thanks to her massive sweet tooth, it was a place Spenser had become all too familiar with since moving to town.

			“But that sort of fits with what I was saying about some people not wanting her found, doesn’t it?” Ryker asked. 

			“It might,” she replied. “But it might also simply be an indication of lazy police work. The lack of a real case file makes me think it might be that rather than a conspiracy.” 

			Ryker shrugged. “The lack of a case file fits the idea of a conspiracy, too, though.” 

			“Yeah. I suppose it does,” she replied. “But tell me something. What was your sense of Hinton as a sheriff? Was he a good one? Did he do good work? Or did he seem like the kind of guy who took shortcuts?” 

			Ryker sipped his wine and seemed to consider her question as he stared into the flames. “It’s hard for me to say since I’m not part of the department and didn’t see it from the inside. But he seemed to get along with people. As far as I know, people in town loved the guy. And I guess, as you’re finding out, his deputies are pretty loyal to him.” 

			“Yeah, I get all that. But that doesn’t make him good at his job,” Spenser said. “It just means he knows how to handle and manage people. It makes him sound more like a good politician than a good sheriff.” 

			“You might be right about that. But he was sheriff here for twenty-five years so I imagine he must have done something right.” 

			“Or he at least made people think he was doing something right.” 

			“You seem pretty determined to believe that Howard was a bad cop,” Ryker said. “What happened to make you think that?” 

			“I don’t know that he was a bad cop. But I’m starting to see that he was a man who didn’t like to do the work. He took shortcuts and didn’t bother with the menial tasks.” 

			“What do you mean?” 

			“Well, his filing system leaves something to be desired,” she said dryly. “Aside from that, the case file on Lexi Wise is thin. It seems clear they didn’t do much investigating at all.” 

			“I think I told you, the prevailing belief back then was that she’d run off with somebody.” 

			“Sure, but where is the proof of that?” she countered. “I spoke to her parents and the initial impression I got was that she wasn’t the wild child people believed she was. Her parents certainly didn’t seem to think so.” 

			“Because parents always want to believe the best in their kids—and those kids are always so forthcoming with what they’re doing in their lives, right?” 

			Spenser looked at him curiously. “You seem pretty invested in the idea that Lexi was the girl people claim she was.” 

			“I’m not. Not really. I’m simply playing Devil’s Advocate,” he replied. 

			“Are you, though?” 

			“What in the hell is that supposed to mean?” he asked. 

			“How well did you know Lexi?” 

			“What? Am I a suspect now or something?” 

			She put her hands up, palms facing him. “I’m not saying anything like that, Ryker. All I’m saying is Sheriff Hinton left me next to nothing to go on and from my perspective, it didn’t seem like he tried all that hard,” she said. “Now, maybe it’s because he believed, as you said, that she ran off with a boyfriend and it wasn’t worth the time or effort. I don’t know. But there are a lot of questions, and I am going to get some answers.” 

			They both sat back in their seats and sipped their wine in silence, letting the temperature in the room come down. It seemed obvious to Spenser that there was more to Ryker’s outburst than he was saying. 

			“Are you all right?” she asked gently.

			“I’m fine.” 

			“You just seem unusually tense.” 

			Ryker took a swallow of his wine, never taking his eyes off the flames burning away in the fireplace. His jaw flexed as he gritted his teeth and the fire cast flickering shadows across his face. He ran a hand over his mouth and sighed heavily. 

			“My father wants me to meet his new girlfriend. He keeps trying to pressure me into it,” he finally said. “I guess that’s been bothering me lately.” 

			Spenser nodded like she understood. Ryker had been very tight-lipped about his relationship with his father. 

			“What’s bothering you about it?” she asked. 

			“I don’t know. I just don’t feel like expending the energy to get to know somebody who might not be here six months from now,” he said. 

			“Is that all there is to it?” 

			He shrugged. “I just don’t understand why my father even cares what I think. Seeking out my opinion hasn’t ever been high on his list of priorities.”

			“Maybe he’s trying to correct that,” Spenser offers. “Maybe he regrets the strain of your relationship and is working to fix it.” 

			“Color me skeptical.”

			“I’ll color you close-minded,” Spenser said with a chuckle. “Sometimes to move forward in life, we need to let go of the past. That’s something I’m trying to learn—maybe it’s something you should look into as well.” 

			She could see him bristle but he held his tongue. Ryker’s past was a subject that was pretty much off-limits. He’d doled out small bits of his story to her over the six months they’d known each other, but there was a definitive line he would not cross. A limit to what he’d share with her—with anybody. And Ryker drew that line at his time overseas. 

			He had shared snippets of what he’d endured, and Spenser had picked up other pieces of information from Marley. Though, given how tight-lipped he was about his service, Spenser wondered about the accuracy of what her best friend had told her. So far as Spenser knew the only people he talked about his service with belonged to his veterans’ group. However, Spenser didn’t know how much he shared even with them. 

			She understood the nature of trauma. Spenser knew it well given her own experience with her husband’s murder. That sort of soul-shaking trauma leaves deep indelible scars and in a lot of cases, the last thing Spenser wanted was to talk about it. With anybody. So, she knew better than to push him past those limits he’d imposed. 

			“Yeah, maybe,” he mumbled.  

			“Far be it for me to push my beliefs and opinions on anybody but you only have one dad. And when he’s gone, he’s gone,” Spenser said. “Maybe your dad is realizing that he’s only got one son and is simply trying to make amends.” 

			Ryker smirked. “I wouldn’t get my hopes up that high. We didn’t have the same sort of Brady Bunch existence growing up, Spenser.” 

			“My childhood was hardly Brady Bunch material.” 

			“Do you like your folks?”

			“I did,” she replied. “They’ve both passed on, but yeah. I did.” 

			“Then yours was a lot closer to the Brady Bunch than mine.” 

			“Fair enough.” 

			“I also don’t see how introducing me to his girlfriend is trying to make amends.” 

			“Because he’s trying to include you in his life,” Spenser said. “He’s trying to involve you in the things that are important to him.” 

			“I’m sure he’s got some ulterior motive. He always does.” 

			“And what kind of ulterior motive do you think he might have?”

			“If I had to guess, I’d say it has something to do with getting me to sell this land. He’s been trying to get me to sell it since my grandfather left it to me,” Ryker said.

			“Why would he want you to sell?” 

			“Because this land is worth a fortune,” he replied. “With this town growing as fast as it is—something even you’ve made mention of—it’s only going up in value. It’s the biggest parcel of land in the county and developers are always circling.”

			“I don’t see how he could parlay asking you to meet his girlfriend into trying to convince you to sell this land,” Spenser said. “Nor do I see how it would benefit him to get you to sell since, as you said, your grandfather left this land to you. Not him.”

			“You don’t know my father. Let me just say he has a way of making everything about him and turning every situation to his benefit,” Ryker said. “It wouldn’t shock me if he brokered a deal that gave him a percentage if he gets me to sell the land.” 

			A tension-filled silence stretched out between them for a minute. They were between songs and the crackle of the flames was the only sound in the room. 

			“Anyway,” Ryker said. “I should probably call it a night. I need to be up early.”

			“Yeah. Same,” Spenser replied as she got to her feet. “Let me help you with the dishes.” 

			“No, I got it. Thanks.” 

			“Well… thank you for dinner,” she said after getting Annabelle leashed and ready to go.

			“You’re welcome.” 

			“Good night, Ryker.”

			“Good night.” 

			As Spenser walked out of the house and closed the door behind her, she couldn’t help but think that his entire demeanor was off. Ryker wasn’t usually the warm and fuzzy kind of guy. But he seemed like he was wound a little bit tighter than usual. Maybe it was nothing more than what he’d said it was. Maybe it was nothing more than old wounds being reopened. Nothing more than the strain and stress of this deal with his father, his father’s girlfriend, and all the drama between them bubbling up to the surface once more. 

			But Spenser just had a gut feeling there was something more in play. She had no proof, of course. She had nothing more than her instinct and her intuition to base that belief on. But her gut had served her well in the Bureau and she’d learned to listen to it. 
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			Ryker found a spot in the lot outside the VA and parked. He sat behind the wheel for a minute as he battled the urge to start the car and drive away again. He just wasn’t feeling like being social. Ryker wanted to go home, hang out with his dog, and maybe do some work in the fields. Talking to people didn’t make his top ten list of things he wanted to do.

			“Get out of the car,” he ordered himself. 

			Ryker reluctantly opened the door and slid out of his truck. He watched the people coming and going through the front doors of the VA and felt the knots in his stomach pull tight. He swallowed hard and blotted his palms on his jeans and took a deep breath, holding it for a count of ten, before releasing it slowly. Ryker frowned. He didn’t feel any calmer.

			The VA was the one place in the world where he felt accepted. Where he felt seen. The one place he could be with people who’d shared his experiences and could understand what he was going through. But he didn’t want to be there today. Mostly because it wasn’t a normal group day. He was there for a one-on-one session with his counselor—a session he suddenly regretted booking for himself. 

			“Let’s get this over with.” 

			Ryker forced himself to put one foot in front of the other and walk away from his truck. He pushed the button on his keyring fob and heard the double chirp of the alarm then slipped his keys into his pocket. His stomach churning, Ryker kept his eyes down as he walked into the building. He threaded his way through the knots of people clustered around and managed to make it to the elevators without making eye contact with anybody. He counted that as a win. 

			He rode the elevator up to the seventh floor and when the doors opened, he stepped into the alcove. The echo of his boots on the tiled floor sounded like cannons going off in the hushed atmosphere around him. The seventh floor, unlike most of the other floors in the VA, was quiet. Hushed. This was the floor where all the shrinks resided and there seemed to be some unspoken agreement among everybody who set foot on the seventh to maintain the quiet. 

			Ryker made his way down to the room and stopped at the door. A small black nameplate with white lettering was posted beside the door that read, “Dr. Mira Dobbs.” He’d been seeing her for a couple of years now and had come to respect and trust her. Although, it didn’t make sitting down and opening up to her any easier. He just wasn’t much of a talker, but his friend and the woman who ran the group, Melissa Tyler, had convinced him to start seeing Dobbs. 

			He took a deep, steadying breath then knocked on the door. A moment later, it opened, and Ryker gave the woman standing before him a small, awkward smile. With strawberry blonde hair, blue eyes that sparkled with mischief, a trim figure, and a warm, welcoming smile, Ryker thought Dobbs was a pretty woman. She was also smart as a whip and one of the very few people who called him on his crap and didn’t let him get away with anything.

			She wasn’t a native of Sweetwater Falls. She and her husband moved into the old Perkins place over on Wellington about five years ago. Ryker liked that simply because she didn’t come in with the baggage one accrued living in one place all their life. When she looked at him, she didn’t see the cantankerous recluse most of the people in town saw. She didn’t judge him the way they did. Dobbs had clear eyes and a fresh perspective only somebody who didn’t live here all their life could have. And that was one of the biggest reasons he started working with her. 

			“I was thinking about going home,” Ryker said.

			“But you didn’t,” she replied. “You’re here—and you made an appointment because you felt like you needed one. That’s big, Ryker. I’m proud of you.” 

			He’d never been one who was good with praise. He didn’t know what to do with it, so he stood there looking at her awkwardly. She laughed softly then stepped aside and gestured for him to step into her office. Ryker ducked his head and walked in. As she closed the door behind him, he dropped down onto the red, plush couch and pulled one of the two pillows into his lap. Dobbs sat down in her chair and spun around to face him. 

			Her office was small—the VA didn’t offer its shrinks much room to operate. The couch took up nearly the entire back wall of the office, leaving just enough room for a floor lamp on one side and a narrow end table on the other. The table held a box of tissues, a smaller lamp that was currently off, and a faux plant. To Ryker’s left was Dobbs’ desk, which faced the wall and when Dobbs spun around, their knees were only a couple of feet apart. 

			Despite the office being small and somewhat cramped, Ryker found it oddly soothing. The lighting in the room wasn’t too bright and the temperature was always comfortable. Dr. Dobbs had framed art prints hanging on the walls—modern, abstract pieces that appealed to him. 

			“How are you feeling, Ryker?” 

			He nodded. “I’m… I’m all right, I guess.” 

			“Are you?”

			“Sure, I guess. Why would you think I’m not?” 

			“A couple of reasons. First, you seem awfully tense and defensive,” she said. “Second, you don’t normally make appointments outside of your normally scheduled ones. I assumed there was something going on with you. Was I wrong to assume that?”

			Ryker sat back on the sofa and looked down at the pillow in his lap. He picked small pieces of lint off it and considered her question.  

			“It’s not that you’re wrong to assume that,” he said softly. “It’s just that I don’t know exactly what the problem is.” 

			“Okay, let’s talk about that. What is going on in your life right now?” she asked. “Specifically, what is going on in your life right now that’s causing you stress, making you angry, or maybe just making you feel some sense of discomfort?” 

			Ryker hesitated for a moment then told her what was going on with his father. He shared his thoughts and feelings about meeting his father’s girlfriend which turned into a conversation about Ryker’s resentment toward his father—resentment that had first started building when he was a kid and continued to grow day by day and year by year. 

			“Spenser thinks my father is trying to build a bridge… trying to repair the damage he’s spent a lifetime doing,” he said. 

			“Spenser. I’ve heard that name more than a few times over your last half dozen sessions or so,” she noted. 

			“I don’t see how that’s relevant.” 

			“And there it is,” Dobbs said.

			“There what is?” 

			“The tension—new tension—I was looking for.” 

			“I don’t know what that even means,” Ryker said. 

			“It means that when you were talking about your father, it was with some tension in your voice. But what I heard more of was resignation and maybe a hint of anger. Though, those feelings when it comes to your father are something you’ve been living with your whole life,” Dobbs said. “But when you mentioned Spenser just now, your voice tightened with a tension I haven’t heard in your voice before. It was new. So, what’s going on there?” 

			“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 

			“No? Are you sure about that?” 

			Ryker shook his head. “Not a clue.” 

			“Uh-huh. Well, like I said, Spenser’s name has come up in our sessions quite a bit over the last few months,” Dobbs said. “And maybe not so coincidentally, your mood has been… different.” 

			“Different? I haven’t been any different.”

			She gave him a wry smile. “But you have. There’s been a lightness in your personality I haven’t seen since we started working together. I’ve actually seen you smile a few times. If I’m being honest, it shocked the hell out of me the first time.” 

			“It’s not like that. She’s a friend.” 

			“See, you say that, but the tone in your voice and that gleam in your eyes tells me something different,” she said. 

			“I think you’re seeing and hearing things, Doc.” 

			“Maybe so. But I’m sure I heard tension in your voice when you mentioned her name just now,” she replied. “So, what happened between you and Spenser?” 

			Ryker sighed and shook his head. Dobbs was good. She picked up on even the slightest variation in his voice and seemed to have this preternatural ability to see through him and almost know what he was thinking. It was one of the most disconcerting things about her but also something Ryker had come to appreciate.

			“We had an argument. Sort of,” he admitted. 

			“Tell me about it.” 

			He leaned back and crossed his legs as he thought about how to describe what happened between him and Spenser at his place the other night. 

			“It wasn’t an argument. I mean, we talked about my father, obviously. We talked about that relationship,” he said. “And we also talked a little bit about her current case and some of the trouble she’s having with it.” 

			“Ahh yes, she’s probably got a lot on her plate with this Lexi Wise situation, right? I only know what I’ve been reading in the papers, but I’m sure Spenser is under a lot of pressure.” 

			“Yeah. Seems like it,” Ryker said.

			“There’s that tone of tension again,” Dobbs said. “What did you two argue about? Was it about the case?” 

			“We didn’t argue, per se. She just said something that kind of set me off—or rather, she made an implication I didn’t like.”

			“And what was the implication?” 

			“She talked to me like I was a suspect.”

			“And how did she do that?” 

			Ryker related the conversation to Dobbs who sat back and listened to him patiently. A couple of times during his narrative, she picked up her notebook and jotted a few things down. When he was done, she set her notebook down and turned to him. 

			“You want my opinion?” she asked.

			“That’s why I’m here.” 

			“You owe her an apology.” 

			“You’re kidding me, right?” 

			“Afraid not. You jumped to conclusions and basically behaved like an ass,” she said bluntly.

			“I did not.”

			“Ryker, she wasn’t implying anything,” Dobbs said. “She asked you a question and you got upset with her for it. And for the record, it was a pretty natural question if what you just told me about the conversation is accurate.” 

			“It is,” he muttered. 

			“Then you jumped the gun and now, you owe her an apology.” 

			Ryker muttered under his breath and looked away, drawing a laugh from Dobbs. 

			“Not to poke the bear with a spoon or anything, but how well did you know Lexi?” 

			Ryker felt that rush of defensive anger welling up within him but managed to tamp it down before he exploded. He cleared his throat and debated whether to answer Dobbs’ question. And if so, how much to tell her? 

			“Ryker?” 

			“Yeah,” he said. “I knew her pretty well.” 

			“Define that.” 

			He bit the inside of his cheek hard enough to make himself wince. He opened his mouth to reply but closed it again without speaking. Ryker gave himself a couple of beats to gather his thoughts and calm himself down. 

			“Ryker?” Dobbs pressed. “Talk to me. What is it you’re withholding?” 

			“My relationship with Lexi. I didn’t disclose it to Spenser.” 

			“Okay, why not?” 

			“Because I didn’t think it was her business.” 

			“What was the nature of your relationship with Lexi?” 

			“We were together for a few months,” he said. “I really cared about her, and it seems like stupid childish notions now, but I remember thinking at one time, she might be the one.”

			“So, you were in love with her.”

			“Yeah. I guess so.” 

			Dobbs looked stunned for a moment and didn’t say anything. It was the first time he’d ever admitted that out loud to anybody. But it was out there now. Nothing he could do about it other than talk it out with Dobbs. Well… talk out as much as he was willing to discuss anyway. 

			“Why didn’t you mention this to Sheriff Song?” Dobbs asked. 

			“Because it’s not relevant to her investigation.” 

			“Shouldn’t that be a decision for the sheriff to make?” 

			Ryker shook his head. “No. This is my personal life and it’s got no bearing on her investigation. She doesn’t need to know I was with Lexi.” 

			“This is a big decision and a big reaction from you. I’d like to talk more about the reasons behind that,” she said. “Your relationship with Lexi obviously left a deep mark on you. Deep enough that the mere mention of her name upsets you and also makes you withhold not just from me but from the woman you’re seeing—sorry, your friend.” 

			“I’m allowed to have my own secrets. Isn’t that something you told me when we started working together? That I’m entitled to keep some things to myself?” 

			“I did say that.”

			“Then this is one of those things. I’m entitled to not have my feelings about a relationship that’s almost two decades old dissected and examined,” Ryker said hotly. “I’m entitled to keep some things to myself.” 

			“Okay, fair enough,” she said. “Let’s throttle down a little bit, Ryker. It’s okay.” 

			He scrubbed his face with his hands. “Sorry, Doc. I’m not… I’m sorry.” 

			“It’s all right. There’s nothing for you to be sorry about. I can tell that whatever happened back then, it’s left some deep scars on you,” she said. “I won’t force you to talk about it. Just know that one day you’re going to need to address those scars to get them to heal once and for all. And when you’re ready, I’m here to listen.” 

			“Thanks, Doc.”

			“Of course,” she replied. “Tell me one thing. You seemed fairly certain about Lexi. You were in love. What happened?” 

			“I found out she wasn’t as certain as I was. And that she wasn’t in love,” Ryker said. “I was just keeping somebody else’s spot warm.”  
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			Spenser’s chair creaked as she leaned back and rubbed her eyes. The pounding in the front of her head, right behind her eyes, was getting worse. Leaning forward again, she read over what was in the case file. She picked up and scanned the initial incident report. She could practically recite it line by line at that point but kept hoping she’d see something different from the last two hundred times she’d read over it. 

			She turned to the laptop sitting on her desk. Lexi’s parents had given her permission to take whatever she needed and given that Hinton and his men never saw fit to look through the girl’s things or access her computer, Spenser thought it might be a good idea. The trouble was, it was password protected. Lexi’s folks had no idea what her password might be and Spenser hadn’t been able to crack it on her own. She needed help. 

			“Hey, just wanted to let you know I’ve got my cousins working in the basement.”

			Spenser looked up to see Young poking her head into the office. “That’s terrific. Thank you,” she said. “Do they have everything they need?” 

			Young nodded. “Yeah, they’re all set up. Deputy Amboy set up the computer and scanner down there so Tessa and Susannah will be able to get everything digitized and into the database for us. They said it’s probably going to take a few days, maybe even a week to sort through the boxes down there and get through the junk.” 

			“That’s fine,” Spenser said. “Tell them to take all the time they need. I’ve got approval from the mayor for this project, so we’re good to go.”

			“That’s great. Thanks for giving them a chance.” 

			“Of course. They both seem like bright, efficient young ladies.” 

			“And they’re both interested in becoming deputies.” 

			“Is that so?” 

			Young nodded. “It is.”

			“Well, if they’re anything like you, we’ll be lucky to have them,” Spenser said, making Young blush. “Have them come see me when they think they’re ready. We’ll put them through their paces, see where they’re at, and go from there.”

			“Will do. They’ll be so excited,” Young said. “Anyway, everything all right in here? Anything I can do to help?”

			“I’m fine. Just trying to make some sense of all this. What there is of it anyway,” Spenser replied. “Aside from the initial incident report, there’s just not a lot to go on. I’ve got interview transcripts from half a dozen people that aren’t worth the paper they’re printed on. And aside from those, it doesn’t seem like the case was seriously pursued.” 

			Young frowned and looked away for a moment as if lost in thought. Unless she could magically produce some evidence or another more complete case file, the deputy wasn’t going to get anywhere Spenser hadn’t already gone. It wasn’t Young’s fault. She’d been a kid herself when Lexi Wise went missing. 

			“Wait,” Spenser said. “Is there anybody out in the bullpen who was here when Lexi went missing? Anybody who worked on the case that you know of?” 

			Young cocked her head. “Yeah, actually, there are. Deputies Devries and Wilcox were both here back then, I think. I don’t know if either worked on this particular case but I’m pretty sure both of them were here at that time.”

			The one thing that had always puzzled Spenser about her department was its youth. The average age of her deputies was in the low thirties and prior to her arrival, the turnover rate had been exceedingly high. She was told that people got bored with the lack of action and moved on. Spenser had to admit, walking around town doing nothing more exciting than maybe issuing a ticket for jaywalking might get a bit tiresome over time. But that was policing in a small town. It wasn’t necessarily a thrill ride or glamorous, but Spenser thought there were worse things in the world a person could be doing. 

			“Do me a favor,” Spenser said. “Can you send Deputy Devries in?” 

			“Yeah, absolutely.” 

			“Oh, hey. One more thing,” she said. “Do you happen to know anybody who’s good with computers? I mean, like really good? Somebody who might be able to say, break into one?” 

			It galled Spenser to admit that she wasn’t good at something. But when it came to computers and technology, she wasn’t very good at it. They just weren’t her thing. She felt accomplished if she managed to send an email with an attachment without somehow fouling it up. But she always consoled herself with the knowledge that her talents lay elsewhere. She’d always relied on the techs in the Bureau for help with electronic devices she needed to break into. 

			“You mean, like a hacker?” Young asked. 

			“Well, I don’t need somebody who can hack into the Pentagon or anything. Just somebody who might be able to get around a password on a laptop.”

			“I think I might know just the person. I’ll send Devries in then give him a call.” 

			“Excellent. Thank you,” Spenser said. 

			“You got it.”

			Young walked out and a couple of minutes later, Kenny Devries walked in. A soft-spoken man of average height and build, with thinning brown hair, a pale complexion, and brown eyes as dull as his personality. Devries was non-descript and unremarkable in every conceivable way. He had the sort of face you’d forget five minutes after meeting him and the sort of personality that made you think his idea of a big Friday night was rearranging his sock drawer. 

			Devries would have been perfect for undercover work—if Sweetwater Falls had a need for undercover detectives. But he was conscientious about his work. He was thorough and meticulous, and wasn’t one of those who seemed to resent Spenser for being in her position. He didn’t have much in the way of imagination and wasn’t one who thought outside the box. But he followed orders, didn’t cause problems and she had no real problems with him. 

			“Close the door and have a seat, please,” Spenser said. 

			He did as he was told and took a seat. “What can I do for you, ma’am?” 

			“You were with the department when Lexi Wise first went missing, weren’t you?”

			He nodded. “Yes, ma’am.” 

			“And you worked on that case?”

			“A bit,” he replied. “Nothing too substantive.” 

			“Why is that?” 

			“Sheriff Hinton said he didn’t want us expending too much effort on it, ma’am,” he said. “I mean, we went after Mitch Howell pretty hard at first. Went out to his place and leaned on him. Took some photos and stuff mostly just to rattle his cage and make him sweat.”

			“What happened to the photos you took?”

			“I don’t know, ma’am. We gave them all to Sheriff Hinton,” he told her. “Like I said, though, they were mostly for show. We were just snapping pictures of random things, trying to make Mitch think we had the goods on him.” 

			“All right. Then what happened?” 

			“Well, when Mitch’s alibi panned out, Sheriff Hinton said we could stand down. Said it was most likely the girl ran off with an unknown boyfriend and that was the end of it.”

			“And what did you think?” 

			“Well, I don’t know. I guess I thought at the time that maybe he was right.”

			“Did you have any idea who this boyfriend she supposedly ran away with was?” Spenser asked. “Did any names come up in the course of your investigation that stood out?” 

			He shook his head. “No, ma’am. Nobody else went missing around that time, so we assumed it was a boy from a neighboring town,” he said. “She had quite a reputation for getting around, you see. Some say she had slept her way through half the town.” 

			“I’ve heard. But I’ve also found nothing yet to substantiate that claim,” she told him. “Why was the decision made to not search her home?” 

			“That’s above my pay grade, I’m afraid. All I know is Sheriff Hinton didn’t want us upsetting the Wises by tearing apart their daughter’s room,” he told her. “Sheriff said they’d be having a hard enough time coping with the fact their daughter ran off with some strange man.”

			The pieces of the puzzle just weren’t lining up for Spenser. Nothing about the story or how the investigation was conducted made any sense to her. She soon realized she was looking at it through the lens of how she would have conducted the investigation. How an investigation should have been run. And it was clear to her that from the start, Sheriff Hinton had no intention of running a thorough and proper investigation.

			She had to suppose it was because he believed he’d already known what happened. He was simply looking for “evidence” that supported his narrative rather than actual answers. Hinton never looked for Lexi. He talked to a couple of people he knew would give him the answers he wanted, filled out the paperwork, and made a determination based in confirmation bias instead of actual investigative work. Though the case was still officially deemed open, it had for all intents and purposes been closed the second Hinton learned who was missing and opted to let her reputation, deserved or not, dictate his actions.

			And it made Spenser sick. 

			Devries looked down at his hands, folded in his lap, and frowned. “Given what we now know, I have to wonder if maybe we dropped the ball back then.” 

			“Maybe?” Spenser growled. “I’d say it was more than the ball getting dropped. This was a total and complete departmental failure. First, Hinton failed in letting his biases steer the investigation. And second, everybody working here at the time failed for not pushing back on him when it was obvious he had no interest in looking for Lexi. If somebody had done their job and stood up for her, maybe she could have been saved. Or if not, then maybe her killer would already be in prison.”

			He nodded, still not looking up at her. “Yeah. I’d say you’re right.” 

			Spenser’s pulse raced and her stomach clenched tight. 

			“For whatever it’s worth, Sheriff Hinton’s a good man,” Devries said. “Not the most motivated and definitely not the best cop God ever created. He’s a man stuck in his ways, but he’s a good man, and his heart’s usually in the right place.” 

			“I’m sure he is.” 

			“Also, you should keep in mind that around that time, he was having some personal problems,” Devries said. 

			“Personal problems?”

			“Yeah, I mean, I don’t like talking out of school like this. His wife was leaving him, and he was drinking a little too much,” he said. “They’d just had a second miscarriage and their marriage fell apart after that. Sheriff Hinton was having a rough go of things.” 

			“That’s unfortunate,” Spenser said. “But we all have a job to do here, regardless of what’s happening in our personal lives. If our troubles are so bad that we can’t function properly, we need to step away for the good of the people we’re serving.” 

			“I don’t disagree with any of that. and I’m not trying to make excuses for him,” Devries said. “I’m just trying to give you a little bit of context.”

			“Fair enough. And thank you for that,” she said. “Is there anything else you can tell me about the case? Any other thoughts you might have?” 

			He seemed to think it over for a minute then shook his head. “No, I can’t think of anything you should know. But I’ll think on it some more.”

			“I’d appreciate that.” 

			After Devries left, Spenser drummed her fingers on her desk, trying to sort out her next move. She felt like she was stuck in the mud and didn’t know where to even begin. She’d promised Mr. and Mrs. Wise that she would find their daughter’s killer but was starting to have doubts she’d be able to keep her word. 

			Spenser got to her feet and then grabbed her coat and hat. She’d learned a long time ago that when you were stuck on something it was because something wasn’t lining up. And when things weren’t lining up, the best thing you could do was go back to the beginning and start there. She thought maybe she was having trouble finding the thread because she was seeing the case through somebody else’s eyes—Hinton’s. She was letting his biases color the way she saw things and was looking at it through his lens. 

			So, to get herself unstuck, she was going to have to begin seeing the case through her own eyes. Through her own lens, free of the biases that tanked the case before and free of the suppositions and predetermined outcomes. She grabbed her radio from the charger behind Alice’s desk and turned it on. 

			“I’ll be on my radio, Alice,” Spenser said as she headed for the doors.

			“Where you headed, Sheriff?” 

			“I’m going to see Howard Hinton.” 
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			Spenser’s Bronco bounced through the pits and ruts of the narrow, tree-lined, quarter-mile road that led from the main highway to Howard Hinton’s tiered two-story cabin. The road opened to a large open space, the gravel pinging off the SUV’s undercarriage as she drove in. Spenser pulled to a stop and shut off the engine then climbed out, the Bronco’s motor clicking as it cooled, and surveyed Hinton’s place. It wasn’t what she’d expected. His place looked to be a custom build and was nice. Really nice. 

			The second story was staggered and set behind the ground floor, giving it an asymmetrical shape, which she found interesting and appealing. Windows lined both floors, flanked by dark green shutters and there was a large skylight in the roof of the first floor which, she was sure, granted it plenty of natural light. A canted roof covered a wide, wraparound porch and an American flag hung from a wrought iron bracket attached to one of the pillars holding the roof up. The house and yard were both clean and well-kept. It was surprising.

			As she walked toward the house, the front door opened and a large, heavyset man who could be a relative of Santa Claus stepped onto the porch. He had a full head of wavy white hair, a thick white beard, ruddy cheeks, and an ample midsection. He wore blue jeans, dark work boots, and a green flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. The man stood on the porch looking down at her as Spenser stopped at the foot of the stairs. 

			“Howard Hinton?” she asked. “Sheriff Howard Hinton?” 

			“I was. In another life anyway,” he said, his voice deep and gravelly. “You must be Sheriff Spenser, huh? I heard they brought in a lady cop to take my place. Former FBI, right?” 

			“Sheriff Song. My name is Spenser Song,” she replied. “And yes, you heard right. I’m a former lady agent with the FBI.”

			His chuckle was harsh and raspy. “Good for you, little girl. Good for you.” 

			She looked at him for a long moment, letting his comment linger in the air between them. For having said so little, he’d said so much. Spenser knew she should let it go but couldn’t quite force herself to swallow it down.

			“I take it you don’t approve of women in law enforcement,” she said.

			He shrugged but couldn’t quite keep the smarmy smirk from flickering across his lips. “Ain’t my place to approve or disapprove of it, Miss Song,” he said. “All I’m gonna say, so I don’t get myself into trouble here, is that I grew up in a very different world. Men and women knew their places and their roles. And that’s all I’m gonna say about that.”

			“And yet, you hired a few female deputies,” she countered, unable to hold her tongue.

			“Wasn’t my idea,” he said. “That ragin’ bi—I mean, Mayor Dent strongly suggested I hire a few lady cops. I remember she said it was well past time the sheriff’s department—my sheriff’s department—diversify.”

			“Uh-huh. Just so you know, you have some very talented and passionate female deputies,” she spat. “They’re good cops.” 

			“Mmhmm. I’m sure they are,” he said, unable to keep the condescension out of his voice.

			Spenser bit her tongue, doing her best to keep her temper in check. She wasn’t there to debate gender equality issues with him. The fact that he wouldn’t even give her the respect of using her proper title, though, made her want to punch him in the mouth. Hinton was a good ol’ boy, no question. He seemed like a man better suited to life in the ‘50s when women were barefoot and pregnant in the kitchen rather than career women. A woman with a badge and a gun was probably Hinton’s worst nightmare. 

			“So, what can I do for you, Miss Song?” 

			“I was hoping you had a few minutes to talk.” 

			He nodded. “This about Lexi Wise?” 

			“It is.”

			“Yeah, ever since they dug that girl up, I was wonderin’ when you’d come around,” he said. “Might as well come on up. I’ll tell you what I can.” 

			Without waiting for her, Hinton turned and walked back into the cabin. Spenser climbed the half dozen stairs that led to the porch then let herself into his place. It was as nice inside as it was outside. She was right. The large skylight overhead filled the room with amazing natural light and provided a stunning view of the sky above. A large, cushy sofa sat against the wall beneath the skylight, and on the wall across from it was an oversized fireplace. She thought it was the perfect place to cozy up with a blanket and read on a cold night. 

			“Coffee?” Hinton asked. “Beer?”

			“It’s a little too early in the day for a beer,” she replied.

			“Not when you’re retired it’s not,” he said, a wide smile on his face.

			“I’m fine, thank you.” 

			“Have a seat then.” 

			Spenser sat down on the loveseat that was perpendicular to the couch. Hinton dropped heavily onto the well-worn but still plush recliner that sat opposite the loveseat she was on. Two empty beer bottles sat on the round glass and wood coffee table and SportsCenter was playing on the television that hung on the wall above the fireplace. Hinton used the remote to mute the television and then dropped it onto the recliner beside him. 

			“So, what’s on your mind, Miss Song?” he asked. 

			“I wanted to talk about the Lexi Wise investigation,” she said. “Or rather, the lack of investigation into her disappearance.” 

			His expression darkened and he looked down and wrung his hands together. Spenser cringed inwardly, immediately regretting her aggressive tone. 

			“Yeah. In retrospect, I guess I screwed that one up,” he said quietly. 

			The gleam in Hinton’s eye was gone and the smile on his face faded. In the blink of an eye, he’d gone from a jovial retiree to an old man beaten down by life. She could see the discovery of Lexi’s body had hurt him. 

			“I want to know why you spiked the investigation,” Spenser said. 

			He shook his head. “I just didn’t think there was anything there. I mean, we went after her boyfriend at the time—or one of her boyfriends at the time—pretty hard. Mitch somethin’. But he alibied out so that was just another dead end,” he said. “She was a wild girl and it was common knowledge that she had boyfriends all over the place. We were told she ran off with one of ‘em. There was nothin’ to suggest foul play, Spenser. By all appearances, she ran off like they said.” 

			“And who told you that? Who told you she ran off?” 

			Hinton squinted in thought, his frown deepening. “I—I can’t remember,” he said. “It’s been a really long time.” 

			“Your original case file was thin, Sheriff.” 

			“Like I said, we didn’t think there was anything there,” he replied. “There was no investigation because we didn’t see anything worth investigating. Make sense?” 

			Hinton’s tone was sharper and the way his eyes were narrowed told Spenser he was getting upset. Nobody liked to have their integrity questioned. She got that. But when it came to Lexi Wise, he had a lot to answer for. 

			“Sheriff Hinton, did you have any proof that Lexi was this wild girl people seemed to believe she was?” she asked. “I’ve heard a lot about her reputation and the accusations that she was sleeping with everybody from the city council members to you. But I haven’t seen anything that supports that assertion. Nothing.” 

			He opened his mouth to reply but closed it again without saying a word. They sat there for a couple of minutes, the tension and awkwardness in the air growing between them with each passing second. She could see Hinton struggling with his answer until he finally looked up at her. 

			“Look, it was just common knowledge. Everybody knew it,” he said weakly. 

			“Everybody knew it,” she said. “How do you think that would hold up in court?” 

			“Fine. I screwed up. I see that now. What do you want me to say? Do you want me to apologize? Fine. I’m sorry,” he growled. 

			“It’s not me you should be apologizing to.” 

			“What do you want from me?” 

			“I want answers, Sheriff. Where did you hear that Lexi was this wild, promiscuous girl?” 

			“I told you, I don’t remember.” 

			Spenser shifted on her seat and leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees and clasping her hands together. 

			“Did you know anything about her social life? Anything factual, I mean.” 

			He sighed. “Look, it’s not an excuse but I’m sure you’ve heard I had some problems back then. Admittedly, I wasn’t at my best,” he said. “I shanked the investigation, all right?” 

			“Sheriff, I’m not trying to beat a dead horse here. But Lexi deserves justice,” Spenser said, her voice softer. “I just want to make sure she gets it.” 

			Hinton’s face flushed and he looked away, unable to meet her eyes. Spenser could see the shame on the man’s face and felt a little bad that she was piling on so hard. She hadn’t come there intending to twist the knife and hammer him with his failures. But she couldn’t deny there was some sadistic piece of her that was enjoying this. 

			Hinton finally looked up at her, his eyes red and watery and a sorrowful expression on his face. “What can I do to help you?” he asked, his voice soft. “I want to make this right. If that’s even possible after all this time.” 

			“You were the sheriff for more than twenty years. You knew this town better than anybody. You knew the people,” Spenser said. “I need you to think and tell me whatever you can remember about Lexi. About her friends and anybody she might have been seeing.” 

			“Like I said, we rattled this Mitch fella’s cage pretty hard but that was a dry hole. I know some of her friends from back in the day are teaching over at Roosevelt,” he said. “Rachel Bradshaw and Dominique Parise. Those three were thick as thieves back in the day. If anybody is going to know who her boyfriends were, it would probably be them. I don’t recall them telling us much but maybe they’ll open up to you.”

			“Because I’m a lady cop.” 

			“Yeah. Maybe so,” he said. “Call me a sexist if you want, but it’s just a fact that women don’t open up to men like they do with other women.”

			She looked at him pointedly. “Gee. I wonder why that is?”

			Spenser sat back and mentally reviewed the case file she’d read. “I don’t recall seeing either of those names—Rachel and Dominique—in your reports,” she said. “Were they even interviewed?” 

			“I’m sure they must have been.”

			“Why weren’t their names in the file?” 

			He shook his head. “I guess they didn’t provide anything of value. One of my guys talked to them and I don’t recall anything comin’ of it,” he replied. “I had a few guys helping me look into it right after Lexi disappeared, but as I recall, nothing went anywhere. I bet Rachel and Dominique can tell you a lot more than I can. But again, if there was anything to suggest she didn’t run off with a boyfriend at the time, we didn’t find it.”

			“I guess we have proof of that now, don’t we?” 

			“Yeah,” he said softly. “I suppose we do.” 

			He may not have found anything to refute the idea that she’d run off with a boyfriend, but Spenser wanted to point out he’d never found anything to support the idea either. It was a moot point, though. 

			“Sheriff Hinton, did you happen to keep anything from your time in office? Did you happen to keep old files or anything?” 

			He scratched his chin. “I’d have to look. I might have. I know I’ve got some boxes in the garage, but I don’t know if there’s anything related to the case in there. But I’ll look. I give you my word that if there’s anything in there, I’ll hand it over.” 

			“I’d appreciate that.”

			Spenser got to her feet and Hinton followed suit then walked her to the door. 

			“Look, I know I screwed this up. I screwed it up bad,” he said. “But I’ll do whatever I can to help you get it right this time. I swear it.”

			“Thank you, Sheriff. I’d appreciate that.” 

			Spenser turned and walked back to her truck. Her visit hadn’t yielded the treasure trove of information she’d hoped it would, but at least she got two names she didn’t have before, so it wasn’t a complete waste of time.

			It wasn’t much but it was something. 
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			Spenser parked at the curb a few shops down from Ryker’s coffee house. On her way back to the station from talking to Hinton, she’d gotten a text from him, asking her to stop by the shop. She was curious about what he wanted. Especially since their last conversation hadn’t gone particularly smoothly or ended particularly well. They hadn’t spoken since that night.

			She walked into the shop and breathed deeply. She loved the heavy aroma of the coffee brewing that saturated the air. With the pipes and beams exposed overhead and everything done in red brick and burnished stainless steel, Ryker’s place had an industrial feel to it. Across from the front door was a long counter with half a dozen windowed compartments in it, each of them filled with a different blend of beans—all of which, Ryker had created on his own. A chalkboard hung on the wall behind the counter listing out the day’s blends and drink specials. 

			It was Kelli who created the shop’s signature drinks and handled the day-to-day operations of the place. Kelli was bubbly but not an airhead. She was shrewd, smart, had a good mind for business, and a wicked sense of humor. She and Ryker made a good team. Spenser liked her a lot and had even hung out with her a few times. She’d invited Kelli out for drinks with Marley and those two had hit it off as well. For the first time since leaving New York, Spenser felt like she was forming a solid group of friends. 

			“Hey, girl,” Kelli said as she stepped out of the back. 

			“Hey, yourself,” Spenser replied. “How’s business today?” 

			“Not as good as if our name was Starbucks, but we can’t complain. How’s the sheriff business going today?” 

			Spenser pulled a face, making Kelli laugh.

			“That good, huh?” she asked. 

			“Yeah, pretty much.” 

			“Sorry to hear that.”

			“It’s what I signed up for, so I have nobody to blame but myself,” she replied. “Though I have to be honest, there are days when I think spending my days in the coffee business sounds pretty damn ideal.” 

			“Well, if you want to switch careers, let me know. I know a guy.” 

			Spencer grinned. “Speaking of which, how’s the weather here today?” 

			“Partially cloudy with a slight chance of a pissy attitude,” Kelli said. “You might want to run just in case that stormfront breaks.” 

			Spenser laughed. “Got a text from the chief meteorologist asking me to swing by. Is he in the back?” 

			“Where else?” she said. “You might want to grab an umbrella on your way back there. You know, just in case the weather turns.” 

			“Appreciate the warning.” 

			“Go on back,” she said. “And good luck.” 

			“Thanks, Kel.” 

			“Sure thing. Oh, hey, are we on for drinks next Thursday?” 

			“Absolutely.” 

			“Fantastic. I need a girls’ night out.” 

			“You and me both.” 

			Kelli gave her a quick hug then ran over to the counter to help somebody, leaving Spenser to head into the back of the shop. Her heart picked up the pace as she approached Ryker’s office, not knowing exactly what to expect since his moods sometimes turned on a dime. 

			She poked her head around the corner of his office doorway, giving him a smile when he looked up from the stack of papers in front of him. His face softened, which was usually as close to a smile as he got. 

			“Hey. Got your text,” she said. 

			“Come on in.” 

			Spenser walked in and dropped into the chair in front of his desk. She crossed her legs and folded her hands, leaving them primly in her lap. Ryker shut his laptop and pushed his papers to the side, leaning back in his seat for a minute, and rubbed his eyes as he stifled a yawn. He leaned forward again and met her gaze.

			“How’s your day going?” he asked. 

			“Not as productive as I would have liked. I went out and talked to Howard Hinton today and I’m feeling kind of conflicted,” she replied. 

			“About what?” 

			“I don’t know. I kind of feel like the only reason I went out there was to beat up on him for not doing his job. I wasn’t very nice to him,” she admitted. 

			“Yeah, well, I’m not going to defend him,” Ryker replied. “Bottom line is, he didn’t do his job and who knows what would have happened if he had?” 

			“I’ve given that a lot of thought and I’m pretty sure by the time they got the missing person’s report, Lexi had already been killed,” Spenser said. “Experience tells me that’s usually the way these cases shake out. Assuming this is a one-off crime and not part of a pattern.” 

			“Yeah, maybe. But do you think it could be a pattern?” he asked. 

			“Of course, I’m keeping my eyes open, but so far I’ve seen nothing to suggest it is. Given the fact that we found what we think is the murder weapon in with the body, I’m thinking this was a crime of passion,” she told him. “I tend to think the weapon was something that was close at hand and not something the killer brought with him. It was opportunistic and disorganized. And I haven’t seen anything that suggests that this was part of a series.” 

			“Disorganized?” 

			“Disorganized killers don’t tend to think out their attacks. They don’t plan and they don’t bring a weapon with them. They usually kill on the spur of the moment and a lot of times, it’s because something set them off. Many have hair-trigger tempers and just… snap,” she said. “They tend to be sloppy, frenzied, and leave evidence at the scene. And personally speaking, I’ve never seen an organized killer leave the victim’s ID with them. Not unless they’re trying to make a point. And in this case, the killer took great care to hide the body, so that rules that out for me.” 

			Ryker sat back in his chair and seemed to be considering what Spenser was saying. She was probably oversharing because he was getting that glazed look in his eye she got whenever he was going on too long about the difference in his coffee beans and planting techniques. Sometimes, it was easy to run off at the mouth when it was a subject you knew well and were passionate about. It was also easy to forget not everybody shared that passion. 

			“Anyway, enough of that. I’m sure I’m boring you to tears,” she said.

			“No, not at all.” 

			“I did want to ask you one thing, though,” she said. “Do you happen to know Rachel Bradshaw and Dominique Parise?” 

			Ryker nodded. “Sure. They were Lexi’s best friends. They were tight since like, kindergarten or something like that,” he said. “We called them the Three Musketeers.”

			“What can you tell me about them?” 

			“What did Hinton say?”

			“Pretty much what you just said,” Spenser replied. “But I thought you might have some information since they’re closer to your age and you all went to the same school.” 

			“Just because we went to the same school doesn’t mean I know them,” he said.

			“I know. I just thought you might be able to give me some insight,” she said evenly. 

			He shook his head. “I didn’t really know them. All I know is they were tight with Lexi.” 

			“Fair enough. Anyway, sorry to monopolize the conversation,” she said brightly. “Why did you want me to stop by? You said you wanted to talk about something?” 

			He looked at her closely for a moment, as if trying to see into her mind and read her thoughts. She let him and eventually, she saw him relax and lean back in his chair. 

			“Yeah, sorry,” he said. “I was just…”

			His voice trailed off and he shifted in his seat, looking uncomfortable all of a sudden. Ryker cleared his throat and raked his fingers through his hair, looking everywhere around the office but at her. He couldn’t meet her eyes. 

			“Ryker?” 

			“Sorry. Yeah. I was just wondering if you’d like to have dinner with me.” 

			She laughed softly. “We have dinner together all the time. What has you so rattled—” 

			“I mean dinner out. Like at a restaurant.” 

			“What, you mean like a date?” 

			His face colored and he practically squirmed in his seat, making the scene in the room grow even more awkward. It was painful to watch. But Spenser knew what was going through his mind and what he was feeling because she was thinking and feeling the same thing. 

			“Listen, I think the word is totally loaded and puts a lot of undue pressure on people,” she said. “Neither of us has been out with anybody else in a long time. And after suffering the sort of losses we have… it’s difficult. It’s hard to even think about.” 

			He nodded. “Yeah. Pretty much. But… I just thought maybe having dinner somewhere other than my place might be a good thing.”

			“Absolutely. And let’s not downplay how big of a step it would be for you to get out in public like that. I mean, the simple fact that you’ve even been thinking about it… it’s huge, Ryker. I’m proud of you,” she said. 

			He licked his lips and swallowed hard. “I’ve been doing some work with my counselor.” 

			“It seems like it’s paying off,” she replied. “And yes, I’d love to go have dinner with you. Let’s just keep it casual and not put any pressure on ourselves. Let’s just go out as friends, like we always do, and not overthink it. Let’s just keep it simple.”  

			“I’d like that.”

			“So would I,” she said and got to her feet. 

			“Great. I’ll call you. We’ll get it set up.” 

			“Good. Anyway, I should get back to the office, so we’ll talk later.” 

			“Have a good one, Spenser.”

			“Yeah, you too.” 

			Spenser said goodbye to Kelli and then walked out to her car. On the way out, her thoughts were racing as something occurred to her. The way she’d described the killer to Ryker—quick to anger, quicksilver temper, irrational and prone to rash actions—as she climbed into her truck, she realized all those things could apply to him. Then where was his nebulous connection to Lexi—a connection which he refused to acknowledge, let alone explain to her? 

			If he were anybody else, she’d have him in a box, sweating him based on those two things alone. Spenser knew she needed to tread lightly because all she had were disparate parts. She had suggestive bits and some major leaps of logic. As she pulled away from the curb, though, Spenser vowed to herself and the memory of Lexi Wise that she would follow the evidence wherever it led. Even if it led to somebody she was starting to like.

			Lexi deserved justice. Her family deserved the truth. And she was going to make sure they got them. Whatever it took. 
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			“Sheriff, I’d like you to meet my older brother Jacob,” Young introduced him. “He works in the IT department over at Sweetwater General.”

			“And by works in the IT department, my sister means I am the hospital’s entire IT department,” he corrected.  

			Spenser stood up from behind her desk and walked around to shake his hand and immediately regretted her decision to do so. Bad enough that his hand was cold and clammy, but the fact that she felt something sticky on her palm made Spenser want to go dunk her own hand into a pot of boiling water. It was then she noticed the candy bar wrapper sticking out of his coat pocket and found herself sincerely hoping it was only chocolate residue on her hand.

			A couple of years older than Young, Jacob was about three inches shorter than Spenser’s five-nine frame and had a heavyset build to him. His dark hair was thick and unruly, which matched his scraggly goatee. Behind black, thick-framed glasses, he had eyes the color of warm chocolate. He wore a black Pink Floyd t-shirt over a white, long-sleeved t-shirt, black jeans, and sported bright red Converse high-tops. Jacob tried to make himself look a little rougher and a little older, but he couldn’t hide his plump cheeks and baby face. 

			“It’s nice to meet you, Jacob,” Spenser said.

			“You can call me Chronos. It’s my online handle.”

			“Yeah, I’m not going to do that,” she replied. “Have a seat, Jacob.” 

			With Young standing against the wall, Jacob dropped into the chair before Spenser’s desk as she walked around and sat down. As discretely as she could, Spenser pulled a wet-nap out of her drawer and gave her hands a thorough scrubbing. When she was done, she sat back in her chair and looked to him. 

			“So, Amanda told you what the job is?” Spenser asked.

			He nodded. “Broad strokes,” he replied. “Have to be honest, though, I’m not real comfortable working for the cops and kind of feel like this might be some kind of a trap. I mean, I’m pretty well known in hacker circles, and not to toot my own horn or anything, but I’m a pretty big deal. I’ve done some things that have drawn the attention of the Feds.” 

			“Oh, knock it off,” Young said. “You hacked a library database in Des Moines and moved everything into the ‘checked out’ column. Not exactly high-level, world-shattering stuff, Jacob.” 

			“But I did get a visit from an FBI agent,” he argued. 

			“Who basically told you to stop doing stuff like that or you’d eventually end up going to jail. Maybe,” she pressed. 

			“Yeah, well, I caught the attention of the Feds, like I said.” 

			“He’s not wrong,” Spenser interjected. “As a former agent, I can tell you we don’t go out to talk to people unless there’s a perception of a threat—”  

			Jacob turned to Young and grinned. “See?” 

			“However, the fact that you got a warning and nothing more tells me they perceived the threat to be low. It was probably more of a fact-finding, initial impression kind of visit,” Spenser finished. 

			Jacob’s face flushed and he seemed to deflate before her very eyes, shrinking back in his seat. Young covered her mouth with her hand, trying unsuccessfully to hide her smile. 

			“To be fair, he would have been placed on a watch list,” Spenser added. “The Bureau is always hunting for threats—and talent. You’d be surprised how many former hackers the Bureau employs. I figure they came to your house to assess your personality to see which category you fell under—threat or talent.”

			 That seemed to reinflate him a little bit, which was the point of her telling him that. She guessed that cybercrimes probably had flagged him after his stunt with the library. The fact that they didn’t come down on him, though, told Spenser they don’t perceive him as a threat but saw him as more of a nuisance than anything. 

			“Before we go any further, I need to tell you that this project is strictly confidential,” Spenser said. “You can’t tell anybody what you’re doing. Not friends, family, girlfriends—nobody.” 

			“Don’t worry about that, Sheriff. Jacob doesn’t have a girlfriend,” Young chimed in. “He’s been in love with Lisa Rhodes since sophomore year—though only from afar. He doesn’t have the stones to actually ask her out.” 

			“Come on, Mandy,” he groaned. “Do you really have to drag all my crap out in front of your boss like this? That’s so not cool.” 

			Spenser’s lips quivered as she tried to suppress her smile. They absolutely sounded like brother and sister. She got control of herself and opened her desk drawer then pulled out the evidence bag that held the laptop she’d taken from Lexi’s room. The plastic bag crinkled as she opened it and pulled the computer out then set the bag aside. The laptop was purple and covered with a mish-mash of stickers. Spenser set the computer down on the desk in front of her. 

			“Can you keep confidentiality, Jacob? Because if you can’t, that’s fine. I’ll just need to go in another direction,” Spenser said. 

			He smirked at her. “You don’t have to worry about me telling anybody that I’m doing a little work for you on the side.”

			“I hope not. I can’t stress enough just how important it is to maintain absolute secrecy,” Spenser pressed.

			“Do you think I want anybody finding out I’m doing some freelance work for the cops? Do you even know what that would do to my cred?” he asked. “I’ve got a reputation to uphold in the rarified tech circles I run in. So, no, trust me when I tell you that I won’t be telling anybody about this arrangement.” 

			“Okay. Fair enough.” 

			Spenser pushed the computer across the desk to him and Jacob slipped it into his bag. After buckling it, he looked up.

			“Aside from cracking the password, is there anything else you want me to do?” he asked. 

			“I’ve heard some people have hidden files on their computers. I want you to look in every last nook and cranny you can think of and dig out any and all information,” Spenser replied. “No matter how inconsequential and unimportant it seems, pull it out.”

			“Cool. I can do that. Anything else?” 

			“Oh. Yeah. Make it easy for me to find. Like, make it so easy, a five-year-old could find the files you’re compiling.”

			He chuckled. “I can do that.”

			“Good. Thank you.”

			He started to stand but paused and sat back down. Jacob leaned forward and looked at her, a serious expression on his face. 

			“One more question,” he said.

			“Shoot.” 

			“Am I going to get into trouble for this somewhere down the line?” he asked. “I mean, don’t you need a warrant? Am I going to be accused of violating her civil rights or something?” 

			“Well, for one thing, the person who owned that computer is dead, so you can’t be charged with violating the civil rights of a corpse, let alone prosecuted for it,” Spenser told him. “And second, I’ve got permission from the family to search the computer, so no warrant is needed.” 

			“Okay, cool. We’re good then,” he said. “If I’m going to get popped for something, I’m going to make sure it’s something cool. Something big. Something like blacking out a whole city or bricking the phones of everybody in Congress.” 

			“This is probably where you should stop talking,” Spenser said. “I’d like to maintain my plausible deniability when it comes to you. I might need you again in the future and the last thing I want to do is have to testify for the prosecution when the phones of every Congressperson are coincidentally bricked.” 

			“Don’t worry, Chief,” he said. “I wouldn’t actually do something like that.” 

			“Good to know,” Spenser replied. “And it’s Sheriff. Not Chief.” 

			Jacob looked abashed as he got to his feet and headed out of my office. Young walked him out then returned a couple of minutes later and dropped into the seat her brother had vacated. Spenser put her pen down and leaned forward, pinning Young to her seat with her eyes. 

			“Can we trust your brother not to say anything? We haven’t pinned down our leak yet and we can’t afford anything to get out,” Spenser said. “If Lexi’s killer still lives in town, I don’t want to give him a heads up.” 

			Young nodded. “We can. About the only thing that matters to him is his reputation. He likes to think of himself as some big-shot Internet outlaw and if his people found out he was working with the cops, his clout would take a serious hit,” she said. “No, he isn’t going to say anything to anybody. Promise.” 

			“Good. There’s also something else I want to talk to you about,” Spenser said. 

			“What is it, Sheriff?” 

			Spenser gnawed on her bottom lip for a minute, giving herself a chance to bail out. The more she thought about it, though, the more she realized she had to. As she’d thought before, if it had been anybody else, she already would have been sweating them in a box. But when it came to Ryker, she’d hesitated. And she didn’t like that. 

			“I want you to look into Ryker Makawi,” Spenser said. 

			“Ryker? Isn’t that the guy you’re dating?” 

			“We’re not dating. We’re friends.” 

			Young giggled. “Your mouth says one thing, your eyes say something different.” 

			“I’m about to lock you in a cell for the next ten years. You do know that, right?” 

			Still laughing, Young held her hands up in faux surrender. “Okay, so what am I looking into him about specifically?” 

			“I want to know if he’s got any connections to Lexi Wise—and if so, I need to know what they are specifically.”

			Young’s face quickly darkened and she looked at Spenser with a blend of curiosity and horror on her face. 

			“You can’t be serious,” Young said. “You can’t think he—”

			“I don’t think anything right now. I’m just… it’s probably nothing. I just need to be sure.”

			“If you think it’s nothing, why even open that door?” 

			“Because I’ve trained in behavioral analysis. And Ryker’s behavior is striking the wrong chord in me,” Spenser admitted. “And I know if it were anybody else whose behavior hit me that wrong, I would have dragged them down here already. I’ve lost a bit of perspective. That’s why I want you to look into it for me. You’re unbiased and have fresh eyes.” 

			Young nodded. “Yeah. Of course, I’ll do it.” 

			“And the quieter the better,” Spenser said. “I don’t want you making any noise out there. I just need to know the nature of his association with Lexi.”

			“I’ll be as quiet as a church mouse about it. You have my word,” she replied. 

			“Thank you, Amanda,” she said. 

			“Of course,” she said and got to her feet. “I’ll start digging in now.” 

			Spenser watched Young depart her office and felt a heavy weight of guilt splash down in her stomach. She feared there were only two outcomes to this situation and that both of them were bad. She feared she would either find out Ryker is a secret monster. Or that he would somehow find out she was looking into his relationship with Lexi and be pissed about it. She would lose in either scenario. But as she’d told herself countless times already: the hunt for the truth had to continue regardless of personal feeling or consequence. 

			There would be a price to what she was doing, but Spenser had no choice other than to hope it wasn’t too high and pay it. 
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			It took a few days, but Jacob came back with a treasure trove of information. Among the things he found on Lexi’s laptop was a link to an Internet-based diary she kept. It was hidden well enough that Spenser figured it wasn’t something her parents knew about. She’d spent the last several hours at her desk reading through it and one thing was clear—Lexi had not been as open with her parents as they thought she’d been. 

			Spenser wasn’t getting the idea that Lexi was a wild child or that she deserved the reputation she’d been saddled with. She hadn’t found anything that indicated she was promiscuous in what she’d read so far. But it was clear that Lexi had more of a social life than her parents knew. She kept the names coded, Spenser supposed, just in case her parents ever did stumble onto her online diary somehow, but it was clear she’d had a few boyfriends. 

			“How is it going in here?”

			Spenser looked up from the laptop to find Young walking in. The deputy took a seat in the chair across from Spenser’s desk and crossed her legs. She’d had Jacob give his sister a copy of the files on the laptop and told Young to read it all as well. Spenser thought having another set of eyes and a fresh perspective on it all would be a good idea.

			“It makes for interesting reading, that’s for sure,” Spenser said. 

			“She wasn’t quite as pure and wholesome as her parents thought.”

			“But she also wasn’t the outrageous whore others were making her out to be either.” 

			“True,” Young said. “What I’d like to know is who these guys she was dating were. That and whether they’re still around.” 

			“It’s important we identify those guys and interview them for sure,” Spenser said. “But they were just placeholders. Guys to fill her time with. What I want to know is who Heathcliff is.” 

			“Just so we’re clear, are we thinking this is the Heathcliff from Wuthering Heights?” Young asked. “Or the orange cat?” 

			“I’m going to go with Wuthering Heights,” Spenser replied. “Lexi was a talented writer. When she writes about Heathcliff, Lexi uses a lot of flowery and romantic language. It’s clear there was a romantic connection between the two—one I think was reciprocated.”

			“Okay, so who is Heathcliff then?” 

			“Not sure yet. But judging by some of the things Lexi’s written, I tend to think he’s older,” Spenser said. “An older, established man who’s well known in town.” 

			“But by calling him Heathcliff, is she saying he’s also cold and cruel? That he withholds affection? Is angry and jealous or vengeance driven?” 

			“I haven’t seen anything to suggest that yet. Have you?” 

			Young shakes her head. “Not in so many words in what I’ve read so far. I mean, she alludes to his jealousy in a couple of spots but it’s almost as an afterthought and not necessarily a main feature of his personality.” 

			“Okay, so for now, let’s operate under the assumption that naming this person Heathcliff is simply a case of Lexi referencing an idealized romantic relationship without understanding all the nuances of the characters and the story. She needed a code name and reached for the one that popped into her head first.”

			“I hope that’s the case,” Young said. “Wuthering Heights isn’t what I’d call a feel-good romance story with a happy ending.” 

			“Yeah, well, let’s not forget Lexi’s story doesn’t have a happy ending either.”

			“Yeah. There’s that,” Young said. “So? What’s our next move?”  

			“Your next move is to keep reading,” she replied. “Keep digging through that diary and all the other files your brother was able to pull up and see if you can come up with anything.”

			“And you?” 

			“I’m going to start at the beginning. The only names we have so far are Rachel Bradshaw and Dominique Parise,” Spenser said. “That’s where I’m going to have to start. Being her best friends, they might be able to shed a little light on these coded names.” 

			“Sounds like a plan,” Young said. “But both of them are in school right now. They won’t be out of classes until later this afternoon. There’s one more name you can check out, though. Violet Reid. She was an unofficial fourth member of that trio.”

			“I didn’t see that name anywhere.” 

			“She wasn’t one of the core girls. I only remembered her name because my brother mentioned her. She hung at the periphery mostly but eventually started hanging out with Lisa Rhodes more. Hence, how my brother knew her,” Young said. “She might not be of any value information-wise, but you never know. She might have something to say.” 

			“Violet Reid. Okay, that’s good, Amanda. Really good stuff.” 

			Young beamed with pride. “She owns a hair and nail salon over on Beckett Street called Bombshells. Might be worth a conversation?”

			“Definitely worth a conversation. Thanks for the tip,” Spenser said. “And hey, have you found anything on Ryker yet?”

			She shook her head. “I’ve been asking around, but I haven’t found anything to suggest anything inappropriate happened. Certainly, nothing that would lead anybody to believe he killed her. I’ll keep digging, though—quietly, of course.

			“Okay, thank you. I’m going to head over and talk to Violet then,” Spenser said and gestured to the bullpen. “You going to be all right here?” 

			“Yeah, I’ll be fine.”

			“Anybody giving you any grief?” 

			“Nothing I can’t handle,” she replied. “Most of these guys razz me for fun.” 

			“And you’ll tell me if anybody steps out of line, right?” 

			“I will,” she said. “I promise.” 

			And with that, she turned and headed back out into the bullpen. As part of her overhaul of the department, Spenser reset how the shifts were broken up. Rather than how it used to be—two twelve-hour shifts with only six manning the station at night—Spenser changed it up, opting for even coverage twenty-four hours a day. There were now three tours a day—eight hours each, with eight deputies on duty and one supervisory deputy per shift. She’d given one of those promotions to Young. And as expected, not all the guys were thrilled with it.

			But in her short time in Sweetwater Falls, Spenser had come to rely on Young. The younger woman had quickly become her number two in the department and the one person she went to when she needed help with something. She seemed to be the only one who took as much pride in her work—and work ethic—as Spenser did. Young had stepped up to help Spenser turn the department around. Young deserved that promotion. 

			“Okay,” Spenser said. “Hold down the fort for me.”

			“Copy that, Sheriff.” 
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			Spenser pulled to the curb close to Bombshells and shut off the engine. She parked in a place that gave her a good view of the front of the salon and watched the door and the flow of foot traffic. Before leaving the office, Spenser had pulled up Violet Reid’s DMV photo to familiarize herself with the woman and spent a few minutes watching the interior of the salon through the large picture windows, trying to catch a glimpse of the Fourth Musketeer herself.

			She didn’t see Violet, but the shop wasn’t too busy, so Spenser climbed out of the Bronco, put on her Stetson, and headed over to the salon. She pulled open the door, allowing an older woman to walk out. 

			“Thank you, Sheriff,” she said. 

			“You’re welcome.” 

			The woman walked off then Spenser stepped into the shop and was immediately assaulted by the pungent odor of a wide variety of chemicals. It was so heavy in the air, she felt her eyes start to water. Two women sat near the back of the shop having their hair washed and a pair of women were at the manicure station, chatting away with the nail technicians. All conversation ceased immediately, and all eyes turned to Spenser. 

			Her stomach clenched and she instantly recalled those dreams she’d had as a kid of standing in front of the classroom butt naked with everybody staring at her. The memory made her a little queasy, but she quickly got herself under control and took off her hat, giving everybody in the shop a smile and a nod.

			“Good afternoon,” she said. 

			The half dozen women in the shop looked at her like she’d just stepped off a spaceship and offered her weak greetings in return. It was then that the woman she recognized to be the Fourth Musketeer stepped out of the back and when her eyes fell on Spenser, she stopped in her tracks. Violet quickly recovered and put on a wide, plastic smile that didn’t come close to reaching her eyes as she stepped over to her.

			She was a diminutive five-four, so petite she looked like she shopped for clothes in the children’s section. Her honey-blonde hair fell just past her shoulders and her blue eyes popped in her clear, fair complexion. Lines formed at the corners of her eyes and mouth and Spenser could tell her hair wasn’t entirely natural. She was a pretty woman, but Spenser thought she wore a little too much makeup, likely to hide the fact that the years hadn’t been overly kind to her. 

			“Can I help you, Sheriff?” 

			“Violet Reid?”

			“That’s me,” she said through gritted teeth. 

			“I was hoping we might have a word?” 

			“Sure. What about?” 

			“In private,” she said. 

			“Yeah, okay. Follow me.”

			Spenser followed the woman through the back of the shop and through a door. As she stepped into a small, walled-in courtyard, Violet closed the door behind them. A round, plastic picnic table with a wide umbrella sat in the center of the courtyard and ivy-covered the walls. Water burbled in a small fountain in the corner. It was quiet and kind of serene.

			Violet dropped onto one of the benches and produced a pack of cigarettes from one of her pockets. She dropped the pack on the table with one hand then lit the cigarette pinched between her lips with the other. Violet drew in a deep breath and then blew out a thick plume of smoke as Spenser sat down on the opposite side of the table. 

			“I imagine you’re here about Lexi,” Violet said. 

			“I am.” 

			“I wondered if somebody would come around when I heard you found her body,” she said. 

			“Yeah, I’m starting this investigation from scratch, so I’m going back through all of Lexi’s friends and interviewing them again.”

			Her lips twisted in a wry smile. “You must have some good sources if you’re knocking on my door. Impressive for such a short time in office,” she said. “Nobody even came to talk to me after she went missing. Most people don’t even remember we used to be friends.” 

			“What happened between you two?” 

			She shrugged and took another drag off her cigarette. “She got tighter with Rachel and Dominique and those two girls were into some things I wasn’t,” she replied. “Nothing happened. We just grew apart, I guess. We didn’t want the same things anymore.” 

			Spenser crossed her legs under the table and watched the woman blow out another streamer of smoke, watching it rise into the heavens. 

			“What was it she wanted?” Spenser finally asked. 

			“To be popular,” she said simply. “Rach and Nique were her ticket to that. Not me. So, she went with them. I think it’s something she came to regret later, though.” 

			“Why do you say that?”

			“I’m sure you’re familiar with her reputation? I’m sure you’ve heard that she was sleeping with half the town, screwing all the prominent pillars of this fine community?” 

			Spenser nodded. “I’ve heard that, yeah.” 

			“It’s not true.” 

			“I didn’t think it was.” 

			“Rach and Nique, on the other hand, deserved that reputation but strangely enough, they never got slapped with the rumors and whispers about their promiscuity,” she told Spenser. “They were the ones who started it all off by going to college frat parties and sleeping their way through the Greek alphabet. And then, yeah, they had relationships with a couple of the town’s bigwigs. Not to the extent people said, but they had a few high-profile notches on their belts.”

			“Was Lexi involved with that?” 

			Violet shook her head. “No. Not really. I mean, I think she might have fooled around with a couple of the frat boys, but as far as I knew, she wasn’t sleeping with any of them.”

			That kind of fit with what Spenser was thinking in regard to Lexi’s social life and the idea that she was in love with an older man but had placeholders. Maybe it was to keep up appearances. Or maybe it was just to stave off loneliness. But as she’d thought about it, Spenser had started to think that, maybe, the older man was somebody prominent she couldn’t afford to be seen with and so, needed to spend time with somebody more age-appropriate to deflect attention away from whomever her Heathcliff was. 

			“Tell me, Violet. Do you know who Heathcliff was?” 

			“Heathcliff? As in Bronte? Wuthering Heights?” 

			Spenser nodded. “Yeah, exactly. I found Lexi’s online diary and in it she made reference to somebody she called Heathcliff. And from what I’ve read, it sounds like there was something pretty serious between them. My feeling is, he was an older man. Somebody who couldn’t afford to be seen in public with her.” 

			Violet shook her head. “I wouldn’t know anything about that,” she said. “Like I said before, we grew apart and she didn’t confide in me about things.”

			“What about other boyfriends—guys her own age?” 

			“Yeah, I mean, she hung out with a couple of guys, but I never got the impression it was anything serious,” Violet said.

			“Uh-huh. You wouldn’t happen to remember any of their names, would you?” 

			“Yeah, sure. There was… Mitch. Mitch Howell,” Violet said. “He was the one she spent most of her time with.” 

			Spenser racked her brain, trying to figure out which of the code names Lexi had assigned to Mitch Howell in her online diary. It was something she was going to have to go back and read through again thinking if she could figure out who was who, it might provide some context and perhaps, even another clue. But that was just one of the names. There were several others she needed to figure out. 

			“Was there anybody else you can think of?” Spenser asked. 

			Violet looked off and screwed up her face, seeming to be trying to figure it out. She took a minute then looked at Spenser again. She was sure Violet was just about to tell her she couldn’t think of anybody else when her face brightened, as if a light bulb had just gone off in her head. 

			“Oh yeah, I remember somebody else,” Violet said. “She spent a lot of time with Ryker.” 

			A lump rose in Spenser’s throat at the same time it felt like a bowling ball splashed down in her stomach. She swallowed hard and tried to quell the nerves that were battering her insides.

			“Excuse me?” she asked. 

			“Ryker. Makawi,” Violet repeated. “I know she dated him for a while, too.” 

			“Are you sure about that?” 

			“Oh yeah, I’m positive,” she said. “If I remember correctly, they dated for a few months.”

			Spenser’s insides twisted even more cruelly, and she felt her lips pulling down into a frown. She’d suspected there was something Ryker wasn’t telling her about Lexi, but she hadn’t expected that he was hiding the fact that they’d dated. Or maybe she just hadn’t wanted to let herself see it. But knowing he’d dated her added an unexpected wrinkle to this mess. 

			“Don’t quote me on this, but I got the feeling he was a lot more serious about her than she was about him,” Violet said. “I heard he took it pretty hard when she ended things. Again, that’s just what I heard through the grapevine so, take it with a truckload of salt.” 

			Spenser let Violet’s words marinate in her mind for a few minutes, trying to get her thoughts back on track. But inside, she was seething. Ryker hadn’t been honest with her, and he had to know this would put him on her suspect list. And maybe that was the point. Maybe he didn’t want her looking too closely into things because he had something to hide. She had Young looking into the connection, but in her mind, it was for exclusionary purposes. She hadn’t truly expected to find anything there. 

			But this… this changed everything. 
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			Spenser’s stomach had been twisted into knots since leaving Violet’s shop. Those knots were pulled so hard and so tight, she was feeling sick to her stomach. She knew she should probably go back to the station to check in and let Young know where she was headed and what she was up to as a safety precaution, but Spenser wasn’t thinking clearly. 

			Her hands were shaking on the wheel so badly, Spenser pulled over and parked along the side of the road. Spenser closed her eyes and leaned back in the seat, and when a knock sounded on her window, she jumped and a sharp yelp burst from her mouth. Spenser looked over to see the face of one of her deputies staring back at her. With fingers that were still trembling, she fumbled with the button but eventually got the window down.

			“Deputy Abrams,” she said. “What can I do for you?” 

			His blue eyes were cold and piercing as he studied her. Abrams had a fringe of gray hair, cut down to the scalp around his head, strong facial features, and an iron jawline. He was only about an inch taller than Spenser, but he seemed much larger. The way his biceps strained his uniform sleeves was a testament to how much he worked out and how well he took care of himself. Spenser had judged him to be one of the good ones. He was methodical but efficient, followed orders, and did his job, instead of trying to stir up trouble. 

			“I just saw you parked on the side of the road,” he said. “Just wanted to make sure everything was all right?” 

			Spenser swallowed the lump in her throat and nodded. “Yeah. I’m fine. Just needed a minute to clear my head. But thanks for checking on me.” 

			“Sure. No sweat.” 

			Abrams turned to head back to his patrol car, but Spenser stopped him, and he turned back. Spenser knew she needed to be careful with how she phrased this. By sharing this with him, Spenser knew she was risking this being leaked all over town. She hadn’t yet had the chance to vet Abrams and had no idea if he was the leak in her department or not. Her gut told her he wasn’t. Her gut told her that she could trust Abrams. And God knew she needed people inside her department she could trust and count on. 

			“I need you to keep everything I’m about to say under your hat,” she said. 

			“Not a problem, Sheriff. I’ve never been one to gossip.” 

			“Good,” she replied. “You grew up here, right?” 

			“Yes, ma’am. Born and raised.”

			“So, you’re familiar with Ryker Makawi?” 

			He shrugged. “As familiar as anybody is with him, I suppose. He tends to keep to himself.” 

			“Yeah, that much I know. But do you think he’s capable of murder?” 

			Abrams pursed his lips and looked taken aback by the question. But he quickly recovered and crossed his arms over his chest as he thought about his answer for a moment. 

			“This about the Lexi Wise case?” he asked. 

			“It is,” Spenser admitted. “I just found out he had a relationship with the victim. One he didn’t disclose to me.” 

			“I think all of us are capable of murder in the right circumstances,” he said. “I don’t really know the man—he’s a bit younger than me, so we didn’t go to school together or anything. But everything I’ve ever heard about him is good. People think he’s strange and eccentric, but they don’t have any specific problem with him. And he quietly does a lot of good things for this town.”

			Spenser nodded and turned, looking through the windshield at the road ahead of her. Everything he was saying made sense. And it jived with what she thought about Ryker. She’d never gotten a hinky hit off him, so she had no idea why he’d lie to her. 

			“That being said, even the best of us has the capacity to snap and kill,” Abrams added. “That evil’s in all of us, Sheriff. So, I guess the question you should be asking is, do you have the evidence to connect him to that girl’s death? Gut don’t matter. Neither do your personal feelings about the man. Your instinct plays a part, but all that matters is what you can prove.” 

			“That’s a great answer, Deputy Abrams,” Spenser said. “And you’re right. Thank you for that.” 

			“Sure thing,” he replied. “But if you want my gut take, I don’t think Ryker’s your man. Like I said, I don’t know him and I sure as hell don’t have anything to base this on, but that’s just what my gut is telling me.” 

			“Thank you, Deputy. I appreciate your candor.”

			“Anytime, Sheriff.” 

			Spenser dropped the truck into gear and drove off, feeling somewhat more settled than she had a few minutes ago. She didn’t know what she was going to find when she confronted Ryker, but Spenser was pretty sure it wouldn’t be some slavering, wild-eyed killer. She’d dealt with that type before and she just didn’t get that sort of hit off Ryker. 

			But he had a hell of a lot of explaining to do. 
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			“Hey, what are you doing here?” Ryker asked.

			Spenser climbed out of the Bronco and knelt down to give Mocha a few scratches behind the ear. She was giving herself a minute to steel her nerves. Based on how he’d reacted the last couple of times she’d brought up Lexi Wise, Spenser was bracing herself for him to blow like Krakatoa when he heard what she had to say. 

			She stood up again and noticed that his face was flushed, his body was tense, and he had that set to his jaw he tended to get when he was pissed off. He’d stepped out of the garage just as she’d pulled up and was covered in sweat. She’d obviously interrupted his workout. But she didn’t think that was what had him looking ready to rip somebody’s face off. 

			“You all right?” she asked. “You look tense.” 

			He waved in the direction of the house behind him, looking even more irritated. “Just talked to my father. He’s pressing me about having dinner with his girlfriend,” he said. “And when my dad doesn’t get what he wants when he wants it, he acts like a jerk.” 

			“I’m sorry you’re dealing with that.” 

			“I should expect it by now.” 

			“Why not just go and do it? Get it over with and appease the man?” 

			“Because then he’ll expect me to capitulate every single time he wants something,” he replied. “I don’t like setting that precedent.” 

			A humorless smile touched her lips as Ryker studied her face. He looked at her like he was a lion out on the savannah and had just caught the scent of danger on the breeze. He seemed to know she wasn’t there just for a social call. 

			“So, what’s going on, Spense?” 

			“We need to talk.”

			“Okay, do you want to come inside?”

			She shook her head. “No, this shouldn’t take long.” 

			His body stiffened and he stood a little straighter. “Okay, so… what’s up?”  

			Spenser leaned back against her truck and folded her arms over her chest. The leather of her utility belt creaked as she tried to settle it on her hips. Six months in and she was still trying to get used to having the weight of it around her waist. When she was with the Bureau, she wore a shoulder harness for her weapon. It was easy to pull and shoot. But having this big, bulky thing on her hips was uncomfortable and made her feel like she was about to head on down to the OK Corral with Wyatt Earp and Doc Holliday. 

			“You lied to me, Ryker.”

			“I’ve never lied to you,” he replied. “What is it you think I lied to you about?” 

			“You knew Lexi Wise.”

			“I told you I did. I said—”

			“That you two went to the same school.”

			“Which we did.” 

			“And yet, you somehow failed to mention the part where you dated her. For months, apparently,” Spenser snapped. 

			His expression darkened and his body tightened. 

			“I didn’t see that as relevant,” he said. “It was my personal business.” 

			“You don’t see how your being involved with a murder victim just weeks before her death might be relevant? Seriously?” 

			Ryker slipped his hands into his pocket and shifted on his feet. Perhaps unable to meet her gaze any longer knowing how weak of an argument that was to make, Ryker lowered his gaze, seeming to be staring at the tops of his shoes. 

			“Like I said, it was my personal business,” he said, quieter this time. 

			“Ryker, you lied—”

			“I didn’t lie to you. I just didn’t tell you that we dated.” 

			“Fine. But a lie by omission is still a lie,” she snapped. “How long were you with her?” 

			“Four months or so. Maybe five,” he replied. 

			“Unbelievable.”

			He cocked his head as he looked at her. “Are you sure you’re this upset because I didn’t tell you? Or are you jealous that I had feelings for somebody else?” 

			Spenser’s mouth fell open and she stared at him in disbelief for a long minute. “Are you even kidding me right now?” 

			Ryker looked away as if on some level, even he knew that was a stupid thing to say. 

			“Why did things end between you two?” Spenser asked.  

			“That’s not your business.” 

			“This is an ongoing murder investigation and I come to find out you were romantically involved with the victim,” Spenser said, her tone frosty. “So yeah, it is my business.” 

			“It’s really not.” 

			“Look, we can do this here or we can go down to the station and do this formally, Ryker,” she growled. “I don’t want to put this on paper and subject you to everything that’s going to come after. You know this town. You know that you’ll be the subject of all the rumors and gossip sure to follow. I’d rather not ruin your reputation because you know that if I take you down to the station and put you in a box, people will talk. And no matter what, some people will always think you killed Lexi. I don’t want to do that to you. I don’t want to hurt you or your reputation. But make no mistake, I will if you make me.”

			Ryker muttered under his breath and turned around, so his back was to her. He put his hands on his hips and seemed to be debating with himself whether he was going to tell Spenser or not. She would have been lying if she said her feelings for him didn’t play a small role. But mostly, it was because deep down, she didn’t believe he killed Lexi. 

			He finally turned around and slid his hands back into his pockets, looking at her with a face that held about as much warmth as a glacier. She could see he was still trying to rein in his temper. 

			“Let’s try this again,” she pressed. “Why did things between you and Lexi come to an end?” 

			“Because she didn’t want me. I cared about her a lot. Eventually, though, I figured out her heart belonged to somebody else, and I was basically just her beard,” he said, his voice cold. 

			She was surprised he was so forthcoming and direct. Spenser had expected him to deflect or give her a non-answer again. Ryker wasn’t a man who liked to be dictated to or have ultimatums dropped on him. Threats didn’t work on him. 

			“Did that make you mad?” 

			“Let’s stop with the fencing. Why don’t you just ask me what you want to ask me?” 

			“Fine,” Spenser said. “Did finding out she didn’t want you piss you off enough that you killed her then stuffed her into a duffel bag and buried her in the woods?” 

			“No,” he said without hesitation. 

			“It didn’t make you mad?” 

			“Of course, it did. I put myself out there and she rejected me. No, worse than that, she used me,” he said. “And when she realized I wanted something more from her, she threw me away like a piece of trash. I was hurt. Who wouldn’t be?” 

			“That’s fair,” Spenser said. “Were you hurt enough to kill her?”

			“I already answered that,” he said. “No. I didn’t kill her.”

			“You said her heart belonged to somebody else. Do you happen to know who that somebody else was?” 

			He shook his head. “I don’t. I didn’t ask because I didn’t want to know. What good would come of that? She ended it so I chose not to care.”

			Spenser studied him closely. She looked as she’d been trained to do, for the slightest tell. The smallest microexpression. She searched his face for the twitch of an eye, the spasm of a cheek, rapid blinking, or an increase in breathing—anything that would be an indication of deception. She saw nothing. His face remained smooth and unyielding, betraying nothing. 

			“All right,” she said. “That’s enough for now. But I may have more questions later.” 

			“Do what you have to do, Spenser.” 

			She turned to get into her truck, but his voice stopped her, and she turned back to him. 

			“What?” she asked. 

			“Who told you about me and Lexi?” 

			“It doesn’t matter,” she said. ‘But you should know we discovered that Lexi kept an online diary and there is a lot of information in there. We’re still analyzing it all, but I should ask you if there’s anything in there you might want to get in front of before we read about it?”

			He shakes his head. “Not a thing.”

			Spenser let her eyes linger on him a moment longer before she turned and climbed into her truck and started back toward the station. 
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			After her interview with Ryker went nowhere, Spenser stopped by the station to check in and find they hadn’t progressed much further in the investigation. Young, however, had used some of her contacts and dredged up some more names from the past, which led to a few more avenues to explore. As a suspect pool, it was still pretty thin, but it was something. It gave them a place to start… which was better than what they’d had earlier in the day. 

			Young had found a couple of the frat boys Lexi and her friends had partied with back in the day. Unfortunately, none of them had had much value to offer. Young said she hadn’t gotten a sense from them that they were involved in Lexi’s murder—mostly because they were sleeping with Dominique and Rachel, while Lexi hadn’t even been on their radar. Young was still in the middle of making calls to those frat boys who were out of state and Spenser listened in for a few minutes as Young questioned them and got a good initial impression. She appreciated the woman’s initiative and thought that when Mayor Dent gave her the green light to set up a detective’s table, Young might make a good one. Ditto that for Abrams. Spenser thought she had the makings of a good department. 

			There were half a dozen people in town to talk to, so Spenser had taken the list Young had given her and started knocking on doors. Nobody she’d spoken with had been able to provide any information of great value. Most couldn’t remember much from that long ago and others hadn’t been all that close to Lexi to begin with. By the time Spenser got to the final name on her list, their suspect pool had dried up and was more of a suspect puddle than anything.

			Spenser parked in the lot outside of the Grease Monkey Auto Garage. The building was light blue with red and white stripes wrapping around it. On the sign above the open repair bays was the company name along with a monkey in a set of dark blue coveralls and a red hat, holding a wrench in one hand. She walked into a surprisingly clean office that smelled fresh rather than of motor oil and the odors wafting out of the garage area. 

			There was a tall counter across from the front door and to her left was a sitting area that had chairs, a coffee station, and a television currently tuned to the news. A middle-aged man in a uniform that looked exactly like the monkey on the sign stood behind the counter. He offered Spenser a smile as she stepped over to him.

			“Afternoon, Sheriff,” he said. “What can we do for you? That old Bronco givin’ you problems today?” 

			“No, actually it’s good… Dalton,” she replied after a quick glance at the patch on his coveralls. “I was actually looking for Mitch Howell.”

			“He in trouble again? What’d he do this time?” Dalton said with a laugh. “That guy is a rascal, I tell you.” 

			“I just need to ask him a few questions is all,” Spenser replied. 

			“Yeah, sure. No problem. Let me just go get him for you.”

			“Thanks very much.” 

			“No sweat,” he replied. “And hey, if your Bronco or any of your patrol cars give you trouble, just bring ‘em on down here. We can work out some kind of a deal. Just ask for me. I own the place.”

			“I appreciate that. Thank you.” 

			Watching through the large, plate glass windows that overlooked the service bays, Spenser saw Dalton approach a man who was underneath a car up on a lift. Dalton said something and pointed to the office. The man nodded and stepped out from under the car, making eye contact with Spenser through the windows, and pointed to a door in the back wall of the garage, indicating he wanted her to join him there. She gave him a thumbs up then went through the door Dalton had used to get into the service bays, giving him a nod as she passed him on his way back in.  

			She found Mitch standing on a patch of gravel behind the shop, smoking a cigarette. He was dressed exactly like Dalton and the monkey, but he had his red cap turned backward. The shop bordered an open field and beyond the knee-high grass stood the wide trunks of the pine trees that shot up into an azure sky filled with clusters of fluffy white clouds. 

			“Mitch Howell?”

			“That’s me,” he said and blew out a plume of smoke. “What can I do for you, Sheriff?” 

			Mitch was a few inches taller than her with narrow shoulders and a lean, wiry body. He had the sleeves of his coveralls rolled up to the elbow, exposing forearms covered in tattoos. His light brown hair hung to his shoulders and looked like it needed a good wash. Mitch had a long, hooked nose and eyes that were dark and hard. The several days’ worth of stubble on his narrow face was dotted with gray and lines were forming at the corners of his eyes and mouth.

			The man’s thirty-four years on the planet looked to have been hard ones and according to Young, Howell had a reputation for being uncooperative and antagonistic toward the police. And judging by the way he was sneering at her, Spenser thought that was a fair assessment. No doubt his repeated run-ins with law enforcement only deepened that animosity.  

			“You can answer a few questions for me,” Spenser said. 

			“I can also refuse to answer your questions. That’s my right, after all,” he said. 

			“It is.” 

			“I ain’t done nothin’—”

			“If you haven’t done anything, you shouldn’t have any problem answering my questions then,” Spenser said, cutting him off. 

			“Nah. I know the way you people work. Somethin’ gets stolen, or somebody gets beaten up and you automatically roll up on me,” he said. “I know how this all goes. So, tell me what it is, and I’ll give you an alibi. Do I need an alibi, Sheriff?” 

			“I don’t know, Mitch. Do you? Did you do something that would require an alibi?” 

			He chuckled to himself and then took a drag on his cigarette. As the smoke drifted from his mouth, he turned his eyes toward Spenser, watching her closely. 

			“Looked up your jacket before I came out here. Pretty distinguished record,” Spenser started. “Two arrests for domestic violence. A couple of assault beefs. Grand theft auto. Three drunk and disorderly charges. Petty theft. DUI. Breaking and entering. All in all, you’ve done what, three years in prison?” 

			“Three years, six months, and fourteen days,” he said. 

			“But who’s counting, right?” 

			“Did you come out here just to yank my chain or something, lady?” he spat. “New sheriff gotta show me she’s watchin’ me? Does flexin’ on me like that make you feel tough?” 

			“Naw. No need for me to flex on you. Especially not when I’m tougher than you’ll ever be.”

			“If you say so.” 

			Spenser took a moment to consider her next words. She didn’t want to keep bickering with him since it accomplished nothing other than irritating her. 

			“Look, there’s no need for this back and forth,” she said. “Just answer a few questions for me and I’ll get out of your hair. Deal?” 

			He blew a thick cloud of smoke in her direction and smiled.

			“Fine,” he finally said. “What do you want?” 

			“I want to talk about Lexi Wise.” 

			He stared at her blankly for a moment then chuckled. “Jesus. There’s a name I haven’t heard in a hell of a long time.” 

			Spenser cocked her head as she looked at him. “A long time? That name has been everywhere these last few weeks. Local news stations, newspapers—” 

			“I don’t have much use for the news. Don’t watch it,” he said. “If I want to feel like crap, I’ll just have a beer and reflect on my own life.” 

			It struck Spenser as disingenuous as hell that he could say, with a straight face, that he hadn’t heard Lexi’s name in a long time. She guessed it was possible he lived with his head in the sand. Or maybe more likely, in a beer bottle. But it just seemed to strain credulity to think that living in this town, where the news of the discovery of Lexi’s body had been big news for weeks, that he hadn’t heard a single word about it. 

			“Okay, anyway, it’s my understanding that you and Lexi dated for a while,” Spenser said. 

			He scoffed. “Yeah, for like a hot minute back in high school,” he said. “Does that make me a suspect or something?” 

			“I’m just trying to get a little background here right now,” she replied. 

			“Why don’t you talk to Hinton? He and his guys came out and hassled me right after Lexi went missing,” he said. “They ransacked my house, searched everywhere, took pictures—treated me like a damn criminal when I didn’t do nothin’.” 

			Spenser looked at him and was completely unmoved by his troubles. “Why did your relationship with Lexi end?” 

			“It wasn’t a relationship. We hooked up for a few months. No biggie,” he said. “We were friends with benefits. That’s it.” 

			“Okay, so why did this arrangement end?”

			He shrugged. “I got tired of her. I wanted to tap somethin’ else for a while.” 

			As he spoke, he didn’t once meet her eyes, making her doubt every word that was coming out of his mouth. 

			“Classy,” she said.

			“It is what it is,” he said. “We were never that serious.” 

			“So, it wouldn’t upset you to know she was just killing time with you? That she was in love with somebody else?” 

			His laughter seemed forced. “Why would it? She was a piece of ass. Nothin’ more and nothin’ less. If she was usin’ me, that’s fine because I was just usin’ her, too.” 

			Spenser watched him take a long drag off his cigarette. She studied his face closely and saw the strain in his features. He was doing his best to hide it—an admirably good job, actually—but he couldn’t control the microexpressions on his face. 

			“So, you’re sure you wouldn’t be upset to learn she was in love with an older man and you were just her side piece?” Spenser pressed. 

			“Nah. I could care less.” 

			“It’s you couldn’t care less,” she corrected him. “If you could care less, it means you care at least a little bit.” 

			“Great. Thanks for the English lesson. Are we done here?” 

			He was growing more agitated by the moment, and she didn’t have many other questions she could ask him. So, Spenser decided to hit him hard, see if she could knock him off balance, and see what popped out. 

			“Did you kill her, Mitch? Did you kill Lexi Wise?” 

			He paused for a moment and stared at her balefully. Mitch ran a hand over his face, the stubble making a dry, scratchy sound. 

			“Get out of here,” he said. 

			“Did you?” Spenser pressed. “Just answer the question. Did you murder Lexi Wise?” 

			“I didn’t do anything to that girl but give her a good time.” 

			“Are you sure about that? Given your history of anger and violence towards women, it’s not hard to think that maybe you found out you were just a side piece, snapped, and put hands on her. It’s believable to think that maybe things just got out of hand. That you never meant to—”

			“Get out of my face. I’m not on probation so I don’t have to say anything to you,” he barked. “I’m done talking to you. I need to get back to work.” 

			He threw the smoldering cigarette butt down and stomped on it, looking at Spenser the entire time. She didn’t think it was much of a stretch to think he was fantasizing about stomping on her just like that. It was more than clear that Mitch had a nasty temper, didn’t much care for women, and had no problem putting hands on them. He also had a connection to Lexi.

			But did all of that add up to murder? Spenser just didn’t know yet. 
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			“I just can’t help but think there’s something we’re missing,” Spenser said. 

			Spenser leaned back in her chair and put her boot up on the edge of her desk. She drummed her fingers on her knee as ten thousand different thoughts rocketed through her mind. Deputy Young sat in the chair across from her, legs crossed, watching her closely. Spenser knew Young was trying to learn from her, learn her process, and how her mind worked. She was trying to absorb everything in an effort to improve her own skills as an investigator. 

			“What do you think we’re missing?” Young asked. 

			“Motive for one,” she said. “Mitch doesn’t seem to have one.”

			“I hate to say it but if Lexi and Mitch were just a hookup, then the only one we know of who’s got a motive is Ryker.” 

			Spenser winced as if she’d just been punched in the gut. “But he doesn’t have a history of violence against women. Or of violence at all. He doesn’t have a sheet. Mitch does.” 

			“That’s true. But he isn’t entirely averse to the idea of killing another human being. I mean, that was his job for a while, after all. Not having a sheet doesn’t necessarily mean somebody’s innocent. It could just mean they haven’t been caught,” Young pointed out.

			Spenser scrubbed her face with her hands and let out a frustrated sigh. 

			“You’re being a better cop than I am right now,” Spenser said. 

			Young shook her head. “Definitely not. I’m just trying to think like you do. That’s all.” 

			“Here’s the trouble I’m having,” Spenser said. “We’re making a lot of assumptions. I don’t like making assumptions because more times than not, they end up being wrong.” 

			Young switched legs and leaned back. “Okay, what are we making assumptions about?” 

			“First, we’re assuming that Mitch is telling us the truth about him and Lexi. What if they weren’t just a hook up? Or what if he found out that she was in love with somebody else and flew off the handle?” Spenser said.

			“It’s possible,” she said. “But there’s corroboration in Lexi’s diary. She described hooking up with somebody a couple of times.”

			“Yes, but we’re assuming she gave the codename Don Juan to Mitch. I don’t know that we can afford to make that assumption. She also said she did it simply for the experience because she wanted to learn to be a better lover for this Heathcliff,” Spenser said. “And we’re simply assuming she was talking about Mitch.” 

			“Yeah, I can see that.”

			“Now, in her diary, she described Don Juan as a kind, gentle, and generous lover. Does that sound like Mitch to you?” Spenser went on. “I spent twenty minutes with the guy, and I can already tell you that he’s selfish and only concerned with getting himself off in bed. I can just about guarantee he doesn’t give a damn about the woman’s pleasure.” 

			“Maybe. I mean, it’s a good point. But the idea that she was just trying to learn how to be a better lover kind of describes a hook up… which is what Mitch said they were,” she pointed out. “It doesn’t sound like a relationship… which describes what she and Ryker had. I mean, if we’re being factual here, we don’t even know if she and Ryker had sex.”

			Spenser leaned her head back and stared at the ceiling for a minute, letting everything Young had just said roll around in her mind. 

			“I mean, I know that I don’t know Ryker all that well—I’ve only known him for six months. But I’ve never gotten a bad hit off him,” Spenser said. “But twenty minutes with Mitch was enough to give me a hinky hit. He’s a bad guy who does bad things.”

			“No question about it,” Young replied. “But do you think it’s possible you got that hinky hit because you pulled his jacket before going to see him? You were expecting to see a bad guy who does bad things when you got there… and that’s exactly what you saw.” 

			A wry grin twisted Spenser’s lips. “Confirmation bias is a hell of a thing. I bashed Hinton for it and yet here I am, doing the same damn thing. What a hypocrite.” 

			“For whatever it’s worth, I don’t think you’re a hypocrite. I mean, your read on Mitch isn’t wrong. He really is a bad guy and he does bad things,” she said. “We just don’t know if he did this particular bad thing. In your place, I’m leaning away from him and am looking closer at Ryker.”

			If she were being objective, she would have said the same thing. But her gut was telling her Ryker was not her guy and that Mitch was. She dropped her feet to the floor and sat up as a thought occurred to her. 

			“You know what we aren’t looking at?” she asked.

			“What’s that?” 

			“What if this Heathcliff is the killer?” 

			“That doesn’t track, though,” Young said. “Lexi wrote that they were in love and were planning on running away to California once she turned eighteen.” 

			Spenser arched an eyebrow at her. “And people who are in love never kill each other?” 

			Young laughed. “Okay, point taken. But there’s usually some hint of trouble. And Lexi’s diary was nothing but hearts and rainbows when it came to Heathcliff,” she said. “She rarely missed a day and none of her entries mention any kind of a problem.” 

			“Maybe she didn’t think there was a problem. But maybe, there was one she couldn’t see,” Spenser said. “Maybe the problem was with him.” 

			“What do you mean?”

			“I seem to recall a couple of entries where Lexi was talking about wanting to be able to go out in public with him and being frustrated she couldn’t.” 

			“Yeah, I remember those entries.” 

			“Maybe she was pressuring him about it. I mean, she didn’t write every last thing down and tended to focus only on the good things,” Spenser said. “With Ryker and Mitch, she was a little colder and more analytical because she wasn’t emotionally invested. But I think she was so caught up in Heathcliff, she only saw the good and was blinded to the idea he could do bad things. She might have never seen it coming.” 

			“Okay, that’s something I can get on board with. Maybe so,” Young said. “But I’m still not sure why he’d want to kill her.” 

			“Maybe she was pressuring him into coming out into the open together. And maybe our Heathcliff is somebody who couldn’t afford to have a scandal like that land at his feet,” Spenser said. “I mean, statutory rape is something that’s going to tarnish anybody’s record. But if this guy had a lot to lose, he’s not going to tolerate being pressured into blowing up his life like that. Maybe he had a wife. Kids.”

			“And wanted to avoid prison time on that statutory rape charge.”

			“Right. Exactly,” Spenser said. “We need to find out who this Heathcliff is. If we can figure that out, we might have our killer.” 

			“Or another dead end. I’m not ready to stop looking at Ryker and Mitch.” 

			“And we shouldn’t. But expanding our suspect pool is a good thing,” Spenser said. 

			“Sheriff?” 

			Spenser looked up to see Alice Jarrett leaning into her office. “What is it, Alice?” 

			“Mr. Makawi is here to see you. I told him he had to wait in the lobby,” Alice said. 

			Spenser’s heart and stomach both rippled. 

			“Terrific, Alice. Thank you,” she said. “Tell him I’ll be right up.”

			“You got it, boss,” Alice replied then left. 

			“This probably isn’t a good idea,” Young said. “He’s a suspect.”

			“Maybe he’s going to confess.”

			“I somehow doubt that. But just in case, maybe see if you can get him into an interview room?” Young asked. 

			“He’ll never go for that. I’ll make it more informal and see what he wants,” she said. “I’ll be back shortly.” 

			Spenser grabbed her hat and put it on as she walked out of her office and made her way to the front of the bullpen. He gave her a tight smile when she stopped on her side of the waist-high divide she’d had erected, separating the lobby from the bullpen. He tapped the solid wooden barrier. 

			“This is new,” he said.

			“It’s prettier than the concrete barriers I was considering to keep the torch- and pitchfork-wielding mobs out,” she replied. 

			“Good choice.”

			“So, what’s up?” she asked. 

			“I was hoping we could talk.” 

			“Sure. What’s going on?” 

			His eyes darted left then right and he shifted on his feet. Spenser could see how uncomfortable he was and decided to throw him a life preserver. 

			“Come on. Let’s go for a walk,” she said.

			Spenser stepped through the swinging gate and Alice, whose tall counter ran perpendicular to the divide, handed her a radio as she passed by. Spenser thanked her as she turned it on and then slipped it into the radio holster on her belt. 

			“I’ll be on channel three if you need me,” Spenser said. “Be back soon.” 

			Ryker held the door open for her and they stepped out into the fading light of the afternoon together. A cool breeze buffeted them and Ryker pulled his light coat around him a little tighter then slipped his hands into his pockets. 

			“So, what’s going on?” 

			“I just… umm… how’s the investigation going?” 

			“Well, I expect to have a grand jury hand down an indictment for you tomorrow.” 

			He whipped his head around, a look of shock on his face, making her laugh. Ryker’s shoulders unclenched and his body relaxed a bit, but he didn’t look amused.

			“Don’t be ridiculous,” she said. “I couldn’t possibly get a grand jury convened for at least a week. Probably more.”

			“You’ve got a seriously twisted sense of humor.” 

			“Too soon, huh?” 

			“Twisted.”

			“Yeah, I’ve been told that a time or two.” 

			“Color me shocked,” he said dryly. 

			They walked on in silence for a couple of minutes before Spenser looked over at him. He looked like a man who was white-knuckling it. Ryker kept his eyes on the ground, his jaw clenched, and moving one foot in front of the other almost robotically. He wouldn’t look up, let alone acknowledge anybody they passed on the street. 

			“I can’t talk about the investigation,” she said softly. “You know that.”

			“Because I’m a suspect?”

			“Because I can’t talk about an open investigation. Nothing more.” 

			He nodded. “Sorry. I’m just not very good at small talk. I didn’t mean to ask you about the investigation like that.” 

			Spenser steered him off the sidewalk and into a small greenspace set between a couple of shops. There was a bench with a light pole beside it that was just flickering on and casting a soft luminescence around the seat. They sat down together, and Spenser decided to wait for him to say whatever it was he came to say. It took a minute, but he finally looked up.

			“I just came down to the office to say that I was sorry,” he told her. “I don’t like how we left things the last time we talked. I was a dick and I’m sorry.” 

			“You were a dick. But I know I was pressing you pretty hard,” she said. “And I know being asked if you murdered somebody you cared about had to knock you off balance. Especially in light of… well… you know. Our shared trauma. But please understand, regardless of our friendship, I have to do my job. Do I personally think you killed Lexi? No, I don’t. But what I think or feel isn’t relevant. I have to go where the facts lead me.”

			He nodded. “Yeah, that wasn’t easy. And I understand, Spense. I really do,” he said gently. “I came down to apologize but I also wanted to answer your questions.”

			“You do?” 

			He nodded. “Ask whatever you want. I’ll answer you honestly.”

			“Are you sure you don’t want a lawyer?” 

			“I don’t need one.” 

			“I have to Mirandize you, Ryker. Just in case.” 

			“That’s fine. Do what you have to do.” 

			Spenser pulled her phone out and began recording as she recited the Miranda warning and made sure he gave his acknowledgment and consent to be questioned without a lawyer present. When that was done, she held onto the phone and looked him in the eye. 

			“Ryker, did you kill Lexi Wise?” 

			He shook his head. “I did not. I cared about her and was upset when I learned that she was playing me, but I did not kill her.” 

			Spenser took him through all the questions she’d already asked him, simply wanting a record of it. Ryker was open, forthcoming, and as far as she could tell, honest about everything. When she was done, she was just about to turn her phone off when another question popped into her brain. She held the phone back up. 

			“Ryker, did you have sex with Lexi?” 

			He nodded. “Three times.” 

			“And did she say anything afterward about it?” 

			He gave her a curious look and then shrugged. “She thanked me for being so gentle since she was so inexperienced. Is that what you mean?” 

			“Yeah, that sort of thing. Did she say anything else?” 

			“Not really,” he said then paused. “There was one time—this was before we had sex for the first time—that she said she wanted to learn to be a better lover and asked me to teach her how. It struck me as weird at the time, but I was a dumb, horny kid and brushed it off. I guess I never thought about it again until just now.”

			Spenser turned off the phone and dropped it into her pocket. They both stood up and were close enough that she could smell the subtle hint of his cologne blended with the aroma of the beans from his shop. He met her gaze and she felt her heart stutter as her belly started to roil and filled with a warmth that quickly spread through her body. 

			She shifted on her feet. “I give you my word that nobody will ever see that—”

			“Unless it becomes relevant in a criminal proceeding.” 

			She felt her cheeks flush, but she nodded. “Right.” 

			“It’s all right, Spense. Dig in. Investigate me. I have nothing to hide,” he said. “I promise I won’t take it personally. I know you have a job to do and I’m sorry I interfered with that or let our personal feelings get in the way.” 

			“Thank you, Ryker. You doing this means a lot to me.” 

			He nodded then leaned forward and kissed her. She felt the pressure on her lips give way to more of that heat inside of her and as their kiss deepened, she only grew warmer. But then Ryker pulled back suddenly, his eyes wide, and a stricken look on his face. 

			“Oh, God. I’m so sorry. I didn’t—I’m sorry,” he stammered.

			Before she could reply, Ryker rushed away, melting into the darkness that was encroaching upon the world, leaving Spenser looking after him, her belly churning, her lips still burning. It wasn’t the first time they’d kissed but for some reason, this time felt different. And not in a bad way. It was a way that left Spenser wanting more.  
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			“So, what is on our agenda this morning, boss?” Young asked. 

			“We are going to find a killer, Deputy Young.” 

			Spenser handed out assignments to the deputies in the bullpen and then led Young into her office. She turned and handed her the cup of coffee she’d picked up for her deputy then dropped into the chair behind her desk. Young looked at her curiously as she gingerly perched on the edge of the chair and took a sip of her coffee. 

			“Thank you for the caffeine,” she said.

			“You’re welcome.” 

			“So, what has you so chipper this morning, Sheriff?” 

			“I had a thought last night about the case.”

			“Do tell.” 

			“I was reading through Lexi’s diary again last night and I got to thinking about Heathcliff again,” Spenser said. “And I think he’s a teacher.”

			“What makes you say that?” 

			“I found a couple of subtle references to her school buried in the text,” Spenser replied. “They were so subtle I don’t even think Lexi realized she left them in. I mean, there was one sentence where she talked about Heathcliff walking by her locker. It was brief and I missed it until I went back last night.”

			“You’re kidding me.” 

			Spenser booted up the laptop and opened Lexi’s diary then scrolled to the spot she’d bookmarked. She turned the computer around and slide it across her desk to Young. The deputy leaned forward and read the passage in the girl’s diary. When she finished, she sat back.

			“Wow. I don’t know how I missed that,” she said. 

			“It’s easy to miss. I mean, it’s one sentence in a much longer passage,” Spenser said. “She’s been keeping this journal for years and we’re trying to read it on the fly. We were bound to miss something. Like I said, I did.”

			“Yeah, but you went back and caught it.” 

			“I had the time to go through it with a fine-tooth comb because I have no life. That’s all it was,” she said with a laugh. 

			“I guess so.” 

			Spenser took a drink of her coffee then sat back in her chair, cradling the cup in her hands, and watched the deputy closely. Young looked down at the cup in her hands, her body stiff and her expression dark. 

			“Honestly, don’t beat yourself up about it, Amanda. You’re a good deputy. One of the best in this department,” Spenser said. “And once I get the green light to set up a detective’s table, you’re going to be the first one at it.” 

			Spenser’s words seemed to reinflate Young. She sat back up and that dark, sour expression on her face melted away.

			“Thank you so much, Sheriff,” she said. “That means the world to me.”  

			“You deserve it. But one thing you need to learn is that being a great investigator doesn’t mean getting one hundred percent of the things right one hundred percent of the time. That’s a benchmark you’re never going to hit,” Spenser said. “It means going back as many times as you need to go back and finding those little details. It means being adaptable. It means knowing you’re going to miss some things but being okay with it because you never lose sight of the bigger picture. Understand?” 

			Young nodded. “Yeah. I think so.” 

			“Good. Now, let’s get to work. I need you to contact the school—what is it, Roosevelt?” 

			“Yes, ma’am. Roosevelt High.” 

			“Good. Contact their registrar’s office and get ahold of Lexi’s class schedule for her sophomore year,” she said. “If I’m right and it’s a teacher, I want to start with her teachers.”

			“That’s good. That’s really good,” Young said. “I’ll get right on it.” 

			Young jumped to her feet and dashed out of her office. Spenser pulled the computer back to her and started going through Lexi’s diary again. She read it line by line, searching for anything else she might have missed. She read each and every word, hoping to find another clue to Heathcliff’s true identity. After two hours, she hadn’t found anything substantial. All she managed to find were a few more subtle allusions to him being a teacher. 

			Spenser stood up and stretched her back then paced around her office to get some circulation back into her legs. Young stepped into her office with a sheet of paper in her hand and a smile on her face. She dropped into her usual chair as Spenser perched on the edge of her desk.

			“So? What did you find?” Spenser asked.

			“I got the names of the teachers she had in her freshman year, too,” Young said, looking pleased with herself as she scanned the page in her hand. “The relationship with Heathcliff might have started before the year she was killed.” 

			“That’s good thinking. Good work,” Spenser said. “I’m thinking we’re looking for a man who, at the time, was in his mid-to-late twenties.” 

			“Why that age range?” 

			“It’s just an educated guess. If we don’t have a match, we’ll expand the search,” Spenser said. “But instinct tells me that as Lexi was a sixteen-year-old girl, it’s unlikely she fell in love with somebody older than that age range. I think if it’s a teacher, he’s going to have to be young enough to attract a young girl.” 

			“Okay, well, over her two years at Roosevelt, Lexi had nine male teachers,” she said. “Of those nine, there are five who were between twenty-five and thirty when Lexi was there.” 

			“Five. That’s more than I expected,” Spenser said. 

			“Cameron Bingham, age twenty-four at the time Lexi was at Roosevelt. Eli Hunt, age twenty-seven. Sean Tucker, age twenty-six. Jay Fuller, age twenty-nine, and Drew Hyland, age twenty-five,” she read. “And of those five, Drew Hyland, Eli Hunt, and Sean Tucker are still there.” 

			“That’s good work, Young.” 

			Spenser turned to her department computer and started plugging the names into it, looking for criminal records. None of them had one, which was probably a good thing. Except for the fact that it made it harder to pinpoint the scumbag who’d have an affair with a sixteen-year-old girl. 

			“Do you know any of these guys?” Spenser asked. 

			“Yeah. I had classes with Mr. Hyland and Mr. Fuller actually,” she said. 

			“And what’s your read on them?” 

			“They’re both happily married with kids—” 

			“Marital status is irrelevant. What kind of people were they?” Spenser pressed. “Did they give off a creepy vibe? Were they suggestive or borderline inappropriate?” 

			“Those two? Oh God, no. They make Devries look colorful and flamboyant by comparison,” she said. “They were nice guys. Attentive. Really seemed to care about the students.” 

			“What does your gut say?” 

			“I don’t know that I trust my gut yet.” 

			“You’re going to have to learn to trust your instincts, Amanda. Listening to your gut can literally be the difference between life and death.” 

			“All right,” Young said. “My gut tells me they’re not our guys.” 

			“Okay. Good. That’s a start,” Spenser said. “It’s an in-service day at the school, so do you want to go rattle some cages with me?” 

			“That would be awesome.” 

			Spenser grabbed her coat and hat then walked out of the station with Young in tow. She felt like they were starting to move in the right direction. Slowly, but in the right direction. At the same time, though, Spenser couldn’t shake the feeling they were missing something. It felt like something was staring her straight in the face, but she just couldn’t see it. It was a dark and ominous feeling that sat heavily on her shoulders. 

			“Let’s roll then,” Spenser said. “Let’s go find a killer.” 

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			[image: ]

			After getting the classroom assignments from the registrar’s office, Spenser and Young split up the list and headed off to question the teachers. Part of her wanted to shadow Young and watch her interview skills and techniques. But she wanted to show Young that she trusted her. She wanted to give her deputy a loose rein to do the job. After all, when she got her detective’s table set up, Young was going to have to learn to do the job without Spenser standing over her shoulder. 

			So, she compromised with herself and asked Young to record the interviews. It was protocol. Or would be once she got that table set up and running. Having a record of all interviews filling out a case file was going to become standard procedure in Spenser’s department. That way, her detectives would have a free hand in running their interviews, but they would have it documented. It would be of enormous value while actively investigating a case, for trials, as well as for training purposes. How that wasn’t SOP before her arrival was mind-boggling.

			Spenser had assigned Young to interview the two teachers she’d had when she went to Roosevelt—Hyland and Fuller. And since she was going to speak with Rachel Bradshaw and Dominique Parise personally, she had Young take on Cameron Bingham as well. It was a lot to heap onto the deputy’s plate all at once, but Spenser was confident the woman could handle it. Spenser knew as they drew closer to establishing the sort of department she had envisioned, she was going to have to test Young.

			She had just finished speaking with Sean Tucker and didn’t get any sort of a hinky hit off him. She looked at all the colorful posters on the walls advertising school clubs and pep rallies and felt a rush of nostalgia. High school hadn’t been the best experience for her, but it hadn’t been without its moments. She hadn’t hated every minute of it. Her boots echoed around the empty corridor as she passed the empty rows of lockers and trophy cases as she made her way to Eli Hunt’s classroom. 

			Spenser checked the room numbers against the paper in her hand then stepped into room two-thirty-one to hear Coldplay’s “The Scientist” playing. A man was seated behind a desk scribbling furiously away on a stack of papers in front of him and singing along with the song. He looked to be in his early forties but had a smooth, baby face and looked much younger. His sandy-blonde hair was neatly trimmed, and cornflower blue eyes sat behind a pair of round, wire-rimmed glasses. Hunt had a trim, fit physique. He had a runner’s body and obviously took pride in his appearance and kept himself in good shape. 

			“Mr. Hunt,” Spenser announced herself. 

			Startled, he jumped in his seat and looked up as his pen hit the ground with a clatter. His cheeks flushed and an awkward smile creased his thin lips when he saw her standing there. He fumbled with his phone but managed to turn the music down, plunging them into silence. 

			“Sheriff,” he said as he picked up his pen. “I was lost in my own head.” 

			“No worries. I know how that is.” 

			“So, what can I do for you, Sheriff…”

			“Song,” she said. “Sheriff Song. But please, just call me Spenser.” 

			“Great. I’m Eli. What can I help you with, Spenser?” 

			She walked over and perched on the edge of a desk in the front row, subtly studying Hunt’s face as she did. He swallowed hard and sat back in his chair. Spenser let a heavy silence hang in the air between them for a moment just to put him on edge. 

			“I wanted to talk to you about Lexi Wise,” she finally started. “I understand that she was a student of yours.” 

			He blew out a long breath. “A long time ago, yeah. I heard her remains were discovered—I mean, it’s all anybody’s talking about lately. Just terrible.” 

			Hunt appeared to be looking at her, but Spenser could see he was actually looking at a point over her shoulder instead. 

			“What can you tell me about her?” Spenser asked. 

			“Oh, well… I don’t remember. I mean, it was fifteen years ago, and I’ve had a lot of students since then.” 

			“I understand,” she said evenly. “But if you could try to remember whatever you can about her, I’d appreciate it.” 

			“Okay, well, uhhhh… I remember her as being very bright. Very well read and very well spoken,” he said. “I recall thinking she was a talented writer—” 

			“You teach Literature, right?”

			He nodded. “I do.” 

			“Have you ever covered Wuthering Heights?” 

			“Every year. I love the Brontes and always make sure to include their works in my syllabus,” he said proudly. “In fact, come to think of it, we’d just started a unit on Wuthering Heights when Lexi went missing.” 

			“What did you think about the official story that she ran away with some mysterious boyfriend nobody seemed to know anything about?”

			“I thought it was bunk. She never seemed like the type to run away with somebody like that. And the fact that they couldn’t identify this mystery man only made me more skeptical. At first, anyway,” he said. “When she didn’t turn up, I guess I started to believe the story. I mean, what else could have happened to her? This is a small town and people talk. I thought if something truly bad had happened to her, people would know about it sooner or later.”

			“Well, technically speaking, it is later and now we know something truly bad did happen to her,” Spenser pointed out. 

			“Yeah. I suppose so,” he said. 

			Spenser couldn’t avoid hearing the mournful note in his voice that matched the look of sorrow that flashed across his face. Lexi’s confirmed death was hitting him hard. 

			“I see. Tell me something,” she started. “You knew about the reputation she had around town? People thought she was a wild child and—”  

			“I did know about her reputation and it was dead wrong,” he said coldly, cutting her off. “And I think the people spreading that filth should be… well… they were wrong.” 

			“What makes you say that?” 

			“Lexi was a lovely girl with an amazing heart. Gentle. Sweet. She had a kind and generous soul. And there is no way in hell she was running around doing all those things people said she was. She wouldn’t. She wasn’t like that.” 

			“That seems like a pretty firm stance and solid recollection of a girl you said that you barely remembered just a few minutes ago, Eli,” she said. 

			“Just talking about her… it’s triggering all these memories I have. You’re making me recall things I haven’t thought about in years,” he said smoothly. 

			His ears and cheeks turned scarlet, and he looked down for a minute. 

			“What was your relationship with Lexi like, Eli?” she asked. “How would you go about characterizing it?” 

			His eyes widened slightly but he managed to remain in control of himself. Looking slightly skittish, he licked his lips and looked down at the papers sitting in front of him. 

			“I wouldn’t characterize it in any way. We didn’t have a relationship,” he said. “I was her teacher. That was it.” 

			“That was it?”

			He nodded. “That was it.” 

			“So, there was no personal relationship between you two out of school?”

			“No. Not at all,” he said, sounding offended by her suggestion. “She was a sixteen-year-old girl. My student. There was no relationship.” 

			“You’re sure?”

			“What exactly are you suggesting, Sheriff?” 

			“I’m not suggesting anything,” she replied coolly. “I’m just trying to get all the facts.” 

			“The facts are, she was my student. That’s it. Period. And frankly, I’m beyond offended that you would even suggest otherwise. The merest hint of an inappropriate relationship with a student can irreparably damage a man’s career these days. You should know that and not be this careless with your words and implications,” he sneered. 

			Speaking of overwrought. Spenser had to fight her instinct to roll her eyes. Or give him a round of applause. As far as performances went, it was good for being off the cuff as it was, but a little too melodramatic for her taste. It would not win him an Oscar. But she’d gotten what she felt she needed and that was all that was important. She held her hands chest level with her palms facing him in faux surrender.

			“You’re right. Of course, you’re right. And I apologize for offending you,” she said. “I’m just trying to solve a murder here and I just wanted to see your reaction. That’s all.” 

			“Great. Are we done here, Sheriff? I have a job to do.” 

			“I’ll let you get back to it then,” she said. 

			“Thank you,” he huffed. 

			Spenser left his classroom, her thoughts spinning, and glanced at her watch. She had half an hour before she was supposed to meet up with Young in front of the school. She had just enough time to go have another conversation.

			[image: ]

			Spenser found her way to room one-twelve, the classroom of Rachel Bradshaw. She stepped into the room to find her with another woman who was perched on the corner of Bradshaw’s desk, their heads close to one another, speaking in low tones. Their conspiratorial whispering stopped abruptly when they noticed Spenser standing in the doorway. She gave them both a warm smile which they returned, though theirs seemed shaky.  

			“Afternoon, ladies,” she said.

			“Afternoon, Sheriff,” they replied in unison. 

			“Am I interrupting?” 

			“No,” Bradshaw said quickly. “Not at all. Please, come in.” 

			“Thank you, Ms. Bradshaw,” Spenser said then turned to the other woman. “And I’m glad you’re here, Ms. Parise. Saves me a trip down to your room.”

			“Great. Glad to help,” Parise said with a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. 

			Spenser walked into the room and leaned against one of the desks in the front row, taking them both in for a minute as the tension in the room mounted. The two women exchanged a quick look and looked even shakier than they had when she first walked in. Bradshaw was a tall, willowy woman with hair the color of gold which was pulled back into a ponytail and eyes that were greener than emeralds. Parise was a few inches shorter than Spenser with skin the color of mocha, dark eyes, a flawless complexion, and curves that exuded femininity.

			They were both beautiful women and maybe it was a stereotype, but Spenser didn’t have much trouble seeing them as the popular mean girls back in their high school days. She could see why a girl like Lexi who was striving to be popular and relevant in her school might gravitate toward them. Even now, as women in their thirties, they still exuded a vibe that made you sit up, take notice, and want to be near them. She understood what Lexi might have felt. 

			“What can we do for you, Sheriff?” Parise asked, her voice low and sultry. 

			“I’m sure you both already know that with the discovery of her remains, my department is looking into Lexi Wise’s murder.”

			“We do,” Parise said. “We were devastated to learn it was Lexi. I think we both always hoped she’d just run off with her boyfriend.” 

			“And which boyfriend would that be?” Spenser asked. 

			Parise shrugged. “Take your pick. She had quite a few of them—as I’m sure you already know,” she said. “Lexi was wild. We could barely keep up with her ourselves.” 

			Bradshaw cut a quick look at her friend and for a moment, Spenser thought she saw a flash of disgust cross her features. But Bradshaw said nothing to refute her friend’s words. They had obviously found out she and Young were making the rounds and were quickly devising their strategy, which was obviously to stonewall her. It made Spenser wonder if she put more pressure on them whether some cracks in that wall might develop—cracks she could exploit. 

			“So, you didn’t know any of her boyfriends?” Spenser asked. 

			“Well, I mean, she dated Mitch Howell and Ryker Makawi,” Bradshaw said and cut her eyes to Parise, as if looking for approval. “Other than that, we couldn’t say. She liked to go to frat parties and hook up with college guys. She was with a lot of guys, Sheriff.” 

			Bradshaw kept looking to Parise and her voice quavered slightly. Enough that Spenser didn’t believe a single word out of her mouth. To put a crack in that wall, she needed to dial up the pressure on them a bit more. 

			“See, I heard she used to go to the frat parties with you two,” Spenser said. “I heard that you two were the real ringleaders and she was more of a hanger-on.” 

			“Who told you that?” Bradshaw asked quickly. 

			“Whoever said that obviously didn’t know us. It was Lexi who used to take us to those parties. She was the one with all the friends at the college,” Parise said. “We just wanted to go. It’s not like we were hooking up with people there. That was Lexi’s thing.” 

			“And what about the rumors that she was sleeping with prominent people around town?” 

			“That, I can’t comment on,” Parise answered. “But it wouldn’t surprise me. Lexi got around. Like I said, she was wild. Too wild for us.” 

			Parise spoke with such authority and confidence, Spenser might have believed her if they’d spoken one-on-one. What she didn’t understand was why they would continue the lie fifteen years after Lexi’s death. Why not just come clean and help her find their friend’s killer? Unless, of course, there was something out there that if uncovered, would tarnish their reputation and standing in town. If the full truth about Lexi and her death were ever discovered, it could prove damaging to them. It was the only reason Spenser could see that justified piling on a dead girl like that. 

			She quickly determined that Parise wasn’t going to be the one to crack. Bradshaw was the weak link. She looked green around the gills. Bradshaw looked like she might just throw up all over her desk, actually. She managed to keep it down and hold the line with Parise, though. 

			“Okay, great. That fills in some of the blanks I have,” she said. “But tell me something, I have some information that leads me to believe Lexi was having a relationship with one of her teachers here at Roosevelt.” 

			“Really?” Parise asked. “Wow. We had no idea.” 

			Once again, she sounded sincere and genuinely surprised. But one look deep in her eyes was enough to tell Spenser she knew which teacher Lexi was seeing. She wasn’t unsympathetic. Despite the statute of limitations for their relationship having long passed and not being a prosecutable offense, she knew the two women were in a tough spot given they worked with him. Dropping that sort of allegation would have some unintended consequences that would ripple outward.

			Spenser was operating under the assumption Heathcliff was the murderer. If she couldn’t make that case and they spilled the tea about his relationship with Lexi, it would make things awkward. It might even make things deadly for them. If she was right and Heathcliff had killed Lexi, if they branded him the killer and Spenser couldn’t put him away, he might target them next. But she needed to know. And Spenser was certain they knew.

			“Listen, I’m going to confide in you two. But I need you to keep this confidential and I need an honest answer. Can you do those things for me?” 

			They both glanced at each other and then nodded. 

			“All right. I have reason to believe that Lexi’s killer was the man she was having a relationship with. One of her teachers,” she said. “And I believe that teacher was Eli Hunt. I really need you guys to tell me what you know.” 

			Spenser’s words hung in the air for a moment and Bradshaw looked at her with wide eyes and an expression that said she wanted to tell her everything. It was Parise, however, who stepped in and started to speak before Bradshaw could find her voice. 

			“We wouldn’t know anything about that, Sheriff Song,” Parise said. “I’m sorry, but Lexi had a ton of secrets and there was a lot we didn’t know about her. Things she kept from us. I mean, as it turned out, we didn’t even really know her… and she was our best friend.” 

			“So, she never told you about an affair with Mr. Hunt?” she asked and looked at Bradshaw.

			The woman hesitated for a second but then shook her head. “No. Never,” she said. “But what makes you think it was a teacher here who killed her and not somebody like Mitch Howell? I’m sure you know he’s got a track record for abusing women.” 

			“I do know that. But he had an alibi that checked out so it couldn’t have been him,” Spenser said. “Which leads me right back here to Roosevelt.” 

			“I wish we could help, Sheriff. She was our friend, and we want her killer brought to justice more than you even know,” Parise said. 

			“We really do,” Bradshaw added. 

			“I’m doing my best to make that happen, ladies.” 

			“If there’s anything else you need from us, please don’t hesitate to give us a call,” Parise said.

			“Thank you. I’ll be sure to do that,” Spenser said, letting her gaze settle on Bradshaw for a long minute. “I’ll be in touch. You two have a nice day.” 
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			Annabelle started to growl a couple of moments before the knock sounded on the cabin door. Spenser wasn’t expecting anybody, so she grabbed her Glock. Holding her weapon down at her side, she walked by the big dog and gave her a scratch behind the ears.

			“Easy, girl,” Spenser murmured. 

			Spenser stood slightly to the side and pulled the door open, a yelp of surprise bursting from her mouth as a big ball of brown fur bolted in and tackled Annabelle. A loud breath of relief gushed out from her as she watched the two dogs wrestling on her living room floor. She turned to find Ryker standing in her doorway, his eyes drifting from the Glock at her side up to her face.

			“Really?” he asked.

			“I’m a single woman living in the middle of the forest with a history of people shooting at me,” she replied. “I think I’d be pretty foolish if I wasn’t vigilant. Especially when people drop by unexpectedly.” 

			“Fair enough,” he said with a chuckle.

			“Come in,” she said. 

			The two big dogs rolled around, growling and snarling at each other playfully, bumping into every piece of furniture Spenser owned as they romped. Ryker followed her into the kitchen and sat down at the island in the center. She walked to the refrigerator and pulled the door open.

			“I’ve got water and beer,” she said.

			“Beer, please.” 

			She pulled out a bottle, uncapped it, then slid it across the island to him. Spenser pulled out a bottle of water and a bowl of grapes, setting the bowl down between them. 

			“So, what’s up?” she asked. “What brings you by?” 

			Ryker cleared his throat and shifted in his seat. He took a long swallow of his beer and stayed quiet for a moment. 

			“I just… I wanted to talk to you about what happened the other night,” he said. “I didn’t mean to… well… I didn’t mean to kiss you and I just wanted to say I was sorry if I made you feel uncomfortable or anything.” 

			“You have nothing to apologize for. It was… nice,” she said. “Unexpected, but nice.” 

			“It was nice. I just…”

			His voice trailed off and he stared into his bottle of beer as if he was going to find the right words in there. Spenser thought she knew what he was feeling, though, because she’d thought about it quite a bit, too. 

			“I just don’t think either of us is in a place right now to take it further,” she said. “We’re both still trying to heal and have a lot of work to do on ourselves before we’re going to be in a position to pursue anything romantic. I mean, given what we’ve both been through, we’re having to learn how to be human all over again. And as we figure that out, we’re both changing. Who knows who we’re going to be six months or a year from now?” 

			“Right. Exactly,” he said. “I enjoy spending time with you. You’re one of the only people I can say that about. And I don’t want to screw that up on some ill-advised romantic misadventure.”

			“Why complicate things?” Spenser said. “Let’s just keep things between us simple and not put any undue pressure on ourselves.” 

			Ryker nodded and held his bottle up in salute. “Thank you. That’s exactly what I was trying to get out. You said it better than I ever could have.”

			“Glad I could help.” 

			Spenser popped a couple of grapes into her mouth and chewed on them. She couldn’t deny the chemistry between them. Like most of the women in Sweetwater Falls, she thought Ryker was a very attractive man and they shared a connection. She was sure he felt it, too. But timing-wise, things couldn’t have been any worse. 

			“So, how is the case going?” he replied. “Where are you at with everything?” 

			“Honestly? I don’t know. I’ve got some theories, but I don’t know if they’re right,” she said. 

			Spenser thought about it for a moment then made the decision to share with him and spent about forty-five minutes catching him up on where they were and what they’d found. He listened intently, only interrupting now and again to ask a few questions. By the time she’d finished, Ryker was well into his second beer and the dogs had worn themselves out and were laying in a puddle on the living room floor.

			“Eli Hunt,” Ryker said. “I remember him. I had his lit class—not the same class as Lexi. But I remember being in his class.” 

			“What do you remember about him?” 

			“He was smooth. Slick. He was a young teacher back then and was a good-looking guy. And he knew it,” Ryker said. “He had a fan club among the girls in class and he ate up the attention. He did nothing to discourage it. If anything, he fanned those flames.”

			“Did he seem like somebody who’d have an inappropriate relationship with a sixteen-year-old girl?” Spenser asked. 

			“Oh, one hundred percent. I might be wrong—I’m not quite the profiler you are—but I don’t think that he started off with that intention. I think he just got caught up in the attention all these pretty, young girls were giving him. Like I said, he ate it up. So, yeah, I could see him totally crossing that line,” he said. 

			“But you never heard of Hunt crossing that line with Lexi?” 

			He shook his head. “No. If they had something going, they kept it secret.” 

			“That jives with what we found in her diary. It was the only place she ever mentioned her affair with this Heathcliff.” 

			“And you think that’s Hunt?” 

			“I do,” Spenser said with a nod. “Lexi was well read—I recall seeing a copy of Wuthering Heights on the bookshelf in her bedroom and Hunt teaches lit. Two plus two—”

			“Doesn’t always add up to four. Not to rain on your parade or anything but it very well could be a coincidence.” 

			“I don’t like coincidences.”

			“Neither do I. But sometimes, they happen,” he said. 

			“Yeah,” Spenser muttered. “But everything we have so far points to Hunt.”

			“But what do you really have? I mean, you’re the one who’s always going on about actual physical evidence. What do you have in terms of actual physical evidence?”

			Spenser looked at him and laughed. “I hate you so much right now.”

			“No, you don’t.”

			“Didn’t anybody ever tell you it’s not fair to throw my words back in my face?”

			“Yeah, I might have heard that once or twice.” 

			Spenser popped another grape into her mouth and chewed. “I mean, you’re right. All I have is a theory right now. I think it’s a pretty solid one, but yeah, I know I need proof.” 

			“Okay, so how do you go about getting it?” 

			“That’s the million-dollar question,” she said. “My only real lead right now is Rachel Bradshaw. I think she’s the weak link and if I lean on her hard enough, I might be able to get some corroboration. And if I can get corroboration, I’ll be able to bring Hunt in for a sit-down.”

			“And hope you can crack him for a confession.” 

			“Right,” Spenser replied. “Because after fifteen years and no real meaningful investigation in the beginning, I’m pretty sure the only way I’m closing this case is with a confession.” 

			Spenser paused. It was a depressing thought, but it was, unfortunately, a reality. 

			“God, this sucks,” she murmured. 

			“My thoughts exactly,” Ryker said.

			“Well, all we can do is the best we can with what we have. And that’s what I intend to do.” 

			“I know you will.” 

			“Here’s hoping it’s enough,” she said. 

			Another pause in the conversation ensued and when Spenser looked up, she saw Ryker gnawing on his bottom lip and she could see the wheels in his head spinning.

			“What is it?” she asked. 

			“I needed to ask you something,” he said. 

			“What is it?” 

			He swallowed hard, an uncertain expression on his face. Ryker grimaced like getting the words out was causing him physical pain. “I was wondering if you’d go to my father’s place for dinner with me. I’m not talking about a date or anything. Like we agreed earlier, let’s keep it all simple. But I could use somebody to watch my six.” 

			“You mean, somebody to keep you and that temper of yours in check.”

			“Well… yeah. Pretty much.” 

			“As long as we’re keeping it light.” 

			“You have my word. No pressure.” 

			“Then sure, I’d love to,” she said. 

			His gaze lingered on hers and Spenser wondered if they were going to be able to keep that promise. More than that, though, deep down, Spenser wasn’t sure she wanted to. 

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			[image: ]

			Spenser’s lungs burned and her muscles ached, but she pushed herself forward. She let her mind work as she ran down the trail, trying to figure out the best interrogation strategy for when she got Hunt into the box. He was an intelligent man and had to know she couldn’t make the case without his confession. Which meant she needed to be smarter than him. She needed to outthink and outmaneuver him. She needed to lead him where she wanted him to go, right to that edge… and then push him over it. 

			Annabelle happily loped alongside her on the trail, unfazed by their exertions. Spenser rounded the last bend that would take her home and slowed to a walk, putting her hands on her hips. Her breathing was labored, and her body ached, but she felt good overall. After basically spending the entire year after Trevor’s murder in a stupor on her couch, she finally started getting back into shape once she moved out to Washington. And as she walked along the trail, heading for home, Spenser felt better and more in tune with her body than she had at any point in the last eighteen months. 

			The big dog stopped protectively in front of Spenser. The hair on Annabelle’s back stood up and her body stiffened as a low growl drifted out of her mouth. Acting on instinct, Spenser pulled the Glock from her fanny pack and held it at the ready in a shooter’s stance. 

			“What is it, girl?” she whispered. 

			Other than Annabelle’s low growl, the forest was silent all around her. No birds flitted among the branches overhead, no animals rustled in the undergrowth—even the insects were quiet. The silence was heavy. Oppressive. The trees on either side of her seemed to press even closer. Spenser tightened her grip on her weapon and scanned the woods around her but saw nothing. 

			“Come on, girl. Let’s get home,” she said softly.

			The cabin sat a hundred yards ahead of her. She could see it. All she needed to do was sprint down the tree-lined path and into the clearing where it sat. Her heart beat a staccato rhythm in her chest as a chill breezed against her sweaty skin. She felt the heavy weight of somebody’s eyes on her and knew she wasn’t alone out there. Gritting her teeth, Spenser ran. Annabelle ran at her side, head up, ears back and alert. 

			Fifty yards. 

			From the corners of her eyes, Spenser saw shadows flitting among the trunks of the trees that pressed close on either side of her. Her breathing was labored, and her lungs burned but she pressed on, pushing herself even harder. 

			Thirty yards. 

			The cabin and a sense of safety loomed large in front of her. Spenser kicked up chunks of dirt and leaves as her feet tore divots out of the soft, spongy earth beneath her. She cut her eyes left and right, the feeling of her pursuer closing in on her growing stronger. 

			Ten yards.

			The figure stepped out from behind the tree ahead of her and Spenser hit the brakes so hard, her foot slipped out from under her along the damp, sodden ground. Spenser felt weightless as she fell backward, and her teeth clacked together hard when she landed on her butt. Annabelle stood protectively over her, the low growling becoming a fearsome snarl. 

			Spenser quickly scrambled to her feet, keeping her weapon at the ready, and pointed at the woman standing in front of her. Her eyes were wide, and she was rooted to her spot, seemingly paralyzed with fear. Spenser’s heart thundered in her chest and when she realized who it was standing in front of her, she lowered her weapon. Annabelle, though, continued to growl, her hackles raised and leaned her big body against Spenser’s legs protectively, the weight of her beloved beast nearly knocking her over.

			“Jesus, Ms. Bradshaw,” Spenser said. “What in the hell are you doing lurking around out here? I nearly put a bullet into you.” 

			“I’m sorry,” she replied. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.” 

			Spenser tucked her gun back into her pack and gave Annabelle a reassuring scratch behind the ears. Bradshaw licked her lips nervously, never taking her eyes off the big dog. 

			“Easy, girl. It’s all right,” she said to the dog before turning to Bradshaw. “How did you even know where I lived?” 

			“It’s a small town. You ask around and sooner or later, you’ll get the answer you’re looking for,” she said. “Besides, it’s not like it’s a state secret or something.” 

			“So, any psycho can ask around and find out where I live?” 

			“I didn’t think of it like that, but I guess so. Yeah.” 

			“Great. That’s comforting,” she groused. “Anyway, what are you doing out here? What can I do for you?”

			“I—I was hoping we could talk.” 

			Spenser looked at her for a moment, doing her best to tamp down the flames of excitement that flared to life in her belly. She reminded herself that she had no idea what Bradshaw was there to tell her. It very well might have been a ploy. 

			“Yeah. Come on up to the cabin,” Spenser said. 

			They walked in and Annabelle immediately stepped over to her pillow bed and dropped down with a sigh, keeping her eyes on Bradshaw. Spenser led her over to the center island in the kitchen and motioned the woman to the tall stools at the counter and gingerly perched on the seat, nervously watching Annabelle from the corner of her eye. 

			“She’s a beautiful dog,” Bradshaw said. “And loyal.”

			“Fiercely loyal. The poor girl took a bullet for me,” Spenser replied. “It broke my heart to see her in pain and the thought of losing her… it was unbearable.” 

			“I can’t imagine,” she murmured. 

			“Anyway, would you care for some tea?” 

			“That would be lovely. Thank you.” 

			Spenser put a kettle of water on to boil then set out the mugs and the different teas she had. Not knowing how Bradshaw took hers, Spenser laid out sugar, honey, and cream. When the kettle began to whistle, Spenser poured the water and as Bradshaw dressed her tea, Spenser observed her more closely than before. The sunlight slanting in through the windows made her eyes sparkle like polished emeralds and gave her cool, pale skin a warm glow. She was a long, lithe, elegant woman whose every movement was graceful—which made Spenser feel like an uncoordinated oaf by comparison. 

			“You were a dancer,” Spenser said. 

			Bradshaw nodded, an expression of surprise on her face. “I was. How did you know?” 

			“Lucky guess.” 

			“I have a feeling it was a little more than that,” she replied. “But yes, I studied at Julliard.”

			“Not to ask what might be an insensitive question, but how did you end up teaching French at your old high school?”

			“I’d just landed a great role and got injured. And by the time I healed and rehabbed, the window on my career had closed,” she said, a note of sadness in her voice.

			“That’s terrible. I’m sorry.” 

			“The dance world moves quickly and if you’re not on the train once it starts rolling, you get left behind. It sucks, but that’s the business,” she said. “But things worked out for the best. I mean, I run a dance studio here in town and I’ve got a great group of really talented girls I couldn’t be prouder of. Lemons into lemonade, right?” 

			On the surface, Bradshaw looked happy enough, but Spenser could hear a sour note in her voice when she spoke about it and see the pain buried deep in her eyes. But she was making the best of her situation and Spenser could respect that. 

			“But you don’t want to hear my tragic tale,” Bradshaw said. 

			“I’m here to listen to whatever you want to talk about, Ms. Bradshaw.” 

			“We both know that’s not true, but thank you,” she said. “And please, it’s Rachel. Is it all right if I call you Spenser?”

			“Please do.” 

			“Great. So, listen. I want to tell you upfront that this is all off the record,” Bradshaw said. “I want to talk to you, but I don’t want my name connected with this in any way. If Nique finds out I’m talking to you, she’s going to go ballistic.”

			“I can understand that, Rachel. But this is a murder investigation. I’ll do my very best to keep your name out of this, but I can’t make you any firm promises,” Spenser replied. “You deserve the respect of me being fully transparent with you.” 

			“I see. That’s quite understandable.” 

			Bradshaw gnawed on her thumbnail and looked away and seemed to be considering her options. 

			“I need you to know that I’m only out here because I loved Lexi. She was like a sister to me,” she said. “When she went missing, it killed me because I was pretty certain from the start that she didn’t run off with a man.” 

			“I’m not judging you, but why didn’t you and Dominique say anything at the time? Why didn’t you two help the police who were looking for her?” 

			She arched an eyebrow at me. “Let’s not pretend the cops here were actually looking for her, Spenser. We both know that’s a lie,” she said. “As for why we didn’t say anything, it’s because Nique convinced me it would be bad for us. In truth, we were the ones who got Lexi into the party scene. She hung out with us because she wanted to be popular. She wanted us to take her to frat parties and it was kind of our fault she got the reputation she did. Nique wanted to make sure we weren’t painted with that same brush.” 

			“Was Lexi’s reputation real?” 

			Bradshaw shook her head. “Not even close. I mean, she was with a couple of guys, sure. But not nearly as many as people believe. And they believe that because that’s what Nique put out there to deflect that kind of attention away from us,” she admitted. “She thought it better if everybody thought Lexi was the town slut. Not us. And I’m ashamed that I went along with that.” 

			Spenser was angry that these two women who were Lexi’s friends had done her so dirty. That they’d created this image of Lexi out of whole cloth just to make themselves look better was disgusting. It was infuriating. To her credit, Bradshaw did sound repentant and ashamed of what she’d done. But that was an easy thing to be almost two decades after the fact. 

			“I also needed to tell you that your instinct about Eli was right. He and Lexi were involved in a romantic relationship,” Bradshaw went on. “It was complicated, of course. How could it not be? She was an underage girl. But Lexi was a starry-eyed romantic and from the day she first met him, she was determined to be with Eli. And eventually, she got what she wanted. Lexi and Eli really were in love with each other and were going to move to California when she turned eighteen.”

			“So, Eli Hunt was involved in a romantic, sexual relationship with Lexi Wise?” Spenser said. “You’re absolutely positive of that?” 

			She nodded. “He was. He adored her and when she went missing, he was devastated,” she said. “He fell apart there for a while. That’s one reason I say he couldn’t have killed Lexi. It wasn’t in him. And I think if you’d seen what a mess he was back then, you’d say the same thing.” 

			“In my experience, even cold-blooded killers can put on a good front when they need to,” Spenser replied. “It could be that he killed her in a fit of jealous rage—”

			“Jealous about what?” 

			“That Lexi was seeing other boys.”

			Bradshaw shook her head. “It wasn’t like that. He was a little jealous, sure. But the boys Lexi saw were all for a purpose. Some were to teach her to be a better lover. See, in the beginning, Eli resisted her. He kept her at an arm’s length. Lexi thought it was because she wasn’t worldly or experienced enough,” she said. “So, Lexi dated some guys and got that experience she thought was the reason Eli rejected her. But that was only at the beginning. Later, once she’d captured his heart and they had to keep it a secret, she dated a couple of guys just to give herself some cover and throw people off their scent.” 

			Spenser took a drink of her tea and let Bradshaw’s words rattle around in her head for a few minutes. 

			“Eli was sleeping with an underage girl, but he didn’t kill her,” Bradshaw insisted. “He is most definitely not your guy.” 

			“Then who is, Rachel?” 

			“I believe it was Mitch Howell. If you were looking for somebody jealous—violently jealous—it was him.”

			Spenser shook her head. “He had an alibi for the night Lexi went missing.” 

			“Then it was a fake alibi. Somebody lied for him,” she insisted. “Mitch must have found out about Eli and killed Lexi for rejecting him.”

			It would have been a plausible scenario if it hadn’t been for the fact that Mitch had alibied out. Spenser had found that most of the time in murder cases, the most obvious answer was usually going to be the right one. And in this case, Spenser saw the straight line of truth running from Eli Hunt to Lexi Wise. The scenario was similar to the one Bradshaw was pitching. But in Spenser’s view, it was Eli getting violently jealous when he found out about Lexi being with other boys. That theory hinged on one thing, though.

			“Listen, Rachel, I don’t want you to think I’m doubting your word, but—” 

			She produced a flash drive from her pocket. “Proof,” she countered. “It’s mostly photos of Lexi and Eli that they took for their own private collection. That should be more than enough corroboration of their relationship.”

			“How did you end up with that?”

			“Lexi gave it to me for safekeeping a while back,” she said. “Nique wanted me to destroy it to protect us from all this. I told her I’d get rid of but… I couldn’t.”

			“I’m glad you didn’t.” 

			Bradshaw slipped it across the counter to her. “Please keep my name out of this, Sheriff. If Nique finds out I told you everything I’ve told you and gave you that thumb drive… it’ll be bad for me. Really bad. She’ll go out of her way to destroy me just to protect herself.” 

			“I promise you that I’ll do everything I can to insulate you from this, Rachel. I give you my word,” Spenser said. “And thank you for coming forward.”

			They said their goodbyes and as Spenser walked her out, she stood on the porch with Annabelle standing beside her. The big dog leaned against Spenser’s legs and together, they watched Bradshaw climb into her car and drive off. And as Bradshaw’s car disappeared from view, Spenser knew she might have a really difficult time keeping the woman’s name out of it. 

			Especially if it all shook out the way Spenser was expecting it to. 
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			“Ryker Makawi.” 

			Ryker looked up to see a face from the past walking his way. He set the bag of beans he’d brought from the house back down in the bed of his truck and pulled off his thick work gloves. Mitch Howell approached him with a wide, greasy smile on his face and stopped and leaned against the truck. Ryker looked at him for a long minute in silence as he wondered what the man wanted. A lump formed in his throat and a cold sweat broke out on his skin.

			“Mitch,” Ryker finally greeted him. “It’s been a minute.”

			“That it has. How long has it been since I last saw you?”

			Ryker shrugged. “Don’t know. It’s been years.”

			Mitch whistled. “Damn. How is it possible we live in a town this small and haven’t run into each other at least once over the years?” 

			“Dumb luck?” 

			The other man chuckled. “I always admired that scathing wit, man.”

			Movement in the corner of his eye drew Ryker’s attention. He turned to see Kelli coming out of the back of the shop and shook his head, silently telling her not to come out. She looked from him to Mitch and back again, an expression of curiosity on her face. But she nodded and then closed the door behind her as she stepped back inside. Mitch chuckled again. 

			“You always did have an eye for the pretty ones, man.” 

			“What are you doing here, Mitch?”

			“Can’t I just come by to say howdy to an old friend?” 

			“Is that what we were? Friends?” 

			Mitch shrugged. “I always thought so.” 

			They had been friendly back in high school, but Ryker didn’t think that made them friends. They just happened to run in the same circles and found themselves hanging out at the same parties from time to time. But Ryker had never gone out of his way to spend time with him. 

			“What do you want?” 

			“Damn, brother. Can’t I just come by to see how you’re doin’?” he asked. “I mean, I heard you were some big business mogul now. Just wanted to come by and check it out.” 

			“I have a lot to do today. Get to the point or I’m going back to work.” 

			“Wow, man. I think your time in the Corps burned the sense of humor right out of you,” he said. “I remember you and me havin’ a few laughs back in the day.” 

			“All right, good catching up with you,” Ryker said and grabbed the bag he’d set down.

			“Okay, okay, hang on a minute. Jesus, man. I guess we don’t do small talk anymore, huh?”

			Ryker turned to him with a flash of annoyance. “What do you want?” 

			“Listen, I heard you were dating that lady sheriff.”

			He looked at the man, his annoyance replaced by curiosity. As far as he knew, Mitch was still a suspect in Lexi’s murder. For that matter, he was, too, officially speaking. Which, even though Ryker knew he hadn’t killed her, made it a bad idea for them to be seen having a quiet word. In Spenser’s place, he probably would have thought that looked pretty suspicious. 

			“You heard wrong. We’re not dating,” Ryker said. “Now, if you don’t mind—”

			“Okay, but you’re hanging out with her, right?” 

			“She rents one of my cabins. Pretty much everybody knows that already. What of it?”

			“I was just wonderin’ if she’s questioned you about Lexi?” Mitch asked. “I mean, I know you and Lexi were a thing—”

			“And I know you and Lexi were a thing. Has the sheriff questioned you?” 

			“She did. Came by the shop, actually. Spent most of the rest of the day tryin’ to explain to my boss what it was all about,” he explained. 

			“And what does that have to do with me?” 

			“I heard you were with Lexi the night she went missin’.” 

			“And once again, you heard wrong. I don’t know who you’re talking to, but they sound like a pretty unreliable source to me.” 

			“You sure about that?” Mitch asked with a sly grin.

			“Where were you that night?”

			“I was out partying with Jake McMichael. His parents were out of town, and he threw a rager that lasted a few days. I was there hookin’ up with Sara Hines. She wore this cute little red, lacy lingerie set just for me.”

			“That’s a pretty specific memory for something that happened fifteen years ago. Most people have trouble remembering where they were and what they were doing fifteen days ago.”

			“Most people haven’t seen Sara Hines in red, lacy lingerie. Tends to make an impression.”

			“Well, I guess you’re in the clear then.” 

			“Guess so,” he said. “What about you?”

			“What about me?”

			“You have an alibi?” 

			Ryker shrugged. “Don’t need one when I haven’t done anything.” 

			“Uh-huh,” he said. “Havin’ a—friend—like the sheriff must be nice. Might be able to get you out of all kinds of sticky situations.” 

			The suggestive tone in his voice made the anger bubbling up inside of him grow even hotter. He narrowed his eyes and glared at his old classmate. As much as he wanted to beat Mitch’s face in, he refused to take the bait. Ryker realized what it was he never liked about Mitch back in the day—he was always playing some angle. And that’s what Ryker felt like he was doing right now. Except, he wasn’t sure what angle the man was playing or what he wanted. 

			“Doesn’t it bother you havin’ outsiders come in here and start diggin’ into things that ain’t their business?” Mitch asked. 

			“She’s the sheriff of this town and a body was found. That makes it her business.” 

			“She ain’t one of us. She ain’t from here and this ain’t her town. It never will be,” Mitch said. “She needs to learn to let sleeping dogs lie because she don’t know what’s underneath all them rocks she’s so busy turnin’ over. If she ain’t careful, there could be that somethin’ under there might just reach out and snatch her right up.”

			“Are you threatening her?” 

			“Not at all. Just sayin’ what everybody else is thinkin’ but doesn’t have the stones to say.”

			“I have to get back to work,” he growled. 

			“You’re doin’ pretty well for yourself here,” Mitch noted. “But you could’ve done so much more, man. Town war hero and all… you could be runnin’ Sweetwater Falls. Mayor. Hell, you might even be able to run for Congress. Do you know how much power you could have?”  

			“Not my thing. I’m fine doing what I’m doing.”  

			“Yeah, you ain’t cutthroat enough for politics,” he said. “Anyway, who’s the sheriff lookin’ at for Lexi’s murder? You know anything?” 

			“Why do you care? You’re in the clear, right?” 

			“C’mon, man. I liked Lexi well enough—”

			“Yeah, I saw the bruises that proved it.” 

			“It wasn’t like that.” 

			“Then what was it like?” 

			Mitch’s face darkened and grew pinched. Ryker was self-aware enough to know he had a bad temper. But Mitch’s was even worse. Ryker remembered that the guy snapped at the drop of a hat and that at a party once, he watched Mitch beat some dumb kid to a pulp for spilling a beer on him. And he knew that willingness to lay hands on people extended to his girlfriends. 

			“Seriously, what have you heard about suspects or—”

			“It’s not like the sheriff confides in me, man,” Ryker snapped. “I’ve got no inside information. I don’t know anything more than you know. It’s an ongoing investigation. Period.” 

			Mitch chuckled. “Wow. She’s got you whipped, huh?” 

			Ryker gritted his teeth so hard, his jaw ached. He forced himself to unclench his fists and silently count to ten, telling himself, again and again, he was not going to take the bait. 

			“You need to walk away,” Ryker said. “Right. Now.” 

			“Ease up, big man,” Mitch said with a laugh. “I’m screwin’ with you.”

			“Walk away. And don’t come near my shop again. Ever. Do you understand?” 

			“All right, I’m goin’, I’m goin’. But one more thing before I go,” he said. “I know where I was when Lexi was murdered. But I can’t vouch for you.”

			“What in the hell does that mean?” 

			“It means that, maybe, I could be persuaded to let it slip to your buddy, the sheriff, that you were with me those few days. That we partied together the whole time,” Mitch said. “I think ten grand might be enough to help jog my memory in that direction.” 

			“You want me to pay you to lie for me?” 

			“Lie? Nah. I just want you to pay me to help me remember what you were doin’ those few days.” 

			Ryker shook his head. So, that’s what this little visit and walk down memory lane was all about. 

			“Get the hell out of here,” Ryker said. “We’re done.” 

			“All right, all right, I’m goin’,” he said. “But think it over. There ain’t many suspects in town and sooner or later, that pretty little sheriff is goin’ to come around to the idea that the last person who saw Lexi alive may just be the monster that snatched her up.”

			“Get the hell away from me,” Ryker said.

			Before the man could respond, Ryker hefted the bag of beans up onto his shoulder then turned around, opened the door to his shop and walked inside. From behind him, he heard Mitch’s hoarse, grating laughter.

			“Good catchin’ up with you, buddy,” he called out. “Think about what I said. It’s a fair price for a clear memory, brother!”   
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			“Hey, Sheriff, you got a minute?” 

			Spenser looked over her shoulder to see Deputy Young standing in the doorway. Spenser was standing in the soundproofed surveillance room looking at the monitors in front of her. She was watching the grainy, black-and-white video feed from the interrogation room next door. The next thing on Spenser’s to-do list was an upgrade of the audio and visual equipment the department used in the interview rooms. They needed a clean and clear record of all interviews, and this vintage equipment wasn’t getting it done.

			“What is it, Amanda?” Spenser asked. 

			She held up the manila envelope in her hand for Spenser to see. “Sheriff Hinton stopped by earlier and dropped this package off for you.” 

			“What is it?”

			“I don’t know. It’s marked for you, so I didn’t want to open it. He wasn’t specific but he said it was a case file you asked for. He also wanted me to tell you he was sorry and didn’t realize he’d packed it all up when he’d moved out of the station.” 

			Spenser nodded. “Good. It’s all the missing paperwork from the Lexi Wise file,” she said. “Do me a favor and just leave it in my office. I’ll go through it later.” 

			“Will do,” Young replied then gestured to the monitors. “I’m kind of surprised he agreed to come in voluntarily.”

			On the screen, Spenser was watching Eli Hunt sitting at the table in the interview room. He was calm and sat with his feet on the floor and both hands flat on the table in front of him. He wasn’t bouncing his leg, fidgeting in his seat, or doing anything that led Spenser to believe he was agitated or feeling nervous in any way at all. That was a little disconcerting. Most suspects Spenser had dealt with displayed some tic that showed they were nervous. Except for the sociopaths. They didn’t display much in the way emotion in any situation. And although he had the arrogance of one, Spenser didn’t read Hunt as a sociopath. 

			“He doesn’t think he has anything to hide.”

			“I have to be honest, the fact that he came in on his own makes me wonder if he doesn’t.”

			Spenser shrugged. “Either that or he thinks he’s smarter than us,” she said softly. “It’s been long enough. I should get in there and find out which one it is.” 

			“Do you mind if I watch from in here?” 

			“Be my guest.” 

			Spenser turned and walked out of the observation room. Ten feet down the hall was one of the two interview rooms in the station. She went in and closed the door behind her. Hunt looked up and gave her a flat smile that didn’t reach his eyes then leaned back in his chair, leaving his hands palms-down on the table. Spenser sat down in the chair across from him and set the file in her hand down in front of her. She scooted the chair up and folded her hands on top of the file, letting her gaze linger on him for a moment. 

			“Thank you for coming in,” she finally said. 

			“I kind of felt like I didn’t have a choice,” he replied. “The last thing I wanted was for you to make a scene in front of one of my classes just to make a point.” 

			“We always have choices, Mr. Hunt.” 

			“Yeah, and the choice you left me was to let you cuff me and then drag me out of my classroom like a common criminal. What is it you call that? A perp walk?” 

			“Without a crush of media filming the entire thing, it’s not much of a perp walk,” she said. “Also, perp walking has never really been my style. That tends to be more about the cops pumping up their own egos than serving justice. I don’t like the attention.”

			“Well, it’s refreshing to know we have a sheriff who serves justice and the people without taking her own ego and profile into consideration.”

			A smug smirk crossed his face as he looked at her. He still wasn’t showing the slightest bit of concern or worry. Most people, when they were stuck in an interrogation room, became antsy and fidgety. But Hunt was still as a stone, his face betraying absolutely no emotion whatsoever. 

			“So, what do you want to talk about today then, Sheriff?”

			“Your relationship with Lexi Wise,” she said. 

			“I told you, she was my student. There was no relationship other than student and pupil.”

			“I should probably tell you the statute of limitations on any possible statutory rape charges expired long ago. So, we couldn’t prosecute you for sleeping with an underage girl,” she said. 

			“I am aware. Thank you. But my answer remains the same. There was no relationship.”

			“So, the people who’ve told me that you two were romantically involved were lying?” 

			“You’re new here, Sheriff, so let me give you a little insight into the dynamics of this town,” he said, his voice dripping with condescension. “People in Sweetwater Falls love to talk. Gossip is the coin of the realm around here. And when there’s nothing to gossip about, they like to make stuff up and spread that around.”

			“I see. So, what you’re saying is that you’re the victim of a smear campaign,” she said. “Somebody just got it in their mind to make up this outlandish story about you sleeping with one of your students just for kicks?” 

			“I don’t know whether it’s for kicks or not, but it wouldn’t be the first time somebody spread malicious rumors about me,” he said, that smarmy smile back on his face. “Believe it or not, there are some people in this town who don’t care for me very much.”

			“Oh, I believe it.”

			The smile dropped from his face instantly and he glared at Spenser balefully. Hunt straightened his shirt collar and cuffs, cleared his throat, and quickly composed himself. 

			“Why is it some people don’t like you?” Spenser asked.

			“I’m blunt. Honest,” he said. “That tends to rub some people the wrong way.” 

			“That’s fair. I’ve experienced that in my life.” 

			“There you go.”

			“What I haven’t experienced, though, is somebody making up stories about me being a pedophile and spreading that around,” Spenser said.

			“Ephebophile.”

			“Excuse me?” 

			“The correct term would be ephebophile, not pedophile,” he stated. “Pedophiles are interested in prepubescent children, hebephiles are interested in pubescent children, and ephebophiles are interested in adolescents—usually in the range of fifteen to nineteen years of age.” 

			Spenser sat back and stared at him. “That’s… quite the distinction.” 

			“I value language and think it should be used precisely.” 

			“Wow. I think I see why some people don’t like you.” 

			He smirked. “Charming.”

			“All definitions and hair-splitting distinctions aside, we still have your relationship with Lexi to talk about.” 

			“And as I’ve told you—” 

			“I have it on pretty good authority that you were involved in an intimate and sexual relationship with a sixteen-year-old girl, Mr. Hunt.”

			“And where did you hear this garbage, Sheriff?” 

			“From Lexi Wise.” 

			Blinking rapidly with his mouth agape, Hunt stared at her blankly for a minute. But then he laughed and shook his head. For the first time since she put him in the box, Spenser caught the first hint of nervousness from him. His laughter sounded forced and there was a tightness around his eyes that hadn’t been there before.

			“What are you talking about?” he finally said. 

			Spenser flipped open the folder and the first thing she pulled out was a photocopy of a strip of pictures from a photo booth. It depicted Lexi and Hunt, nestled cozily together, looking like a couple in love. Spenser could practically see the cartoon hearts floating above her head. She slid it over to Hunt who blanched when he saw what it was. 

			“I especially like that last photo,” she said. “It’s a very passionate kiss you’re sharing with a girl who was, by your description, just a student.”

			Hunt’s mouth opened and closed, making him look like a fish out of water and gasping for air. He picked up the sheet of paper and it was trembling in his hand. A look of sadness and longing crossed Hunt’s face as he stared at the pictures. 

			“She was a beautiful girl,” Spenser said. “And by all accounts, very intelligent, sweet, and mature for her age.”

			“She was,” he said, his voice barely more than a whisper. 

			“But she was still just a girl, Mr. Hunt. An underage girl who, regardless of how intelligent she might have been, was impressionable. She was in love with you and rather than acting like a responsible adult, you took advantage of her. You crossed the line,” Spenser said. 

			His eyes remained fixed on the photos of her in his hand, then a quick succession of blinking, shimmered with tears. He didn’t even seem to notice as one spilled from the corner of his eye and ran down his cheek. His lips quivered and he looked like a man who had just suffered the single greatest loss in his life all over again. He took a few minutes to gather himself before he looked up at her. 

			“Where did you get this?” he asked. 

			“It doesn’t matter. All that matters is that you lied to me about the nature of your relationship with Lexi.” 

			“She was a remarkable girl in every sense of the word. She was truly exceptional. She and I fell in love. I didn’t mean for it to happen… it wasn’t my fault… but she somehow captured my heart without even trying,” he said. “I tried to resist her and my feelings at first. I tried to keep my distance from her. But I was weak. I gave into my feelings and yes, I crossed a line.” 

			“It’s obvious you cared for her a lot—”

			“I loved her. It may seem wrong or disgusting to you, Sheriff, but she was my soulmate,” he said. “Lexi was everything I ever wanted in another human being. She was my everything.” 

			“So, why did you kill her?” 

			He raised his gaze to her again, his expression aghast. 

			“I would have never harmed a hair on her head, Sheriff. As I said, she was my everything.”

			“I’ve seen plenty of men say much the same thing and yet, do some of the most obscene things to those people they say they love,” Spenser noted. 

			“I didn’t hurt her. I never would.” 

			“Did it make you jealous to know that she was with other boys?” Spenser asked. “That she was sleeping with other boys?” 

			A wan grin flickered across his lips. “Yes. It did. But that’s my own fault.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“At first, when I was trying to resist her, I suggested she see other boys—boys her own age. And she did. Although, I later learned she had slept with them because she feared I’d rejected her because she wasn’t experienced enough,” he said. “Later—after I’d given in to her—I suggested she date other boys to provide us with cover. Nobody would be looking at us if she were seeing boys who were more age appropriate. I did, however, forbid her from engaging in any sexual activity with them. And as far as I know, she honored my wishes.” 

			Spenser frowned. His story lined up perfectly with what Rachel Bradshaw had told her. Part of her believed the story. But the other part of her was more skeptical and suspicious. 

			“Mr. Hunt, do you have an alibi for the night she went missing?” 

			“That was fifteen years ago. I don’t remember exactly. I was at home. Grading papers. I recall I was reading Caroline Wagner’s essay on The Grapes of Wrath at the time,” he said, his voice completely monotone. 

			Spenser stared at him for a moment. His face was red, and the tears spilled freely from his eyes, but he made no move to wipe them away. Instead, he continued staring at the photos as if he could somehow will her back to life. Spenser drummed her fingers on the file in front of her, searching his face for the slightest tic or the smallest tell. But there was nothing other than his obvious grief.

			“Is there anybody who can corroborate your story?”

			“It’s not a story. And no, I was home alone. Lexi was supposed to come over that night, but she never showed. I found out why that was the following day,” he growled. “I understand that makes me a suspect, so you have my permission to look at my phone records, internet usage—whatever it takes to show you that I did not kill Lexi. That I couldn’t kill her.” 

			“We’ll do that,” Spenser replied. “That’s all I have for now. Thank you for coming in and please, I strongly suggest that you stay in town. I may need to follow up with you.”

			“You mean to arrest me.”

			“Perhaps. I can’t say that’s not a possibility. But I meant what I said—follow up with you,” Spenser replied. “I too value language, Mr. Hunt. I also value the truth.” 

			He got to his feet and left the room without another word. Spenser trailed behind him and watched him leave the building as she walked to her office. Young walked over and leaned against the wall beside her.  

			“What do you think?” she asked. 

			“I think it’s obvious that he loved Lexi very deeply. I’ve got no doubt about that,” she said. “But that doesn’t mean he didn’t kill her.”

			“Do you believe him, though? That he didn’t do it?” 

			Spenser gnawed on her bottom lip for a moment as she watched him push through the doors. Her mind spun wildly as she considered her answer. She finally gave Young a small nod.

			“God help me, but I do,” she said. 
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			Spenser sat at her desk with her feet up, leaning back in her chair, and studied the whiteboard she’d set up on the other side of the office. On the board, she had three photos taped to it: Eli Hunt, Mitch Howell, and Ryker Makawi. Her three suspects. They stared back from their DMV photos blankly, as unreadable to her as the Sphinx. There were so many questions rattling around in her head and rather than answers, they only led to even more questions.

			As much as she would have liked to write Ryker out of the equation—and almost had—Young had been right when she’d said they couldn’t rule anybody out. They all had a motive. They were all connected to Lexi. They all had bad tempers. And if there was one thing that fueled a man’s irrational rage, it was jealousy. Spenser had seen the consequences of a man’s uncontrolled anger far too often in her life. 

			“What do you think?”

			Spenser looked up to find Young leaning against the doorframe and waved her in. The deputy walked over and set one of the two coffee cups she was carrying down in front of Spenser who immediately pounced on it. Annabelle reclined on a blanket in the corner of her office and yawned before rolling over onto her back and falling back to sleep with her paws in the air. 

			“Bless you, my child,” she said. 

			“Have you been here all night?” Young asked. 

			“I was too keyed up to sleep last night, so at about two I gave up trying. I packed up my dog, some coffee, and came down here to stare at this board,” she said. “I’ve been hoping one of these pictures would speak up and give me some damn answers.” 

			“And have they?”

			“Not a peep,” Spenser replied. “Did your brother find anything when he dumped all of Hunt’s phone and internet records?” 

			“Yeah. Unfortunately,” she said. “The records confirm that Hunt was at home that night. Jacob said Hunt had several outgoing calls from a landline in his house. He also found a couple of online receipts for deliveries that night.”

			“Who has a landline in their house anymore?” 

			“Eli Hunt, apparently,” Young said. “He’s kind of old-fashioned that way.” 

			Young pulled one of the chairs around to the side of Spenser’s desk and sat down, staring at the photos in silence with her. Annabelle raised her head and looked at Young and yawned again. She gave the big dog a smile. 

			“New department mascot?” Young asked. 

			“Fire departments have Dalmatians,” Spenser replied. “I think Great Danes should be our official mascot.” 

			“Love the idea. I’m on board.” 

			Spenser smiled at her then took another sip of coffee, returning her gaze to the pictures taped to her board. 

			“What if it wasn’t a fit of jealousy that got her killed? What if she was killed for some other reason we haven’t figured out just yet?” Spenser asked.

			Young looked at the board, weighing the question. “Like what?”

			Spenser shook her head. “I don’t know. I’m just spitballing right now.”

			“It sounds like you’re overthinking this. Wasn’t it you who told me not to overcomplicate things and keep it all simple?” she asked. 

			Spenser smirked. “What is it with people using my own words against me lately?” 

			“Take it as a compliment,” Young said. “It means we think those words were wise.” 

			“Or do you just want to rub my nose in it?”

			“Yeah, or that.” 

			They shared a quiet laugh that tapered off as they both went back to the pictures on the board. As she looked into the dull, vacant eyes of Mitch Howell’s DMV photo, a thought occurred to her. She dropped her feet to the floor and sat up in her seat then turned to Young. 

			“Mitch Howell has an alibi for that night, right?” Spenser asked.

			Young grabbed the case file off the top of Spenser’s desk, opened it, and flipped through the pages. She scanned the page for a moment.

			“He did. He was at a party, apparently.”

			“According to who?” 

			Young blinked and looked at Spenser like she’d lost her mind. “What do you mean? It’s right here in the file.” 

			“Right, because that’s what Hinton told us. Right?” Spenser asked.

			“Yeah. I suppose,” Young replied. 

			“But we don’t know that he corroborated the story, do we? All we have is Hinton’s word to go on,” Spenser said, feeling the warmth of excitement growing in her belly. “And given how badly he conducted the investigation to begin with, we shouldn’t assume that he did the work. We can’t assume that he didn’t just take Mitch at his word or just confirm that the party he’d referenced did in fact happen.” 

			Young looked at her and frowned. “Are you sure you’re not just trying to find something that might get Ryker off the hook?” 

			“That’s not an unfair question to ask,” Spenser replied. “And if I’m being honest, yeah, maybe I am a bit. But it’s because my gut is telling me that he’s not our guy and my gut rarely ever leads me astray. But more than that, it is a valid investigative question to ask. When you’re running investigations on your own, that’s something you’re going to have to do, too. Ryker is still on my list of suspects, but we’re already redoing a lot of Hinton’s work so it shouldn’t be too much trouble to go back and corroborate everybody’s alibi. However, at the end of the day, if Mitch’s alibi checks out and Ryker is the last one standing in the suspect sweepstakes, so be it.”

			Young fell silent for a minute and seemed to be considering her words. Ultimately, it didn’t matter because Spenser would order her to check the alibi anyway. It was one of the perks of being the boss. But she didn’t want to brush off her concerns out of hand or make her feel marginalized in any way. 

			“You’re right,” Young said. “I’ll go check into Mitch’s alibi and get back to you.” 

			“Thank you,” Spenser said.

			Her eyes found the photos on the board again after Young left her office. She kept her mind working at that knot in her brain, trying to find the pieces that weren’t fitting into the bigger puzzle at hand. She turned it left, right, and upside down but couldn’t escape the conclusion that Ryker Makawi might be her killer. 

			“We weren’t that wrong about him, were we, girl?” Spenser asked Annabelle.

			The dog looked at her and yawned again, blinking sleepily. 

			“You’re no help.” 

			Spenser stood up and stretched her back. She looked down at her desk and stopped when her gaze landed on the manila envelope Hinton had left for her. Spenser had gotten busy and forgotten all about it. Truthfully, she didn’t expect to find anything useful in it, so she’d just put it on the back burner. With nothing else to lose, she picked it up and opened it then sat down at her desk and pulled the pages out. 

			There wasn’t much in the envelope. A dozen pages worth of reports she already had and handwritten notes. Spenser glanced through all the sheets of paper but didn’t see anything that stood out to her. But then she got to the stack of pictures. She remembered that Deputy Devries had mentioned that Hinton had them snap a bunch of pictures just to rattle Mitch’s cage and put the squeeze on him. 

			She flipped through the photos and saw they were of nothing. Random shots of walls. Pictures of paintings on those walls. A couple were of Devries taking pictures of himself flexing his biceps in the mirror. The only thing Spenser saw in the pictures was that Mitch Howell lived in a pigsty. His house looked like it hadn’t been cleaned in years. Crushed beer cans, empty pizza boxes, and bottles of liquor were strewn all over the floor. The walls were filthy and cardboard had been taped over half a dozen different windows. 

			Disgusted and disheartened at the lack of evidentiary value, Spenser was just about to drop the pictures into the trashcan when she flipped to the last picture and paused. She dropped the rest of the pictures and pages in her hand and held the one that had caught her attention, studying it closely. A rush of excitement flowed through her veins and her heart started to race. 

			“Young!” she called. “Get in here!” 

			The deputy came rushing into her office, her expression one of concern. 

			“What is it?” Young asked.

			Spenser held the picture up for her to see. “I think we have what we need,” she said. “I think we’ve got our killer.”

			Young took the photo from Spenser and looked at it closely. Spenser didn’t want to lead her to the answer and let the deputy come to it on her own. And when the smile crossed her face and she looked up, Spenser knew that she’d seen it. There were still some dots to connect and blanks that needed to be filled in, but Spenser thought it was academic at that point. She believed they had what they needed. 

			“Let’s go put some bracelets on Mitch Howell,” Spenser said. 
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			After leaving a to-do list with Alice and instructing another team of deputies to hit his house, Spenser and Young rolled out to Mitch’s workplace. It was the middle of a weekday, so Spenser figured it was more than likely he’d be there. She pulled her Bronco to a stop in the parking lot and shut off the engine. They climbed out and Spenser tightened her bulletproof vest as she walked around and met Young at the back of the truck. 

			“Make sure your vest is on you snugly,” Spenser said. “Tighten that thing down to the point you can hardly breathe. The last thing you want is a bullet slipping in through a gap because your jacket was too loose.”

			Young did as she instructed but looked up at her. “Do you really think this is necessary? I mean, what are the chances we’re going to get caught in a shootout?”

			“Maybe none. But the last thing you want is to get caught unprepared,” Spenser replied. “You just never know who’s going to pull a gun. More than that, you never, ever want to assume anything about anybody. One time, I saw the meekest, most mild-mannered man you’ve ever seen pull a shotgun and take out a pair of cops. I’ve also seen the biggest, roughest biker lay down without a fight. That’s the point… you just never know and the moment you assume is the moment you’re going to catch a bullet that takes your life. And I’m not going to let that happen to you on my watch, Deputy Young.” 

			Her cheeks flushed and an abashed expression crossed her face. “Sorry, Sheriff. You’re right. I know you’re right,” she said. “We just don’t normally have shootouts here. But you’re right. I’ll be more vigilant, Sheriff.”

			“All right. You ready for this?” Spenser asked. 

			“More than ready.” 

			“Then let’s do it.” 

			Spenser pulled her Glock and held it down at her side. Young did the same. They entered through the service bays and Spenser looked around, searching for Mitch. The other mechanics had all stopped working and were staring at Spenser and her deputy with curiosity and confusion.

			“Where’s Mitch Howell?” Spenser asked the mechanic closest to her.

			“He’s out back havin’ a smoke,” he replied. 

			Young was off like a shot before Spenser could stop her. She called after her deputy but Young was already near the door. Spenser took off after her. The deputy had just set foot through the door when Spenser saw a long, thick piece of wood crash into her midsection, hitting her with such force, Young folded in half around it. She let out a sharp yelp as her hands flew forward, her weapon launched outside as she crumpled to the ground.

			Spenser stuck her head out the door in time to see Mitch scoop up Young’s weapon. He turned and fired a pair of quick shots. Spenser threw herself backward as the slugs impacted the wall with hard thuds. The mechanics shouted as they scurried for cover, the garage around her exploding into chaos. Spenser crawled forward and peeked around the corner. Mitch was gone so she scrambled over to Young.

			“Amanda,” Spenser gasped. 

			The deputy opened her eyes, wheezing and gasping for air. Spenser gingerly felt around, trying to take the Velcro straps off her vest. But Young put her hands over Spenser’s. 

			“Amanda. We need to get you a bus,” Spenser said.

			“You need to get him,” she croaked. “I’m fine. Just had the wind knocked out of me.”

			“You might have broken ribs—”

			“Go get him,” she rasped. “He ran off through the field. Go, Sheriff. I’m fine.” 

			Spenser hesitated, torn between staying with her injured deputy and going after the man who did it. Young grasped her hand and gave it a firm squeeze. She was still wheezing as she tried to draw breath but some of the color had returned to her face. 

			“Go,” she urged. “Don’t let him get away.”

			Feeling a surge of adrenaline, Spenser got to her feet and leaned in through the door of the garage. The mechanics had all gathered, the scene only slightly less chaotic than before.

			“Somebody call an ambulance! Now! Get a bus here!” Spenser shouted. “And one of you get out here and stay with my deputy. Let’s go! Now!” 

			As one of the men started her way, Spenser stood up and looked down at Amanda who was still gasping. But she nodded to Spenser and with her eyes, encouraged her to go after Mitch. Spenser turned and scanned the area, looking for Mitch. She spotted him about three-quarters of the way across the open field that stood between the garage and the forest behind it. Spenser gritted her teeth and took off after him.

			She ducked her head and ran as fast as her legs would carry her. She was more athletic and in better shape than Mitch and was eating up the ground between them quickly. He reached the trees ahead of her, though, and Spenser feared she was going to lose him among the trunks and dimly lit gloom of the forest floor. She tightened her grip on her Glock, ducked her head, and though her lungs screamed in protest, pushed herself even harder. 

			Spenser entered the forest a full ten seconds behind him and stopped just inside the tree line. She took a minute to catch her breath as she scanned the forest around her. She strained her ears, listening for the sound of branches snapping or footsteps pounding away in the undergrowth—anything that would give her a direction to run. But the world around her was perfectly silent and still. That told Spenser he was either moving slowly to avoid being heard or he wasn’t moving at all and was laying a trap for her. 

			The hair on the back of her neck stood up and her skin tingled with goosebumps as she got the sense that somebody was watching her—and they were close. Ducking down, Spenser turned in a circle, her eyes moving left and right, searching for him. The shot rang out from her right and slammed into the tree trunk next to her. She let out a pained grunt when a fragment of tree back opened a thin slice across her cheek. 

			Spenser turned to her right and fired three shots in quick succession. She was firing blindly and heard two of her shots thump into a tree trunk and one tear through a bush. But then she heard Mitch’s footsteps pounding through the undergrowth, moving away from her. Running in a crouch, Spenser propelled herself toward Mitch. She weaved around the tree trunks and bushes, moving as quickly but as quietly as she could. 

			Up ahead of her, Spenser heard a muffled cry and the sound of something heavy hitting the ground. Spenser clenched her jaw and ran on. She burst through a screen of bushes and threw herself back to avoid tumbling down the embankment in front of her. She managed to keep her feet but just barely. It was a thirty-foot slope down to the rocky creek bed at the bottom. Spenser scanned left and right frantically but didn’t see Mitch at the bottom. 

			The snap of a branch behind her sent a bolt of lightning surging along her spine. Spenser threw herself to the right just as the sharp crack of three shots echoed like cannons through the forest around her. The shots were so close, Spenser felt the bullets ripping through the air she’d occupied just a moment before. Mitch was already wheeling around and bringing his gun to bear to take the fatal shot when Spenser pistoned her leg out as hard as she could.

			Spenser connected with his knee so hard, the jolt ran all the way up her leg and into her hip, making her grimace with the flash of pain that coursed through her. Mitch let out a high-pitched squeal and the sharp crack was as loud as a gunshot. His leg bent backward at an unnatural angle and he crumpled to the ground. Spenser was on her feet, her movements so frantic she didn’t stop long enough to get a clean shot but managed to unleash a hard kick that knocked the gun out of his hand and sent it flying. 

			Mitch tried to get to his feet and cried out but still managed it. Spenser brought her Glock to bear but a blade appeared in his hand seemingly out of nowhere and he slashed at her. She threw herself backward and tried to avoid it, but he left a thin score down her forearm. The blood flowed warm and thick, but Spenser didn’t have time to do anything about it because Mitch advanced on her with a backhanded slash. Her foot slipped in the damp ground and she dodged awkwardly but wasn’t able to fully get out of the way and she cried out as the blade sliced through the skin on her upper arm. Blood flowed down her arm, spattering onto the spongy mulch of the forest floor.

			Spenser managed to get her footing as Mitch advanced on her again with a limping, staggering gait. His eyes blazed with hatred and his lips curled back into a sneer. He lashed out again, the blade in his hand slicing through the air in a murderous arc that was aimed for her throat. His slash cut through empty air as she managed to duck beneath it and get inside of his reach. She was too close to get her gun up so she did the only thing she could think of. Spenser thrust her head forward, delivering a vicious headbutt to the bridge of his nose. 

			The snap of his nose breaking filled her ears and the impact was hard enough that she saw stars for a moment. But it was effective, forcing Mitch to stumble backward. Blood flowed down his face, giving him a ghastly visage, and his shrill scream reverberated in his ears as his injured knee gave out beneath him, sending him crumpling to the ground in a heap. 

			Her breathing ragged, Spenser stepped forward and kicked the knife out of his hand, sending it tumbling into a bush several feet away. Mitch whimpered in agony as he clutched a leg that jutted out at an angle legs were never meant to go. How he’d even managed to remain on his feet that whole time was a mystery to her. After disarming him, Spenser fell to her knees and cuffed him. He glared at her with hatred on his face and spat at her. The red glob hit her vest and slid down thickly. Spenser snarled and drove her fist into his face viciously, making him cry out in pain as she connected with his nose again. 

			“Sheriff! Sheriff Song!” 

			A man’s voice rang out, echoing through the trees around her. Her deputies. They were searching for her. Her breathing labored, her body aching in a thousand places, Spenser stood up on shaky legs and slipped her Glock into her holster. 

			“Over here!” she cried out. “I’m over here!” 

			The sound of footsteps crashing through the undergrowth filled the forest all around her. It sounded like an army coming her way. And she was glad for it. She looked down at Mitch and gave him a triumphant smile. 

			“Mitch Howell, you’re under arrest for the murder of Lexi Wise,” she said between gasps. “And for two counts of the attempted murder of a law enforcement officer. Look up at the sky and breathe this air deeply… it’s the last time you’re going to get to do it, Mitch. Ever.” 
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			Her right arm wrapped in bandages from the wrist to the shoulder, Spenser walked into the interrogation room, her face pinched with anger. It had been a few days and a couple dozen stitches since her showdown in the forest with Mitch and she was still pissed about it. Young stood in the far corner behind Mitch, her hands casually resting on her gun belt. Mitch sat in the chair, his leg in a cast and stuck out to the side. One end of Young’s handcuff was around his right wrist and the other end was locked to the I-bolt in the center of the metal table.

			He glared at her as she sat down in the chair across from him. His face was battered, and his eyes were blackened from the headbutt she’d given him. Spenser forced her hands to unclench and resisted the urge to reach across the table and beat him some more. One of the only reasons she didn’t was because her arm already throbbed and beating him would only pop her stitches and irritate it even more. 

			“How’s your leg?” Spenser asked.

			“Hurts like hell,” he grumbled. 

			“Good,” she said. 

			“I’ll be suing you for police brutality. I’m going to own this town when I’m done with you.”

			“Yeah. Good luck with that,” she said. “I have to be honest, though. I think your case is going to be weakened when a jury sees the wounds on my arm and the bruised ribs you gave Deputy Young with that home run swing.”

			“If he’s going to sue us for police brutality anyway, why not give me five minutes with him, Sheriff? If I’m getting sued for it, I’d at least like to enjoy it.” 

			Spenser chuckled. “I don’t want you to irritate those injured ribs of yours.” 

			“You can’t prove I gave you those injuries. You have no witnesses.” 

			“Why’d you run when we showed up?” Spenser asked. 

			“Post-traumatic stress. I’ve been the victim of police brutality before and when you two rolled in all geared up like you were, I had flashbacks,” he said. “I was terrified. All I could think of was getting away. You people did this to me.” 

			“Uh huh,” Spenser said. 

			“I think it’s more likely you knew we had you dead to rights and were trying to get away.” 

			“But you don’t have me dead to anything.”

			“Well, I can say with full confidence we’ve got you dead to rights on two counts of attempted murder of a peace officer. That’s open and shut and that’s going to put you away for at least twenty-five years,” Spenser said. “But it’s the murder of Lexi Wise that’s going to put you away for the rest of your life.” 

			“Except for the fact that I didn’t kill Lexi,” he said. “What am I doing here? What do you want from me?” 

			“We’re giving you a chance to spare the taxpayers a trial and confess. Admit to what you did and maybe the DA will give you some sentencing considerations.” 

			“Except that I didn’t do nothin’. I’m innocent,” he snapped. 

			Spenser opened the folder in front of her and pulled a photo marked evidence and set it on the table for him to see. Mitch looked at it impassively and shrugged. 

			“And?” he asked.

			“You don’t recognize that?” Spenser asked.

			“Should I?” 

			Spenser pulled out a second photo. It was one of the pictures Devries had taken inside Mitch’s house—his bathroom specifically—and let him examine it for a moment.

			“That’s my house. So?” 

			Spenser tapped the photo. “See that? That’s where a towel bar was ripped out of the wall,” she said and tapped the other photo. “And that is the missing towel bar.” 

			“Your point?” 

			“My point is that you ripped this towel bar out of the wall in your bathroom and used it to beat Lexi Wise to death,” she said. 

			Mitch scoffed. “Nice theory. Good luck proving it.” 

			Spenser gave him a wolfish grin. “We already have,” she said. “I had a team out to your house already. Given how much of a slob you are, I rolled the dice that you didn’t ever replace the towel bar you tore out. And sure enough, I was right. The towel bar we have in evidence—the one that was found inside the bag with Lexis’ remains to be precise—was a match for the one missing in your bathroom.”

			For the first time since she sat down, she saw a flicker of fear in his eyes. Mitch licked his lips and shifted in his seat, making the chain on the cuff holding him to the I-bolt rattle. 

			“There are still flecks of paint at the end of the bar you ripped out of the wall that are a match for the paint in your bathroom,” Spenser said. 

			“That’s circumstantial,” he said. 

			“But wait, there’s more,” Young said from behind him. 

			Mitch grimaced and tried to turn around but was held in place by the cuffs and his physical limitations, so he settled for keeping his back to her as he shot her the finger.

			“Deputy Young, why don’t you tell him what he’s won?” 

			“Well, Sheriff, he’s won a lifetime of sitting in an eight-by-eight concrete box for the rest of his life,” Young said in a passable game show host voice. 

			Mitch sneered. “You two can go fu—” 

			“See, the state lab found a partial print on the towel bar that you missed when you wiped it down,” Spenser cut him off. “And that partial is a match to your right index finger. They believe you were holding the bar as you wiped it down but didn’t pass over that spot well enough. So, hooray for your incompetence.” 

			Mitch sat back for a moment, his eyes wild. He was searching for an answer or a way to explain the presence of his print. Spenser could practically see the light bulb flash to life over his head as he hit on what he probably assumed was a fantastic idea.

			“Makes sense there was a print on the towel bar,” he growled. “It was in my house. Why wouldn’t my prints be on it?” 

			“Well, thank you for confirming that the bar came from your house,” Spenser said. 

			“None of that matters anyway. I’ve got an alibi,” he spat. 

			“Deputy Young?” 

			A devious grin crossed her face. “See, I talked to your alibi buddy and Jake McMichael signed a sworn affidavit that says you paid him to tell the police you were at his house for a party that lasted all weekend.”

			“That’s garbage.” 

			“Mr. McMichael was in Europe with his parents during the time frame Lexi went missing,” Young said. “He wasn’t even in the country. And oh, Sara Hines also told us she never slept with you. Said she would never sleep with you. Not even if you were the last man on earth. She said you repulsed her then and even more so now. So…” 

			He slammed his fist down on the table. “That’s crap. That ain’t true!” 

			“Oh, but it is, Mitch,” Spenser gloated. “It is very true. And they’re willing to testify in court. So, you see, we’ve got you by the boy bits here. You’re done.” 

			He fell silent and looked down at the table again as he tried to sort through it. Mitch was a cockroach with a real talent for survival. Every time the boot came down, he’d been able to scurry out from beneath it before getting squished. Except, that was then and this was now. 

			“Checkmate, Mitch. We’ve got you.”  

			“Screw you!” 

			“You’re going away for the rest of your life,” Spenser said. 

			“I want a deal.” 

			“You have nothing to give in exchange for a deal. You’ve got no leverage.” 

			“I can tell you who’s dealing drugs in town,” he said almost frantically.

			“Nah. Pass. We’ll get them on our own,” Spenser said. “Enjoy your time in prison.”

			Spenser and Young exchanged a look and a smile. They’d done it. After fifteen years, Lexi Wise was finally going to have justice. 
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			They stood beneath a slate gray sky as a soft sprinkle fell all around them. It was cold and gloomy, which somehow seemed appropriate for the day. Spenser stood at the fringe of the crowd gathered around the casket made of cherry wood and polished to a glossy sheen. Raindrops beaded up on the surface of the coffin and rolled down the sides. A large, framed photo of Lexi stood on an easel just to the side of the casket and a flowered wreath stood on the other side. The priest performing the services stood between them at the head of the coffin. 

			Lexi’s parents and the immediate family stood off to the side beneath a canvas tent, their heads bowed, mournful expressions on all their faces. It seemed like the entire town had turned out for the long overdue service, which made Spenser shake her head. Most of these people were happy to pass along the rumors about this little girl, calling her a slut behind their hands, and yet, there they were, now mourning her death. It all reeked of a rank hypocrisy that turned her stomach. 

			Movement in the corner of her eye drew Spenser’s attention and she turned to see Eli Hunt standing beneath his umbrella beside a six-foot-high granite statue of an angel. He hovered at the back of the crowd, purposely keeping a distance between himself and everybody else. The look on his face was the most acute agony she’d ever seen before. His cheeks were ruddy and his eyes red and watery. Hunt was doing his best to hold back his tears but wasn’t having any success. Moving slowly and subtly, Spenser moved over until she was just a few feet from him. 

			“How are you holding up?” she asked. 

			He looked at her with an expression of distaste on his face. “How do you think I’m doing, Sheriff? The love of my life is in that box.”

			Spenser thought she should say something, but the fact of the matter was that Lexi was just a girl and Hunt was a predator. If the circumstances had been different, she would be hauling him away in bracelets for statutory rape. On a human level, though, she had a hard time seeing the pain this man was in and not feel some small scrap of sympathy for him. Wrong or not, he was a man who’d lost the person he loved most in the world, and she felt sorry for him. It wasn’t as black and white for her as it should have been. 

			“I suppose I should thank you for finding her killer,” he said. “At least now, perhaps Lexi can rest in peace.” 

			“I hope she can. I’m simply glad we were able to get justice for her.”

			“I told you I had nothing to do with it.” 

			“You did tell us. But finding her killer required us to turn over every stone,” she replied. “I would hope you can appreciate that fact.” 

			He grumbled under his breath. “I told you it wasn’t me.” 

			“Mitch Howell told us it wasn’t him as well. Why would I believe you and not him?” Spenser said. “The simple answer was we couldn’t. Not until we had all the facts.” 

			He looked away. Spenser knew part of this was simply Hunt dealing with his loss by lashing out and venting. But she figured that another part of it was he truly believed he was better than other people and she should have simply taken him at his word. There was no more getting through to Hunt than there was getting through to Mitch. Strangely enough, she thought they were two sides of the same coin. 

			“Did he say why he did it?” Hunt asked.

			“He continues to say he’s innocent.”

			Hunt scoffed and shook his head. “The least that pig could do was confess and give us all the reason he extinguished such a bright light in this world.” 

			“He might not even really know himself,” Spenser told him. “He said she was just a hook-up he didn’t really care about. But experience tells me he cared more for her than he was willing to admit—even to himself—and that he killed her out of jealousy. That’s just my guess.” 

			“Stupid reason. That is a stupid, selfish reason to destroy such a beautiful soul as Lexi’s. She was too good for him, and he should have known that from the start. He never should have believed he could have touched something so divine as Lexi.”

			The service ended and the people started to drift away. Hunt turned without another word to Spenser and melted away into the crowd. 

			Mr. and Mrs. Wise leaned against one another as they approached Spenser. They seemed to have aged twenty years since she’d last seen them. They suddenly seemed old and frail. They stopped in front of her, their faces both red and splotchy, tears streaming down their faces. Mrs. Wise reached out and took Spenser’s hand and gave it a firm squeeze. 

			“I am so terribly sorry for your loss, Mr. and Mrs. Wise,” Spenser said. “I can’t even pretend to understand the pain you must feel right now. Just know my heart goes out to you.” 

			“Thank you, Sheriff,” Mrs. Wise said softly. “Thank you for finding the monster who did this to our little girl.” 

			“Of course. I hate everything about this. But I’m glad we could finally get justice for your daughter,” Spenser said. 

			“Thank you, Sheriff. We appreciate everything you’ve done for us. And for Lexi. It means a lot,” Mr. Wise added. 

			“You’re very welcome.” 

			“Will you be coming over to our house for refreshments?” Mrs. Wise asked.

			“Thank you for the invitation. I appreciate that. But I’ve got a prior commitment I have to get to. I just wanted to come by and pay my respects today.” 

			“Well, thank you again,” Mr. Wise said. 

			“Of course.” 

			Spenser watched them walking away together. Mr. Wise had his arm around his wife’s waist, keeping her upright as she leaned heavily against him. Her heart really did go out to them. The pain of losing a child had to be one of the worst a person could endure. Parents were not supposed to bury their children. But this community has rallied around them, and they had each other. Spenser was certain they would get through the grief and to the other side together. And she hoped that one day, they would heal. 

			The rain started to fall a little harder as Spenser walked to the parking lot and slipped into her personal car—she thought it would be tacky to drive the sheriff’s bronco to Lexi’s service. It would draw attention to her when all the focus should be on the celebration of Lexi’s life. Spenser pulled out and headed toward home. Or rather, to Ryker’s place. She’d promised him she would accompany him to his father’s house for dinner and he had been tense about it for days. She was supposed to serve as the buffer between Ryker and his father. And God knew he needed one. 

			As she drove away from the cemetery, Spenser hated the fact that a sixteen-year-old girl had been murdered by a hateful, jealous man. And she feared that with the rate Sweetwater Falls was growing that if she didn’t get her department modernized and up to snuff—and soon—there were going to be a lot more Lexi Wises turning up. 
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			“Mr. Makawi, this was delicious,” Spenser said. “Thank you very much for having me.” 

			“You’re welcome,” he replied. “I’m just glad to be spending time with my son and his friend. And I’m very glad you two had the chance to meet Vanessa.”

			“It’s been my pleasure,” Vanessa said. 

			Dinner at Evan Makawi’s place had been a lovely affair. The tension Ryker had been fearing would ruin the evening never materialized. Both his father and Vanessa, his father’s girlfriend, had been warm, open, and entirely charming. They were relaxed and witty. The entire evening had been filled with laughter and stories about Ryker as a child. Spenser’s cheeks and belly hurt from having laughed so much. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d laughed so much. 

			“Why don’t you two take a walk while we clean up and get ready for dessert?” Evan suggested. “Show Spenser the stables.”

			“Oh, please, let me help clean up,” Spenser said. 

			“No, no, no. I won’t hear of it,” Evan said, waving her off. 

			“A little air might be good for you,” Vanessa said. “It might help work up your appetite for dessert. We made a chocolate cheesecake.”

			“That sounds delicious,” Spenser said.

			“And I’ll put on some coffee,” Evan added. 

			Ryker leaned over to her. “Come on. Let’s get out of here while the getting’s good.” 

			Spenser laughed as she got to her feet. She and Ryker walked out of his father’s house together. The rain had stopped and the sky was filled with patchy, gray clouds. To the west, though, a bank of dark clouds was rolling in. Patches of the rolling monolith of clouds lit up as lighting flashed, telling Spenser a big storm was coming their way. 

			They followed a path that led from the house down to the stables that sat below the house. Ryker pulled the stable door open and together they walked in. Spenser’s boots echoed hollowly off the wooden floors and the air around them was saturated with the scent of horses and hay. They softly whickered as she and Ryker walked down the center of the aisle together. 

			“So? How are you feeling about tonight?” Spenser asked.

			“My dad is putting on a show,” he replied. “He’s on his best behavior.” 

			“Or maybe Vanessa is really good for him and he’s… changing.” 

			“I think a stone has more of a chance of changing than my father.” 

			“Vanessa is really lovely. She’s sweet.” 

			Ryker nodded. “She is. She’s way too good for the old man, that much I can tell you.”

			Spenser laughed. “I think they’re pretty complementary.” 

			“They’re a train wreck waiting to happen.” 

			They stopped at one of the stalls and leaned against the door. A sixteen-hand-high mare looked back at them. Her hair was soft and gray, and she had black spots on her back end. Her mane and tail were both black and she had a wise, knowing look about her. 

			“She’s beautiful,” Spenser said. 

			“This is Mist,” he replied. “She is my father’s show horse.” 

			“Speaking of your father—”

			“Let’s not.” 

			She looked at him, feeling an amused energy flowing through her. Ryker looked back at her with a sour expression on his face. 

			“What?” he asked. 

			She shrugged. “I just find it interesting that you were gabby as hell about what a monster your father was, and how terrible tonight was going to be, and how all he was doing was priming you to convince you to sell your land,” she said. “But now that your father has proven to be charming and fun to be around, and we’ve had a lovely evening with him, you’re quiet as a church mouse about him. It’s fascinating.”

			“It’s not all that fascinating.”

			“Oh, but it is.” 

			He chuckled. “Shut up.” 

			“Like I said the last time we talked, I feel like your father has maybe had some sort of epiphany about your relationship and wants to mend those fences—”

			“Fences that wouldn’t need mending had he not burned them down in the first place.”

			“Okay, I’m not disagreeing with you. I’m just saying that was a long time ago. That was then and this is now,” she said. “Maybe it’s time for you to move past what happened and focus on what’s happening now. And right now, I think you and your father have a chance to have a real relationship. It seems obvious that he wants one. The question is, do you?” 

			“The third option is that my dad is playing the long game.”

			Spenser threw her hands up and let out an exasperated sigh. “You’re impossible.”

			“It’s part of my charm.” 

			“Yeah, you keep believing that.” 

			They stood side-by-side at the horse’s stall, looking in at the magnificent creature in silence for a couple of minutes. If Ryker was determined to cast his father as the villain, there wasn’t anything she could to do stop him. All she could do was be his friend and be there to talk to when he needed to bend a friendly ear. 

			“So, have you heard anything about what they’re going to do with Mitch?” Ryker asked. 

			“The last I heard, it was looking very likely he was going to get life without the possibility of parole. I asked the DA to loop me in once the decision about his sentencing had been made.”

			“I still can’t believe he killed her. I mean, I can. I know he’s a bad guy who has no problem putting his hands on women. But I never thought he’d actually kill Lexi.” 

			“I’ve heard a lot of people saying that,” she said. “It’s not all that surprising to me. These creeps who like to beat on women will eventually kill them if they’re not put in check.” 

			“It’s really awful. Lexi was a sweet girl. She really was.” 

			“Yeah. She seemed it.” 

			They lapsed into silence once more, but a strange energy crackled in the air between them. Spenser’s gaze met Ryker’s and she felt her heart stutter inside of her. Her mouth was dry and her palms were damp and her pulse pounded in her ears. She felt herself growing warmer inside and when he leaned forward and pressed his lips to hers, Spenser’s entire body exploded with sensation. Goosebumps marched across her skin, her body tingled like she had electricity flowing through her veins, and she felt lightheaded. 

			They slowly pulled back from each other, their eyes still locked together. Her lips felt warm to the touch and her insides still churned wildly. 

			“Ryker. Come on back up to the house, son. Time for dessert.” 

			Evan’s voice echoed across the grounds and they both laughed awkwardly even though there was nothing funny about it. 

			“I guess we should go back up,” he said.

			Spenser nodded. “I guess we should.” 

			They turned and walked out of the barn together and Spenser’s head was still swimming. They followed the path back to the house and before they went inside, Ryker looked at her again. His dark eyes bored into hers and it felt like something inside of Spenser shifted. Her heart swelled and that warmth in her belly spread through her extremities and grew hotter. 

			Yeah, so much for keeping things simple. 

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			I hope you enjoyed joining Spenser Song on her thrilling journey in Sweetwater Falls once again! In this second installment of the series, we delved deeper into the town's secrets and Spenser's own troubled past. But this small picturesque town holds plenty more secrets and mysteries waiting to be uncovered. I invite you to continue this amazing journey with me and this compelling cast of characters in the next book! Rest assured, I am already deep into the writing process for the next installment, and I am eager to bring it to you soon. The story will continue to grow and evolve, with even more thrills and excitement in store and you won’t want to miss it!

			I'm grateful for your continued support which allows me to keep writing on a daily basis. Being an independent writer, I don't have the resources to reach a wider audience. So, if you enjoyed the book, please take a few seconds to leave me a short review and recommend it to others who might enjoy this series.

			Your support enables me to write every day and night to bring you even more exciting novels. Thank you once again for your support. It is because of YOU that I have the motivation to keep writing and to keep going.

			By the way, if you find any typos or want to reach out to me, feel free to email me at egray@ellegraybooks.com

			Yours truly,
Elle Gray
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