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    CHAPTER ONE
 
			The young woman appeared to be asleep. 

			But the dark bruising around her neck told Solitude police officer Stevie Taylor otherwise. That, and the fact that the woman didn’t stir as four cops tramped through the motel room.

			The Wayward Motel was straight out of a bad movie, and Stevie wouldn’t have recommended it to her worst enemy. It catered to the truckers at the adjacent truck stop, and apparently the truckers didn’t generate enough revenue for the motel to patch the holes in the walls or replace the rusted sinks. When Stevie was in high school, it had been rumored that the Wayward would rent rooms to students for a few hours. Her boyfriends had never suggested it. Looking around now, she was glad she’d seen only the backseats of their cars.

			“Damn it,” muttered Zane Duncan, Solitude’s police chief. “That makes two murdered women within a few days.”

			“Merry Christmas,” whispered Stevie. Two hours earlier she and Zane had been celebrating at her mother’s home, giving thanks that her brother Bruce had survived a near-fatal car accident and that her sister, Carly, and Carly’s daughter, Brianna, hadn’t been hurt in a carjacking.

			Charlie, the hotel manager, leaned into the room, his toes squarely behind the door frame. Three times Stevie had asked him to stay out of the way. He’d already admitted he’d lifted the floral bedspread to look at the woman after entering the room. He’d told Stevie and Zane his maid had unlocked the door and immediately called him. The sobbing maid currently sat in the lobby, giving a statement to Kenny.

			The smell of decay hung heavily in the room, easily overpowering a faint scent of bleach. The girl had been dead for several days. Her stomach was bloated, and the shape of her face was distorted. Flies buzzed, happy they’d been allowed in the room. Stevie fought the urge to take Zane’s hand and absorb some of his strength to help her handle the sight.

			“I thought you said the room was cleaned yesterday,” said Stevie, raising a brow at Charlie. He had managed the motel for as long as she could remember. When she was in junior high, she’d thought he was old, but now she knew he was, and he still looked exactly the same. Impossibly scrawny limbs and a beer gut. A graying comb-over and smoker’s lines around his mouth.

			“It was. Rosa checked it off the list and noted that she didn’t change out the towels.”

			“This woman didn’t die last night,” Stevie pointed out.

			Charlie shrugged. “Then someone moved her here. I don’t think Rosa would have missed a body.”

			Stevie moved closer to the girl and the bleach odor grew stronger.

			“She’s been cleaned,” said Zane quietly, voicing Stevie’s thought. He took three steps to poke his head in the tiny bathroom and took a big sniff. “Didn’t happen in there,” he said as he returned to Stevie’s side. “The bathroom hasn’t seen bleach in decades.”

			“We need to stop meeting like this,” Hank, the Rogue County medical examiner, said to Zane as he stepped inside the room, causing Charlie to glower as he moved out of the way. Hank slid on a pair of glasses and clucked his tongue in sympathy as he studied the woman in the bed. “Got yourself another young one.” His nostrils flared. “Bleach, eh?”

			“We were just talking about that,” said Stevie. She liked Hank. His laid-back country attitude contrasted with his sharp eyes that didn’t miss a detail.

			He looked at Stevie and Zane for the first time. “What’s the story?”

			“Maid found her this morning. She checked in on the twenty-first. Vanessa Phillips. Age twenty-five. Lives in Eugene. The maid said there was no one in the room when she cleaned it yesterday or the day before.”

			“Hmmmm,” said Hank. He slipped on a pair of gloves, pulled back the bedspread a few feet, and rotated the woman’s head so she faced the ceiling. “Rigor’s come and gone. Someone gave her a bleach rinse and then moved her here. She didn’t die in the bed.” He glanced around the room. “You found the murder scene?”

			“Not yet,” said Zane. “We’ve been here ten minutes. The bathtub is dry. Definitely no bleach odor in there.”

			“Was she on her side like this when you found her?” Hank included Charlie in the question with a look over his shoulder.

			“Yeah, I didn’t touch her! Neither did Rosa . . . at least she said she didn’t. I can’t imagine she wanted to get too close to that. Rosa was hysterical when she came to pound on my office door.” He pulled up on his belt. “I checked her”—he nodded at the bed—“into the motel four days ago. I didn’t see her around after that, but she was supposed to check out this morning. She told me she planned to surprise her parents by showing up on Christmas Day.”

			“How long do you think she’s been dead, Hank?” Stevie asked in a low voice.

			Hank shook his head. “Depends where she’s been. If she was outdoors for a while, the cold will have slowed down the decaying process. But if Charlie is positive he saw her four days ago, then I suspect she was killed within twenty-four hours after that. I’ll know more after I run some tests. But if I were you, I’d be looking for a scene from two to three days ago.” Hank studied her features. “Looks like she was a pretty girl. And about the same age as Amber Lynn.” He peered at Stevie and Zane over his glasses. “Maybe you’re already holding her killer in a Solitude police cell.”

			“Bob Fletcher,” stated Zane as the name echoed in Stevie’s head.

			“Bob admitted he lost his temper when he killed Amber Lynn,” said Stevie. “We didn’t lock up Bob until three p.m. yesterday, so he could have brought her here after the maid checked the room. Charlie, what time did Rosa check this room yesterday?”

			“Her log says ten a.m.”

			“That’s enough time,” said Zane. “It’s a bit of a tight window if he was waiting for no one to be around, but it’s possible. Wait a second—could this be the woman on Travis’s flash drive?”

			The thought had struck Stevie at the same moment.

			“What flash drive?” asked Hank.

			Stevie looked over her shoulder at Charlie, who’d stepped inside the room, clearly interested in their discussion. “Charlie, could you go see if Kenny is done talking to Rosa?”

			Disappointment crossed his face, but he left.

			“Amber Lynn was murdered for footage on a flash drive,” said Zane. “Her ex-boyfriend Travis White filmed Bob Fletcher putting a female in the back of his SUV and hid the device in Amber Lynn’s bag. Bob was trying to cover his tracks when he killed Amber Lynn.”

			All three of them studied the victim’s long, wavy blonde hair. “Was the woman blonde?” asked Hank.

			“I’m not sure. The video quality was pretty bad. All we could see was that her hair was long,” said Stevie. “And it didn’t give a good view of her face. We couldn’t even tell if she was alive.”

			“When was the video made?” Hank asked.

			“On the evening of the twenty-first,” answered Stevie.

			Hank tipped his head from side to side, frowning at the body. He lifted Vanessa’s arm and pressed in several places on her abdomen.

			Stevie looked away. The woman was naked, and decomposition had firmly taken hold of her body.

			“I don’t think she’s been dead that long. You said you couldn’t tell if she was dead on the video? Maybe she was killed later. Like I said, I’ll have a better window of time for you after some tests.”

			“What about the bleach odor?” asked Zane. “If someone scrubbed her down, will that ruin any evidence?”

			Hank gave a big grin. “Depends what they’re trying to hide. I have a few tricks up my sleeve.”

			“I think we need to have a talk with Bob Fletcher,” said Stevie. “He’s already admitted to Amber Lynn’s murder. What’s one more?”

			“Let’s go see if he has a Christmas gift for us,” agreed Zane.

			[image: Section]

			Zane had just steered his SUV into a spot on Main Street in front of the Solitude Police Station when his cell phone rang. Please, no more bad news.

			“Not another body,” muttered Stevie in the seat beside him. “It’s Christmas. This isn’t how it’s supposed to be in this town. I moved back here to spend time with my family on holidays, not smell decomp.”

			Zane understood. The sight of the abandoned woman in the hotel room on Christmas Day had upset him too. “This morning was the best Christmas I can remember,” he told her. She smiled at him and his heart skipped a beat.

			How’d I get so lucky?

			“I missed my dad,” Stevie said. “But I’m glad Bruce is all right. That could have ended badly.” Her voice cracked, and Zane breathed a sigh of relief that Stevie’s brother had been found in the icy weather in time. He saw her swallow hard. “Are you going to answer that?” she asked.

			Zane realized he’d pulled out his phone but hadn’t answered. It’d continued to ring in his hand, but he’d been distracted by his woman. She’d been doing nothing but sitting next to him and he couldn’t pull his gaze from her. Stevie Taylor had been in his life for about seven months, and now he wondered how he’d functioned before.

			“It’s Sheila,” he said, finally looking at his phone and recognizing the receptionist’s phone number. “She was going to stop in at the station and give Kenny some company for a bit since he drew duty today. I told her she didn’t need to, since it’s a holiday.”

			“She goes above and beyond her job,” agreed Stevie. “She’s probably cleaning the break room since Kenny is still at the motel.”

			Zane nodded. “She can’t sit still.” He answered the phone. “Merry Christmas, Sheila.”

			“Zane?” Sheila practically shouted. “You need to get down to the station right now!”

			He stiffened and yanked on the door handle of his vehicle. “I just pulled up outside. What’s wrong?”

			Stevie glanced at him and was out of the vehicle, dashing toward the station.

			“It’s Bob Fletcher,” squeaked Sheila. “He’s dead!”

		

	
		
    CHAPTER TWO
 
			Sheila blew her nose again. “This can’t be happening on Christmas.”

			Zane agreed.

			“I’ve known Bob for twenty years,” Sheila said in her chair across from Zane’s desk. “He was a lowlife and usually an asshole, but when my old Ford went into the ditch during an ice storm in ninety-six, he pulled me out. I’ll never forget it.” She looked hard at Zane. “There’s a tiny bit of good in everyone. Even killers.”

			Zane nodded and held out the tissue box. Any soft spot he had for Bob Fletcher had vanished when the man admitted he’d killed Amber Lynn, but Zane wasn’t going to argue the point with Sheila. He knew he’d lose.

			Did Bob kill Vanessa Phillips too?

			“Tell me again what happened when you got here,” he said to Sheila. Stevie leaned against the door frame of his office, looking very un-cop-like in her boots, jeans, and reindeer sweater. She’d held her fingertips to her lips and then touched them to the photo of her father on the office wall. Big Bill Taylor deserved his place of honor, and Zane had a visual reminder to be the best possible police chief.

			“Kenny left the door unlocked,” Sheila said with a stern look. “I’ve told him over and over, if he’s the last one out the door, he needs to lock it.”

			“I suspect he was a bit distracted when he got the call about the death from the motel,” said Zane. “You know Kenny.”

			Sheila sighed. “I do.” Her Christmas-light necklace twinkled nonstop, and Zane struggled to keep eye contact.

			“Anyway, I knew Kenny wasn’t in the building . . . his patrol car was missing. So I came in and put a plate of cookies on his desk and started a fresh pot of coffee. I was about to put away the files left in the break room when I decided to say hello to Bob back in holding. It is Christmas.”

			“You have a good heart,” said Stevie. “That was very kind of you.”

			“I slid open the little peekaboo window in the door and saw he was on the floor in the cell.” She paused and took a deep breath. “There was blood everywhere. My first instinct was to rush in, but I stopped myself and yelled his name instead.” She wiped her eyes. “He didn’t move and so I called you.”

			“You did the right thing,” said Zane.

			“Maybe I could have stopped the bleeding if I’d gone right in.” Sheila blinked rapidly, holding back more tears. Her green eye shadow was the exact color of a ribbon he’d torn off a Christmas package that morning.

			The medical examiner stepped in the room. “Nope,” Hank said. “Nothing you could have done. There’s no way that boy could have survived beyond a minute. Both his carotid arteries were sliced wide open.”

			“Thank you, Hank.” Sheila stood and hugged the medical examiner. “That helps put my mind at ease.”

			Hank’s face reddened as he patted her awkwardly on the back. He met Zane’s gaze, and Zane bit his cheek. He’d never seen the examiner at a loss for words.

			“Sorry to keep you so busy on a holiday, Hank,” said Stevie. She squeezed Sheila’s hand as the thin woman excused herself and left the room, taking Zane’s Kleenex box with her.

			“Can’t say I’ve ever had a holiday quite like this one,” admitted Hank, as he sat heavily in the chair that had been vacated by Sheila. “A long time ago Luke Jemmings shot his ex-wife and then turned the gun on himself on a Valentine’s Day. But I don’t consider that a real holiday.”

			“Did Bob kill himself?” asked Zane. He hadn’t seen anything in the holding cell that Bob could have used to commit suicide, but he asked anyway, hoping Hank would answer in the positive, because Zane’s stomach churned when he considered the other option.

			There was a second killer in Solitude.

			Hank looked at him sharply. “That was no suicide. His neck was sliced from one side to another, and it was damned deep. You think someone could do that to himself? It takes a nasty-edged blade with a lot of strength behind it to cut through those tissues.”

			“Shit.” Zane’s heart sank. Stevie met his gaze and gave a small nod. They’d both believed someone had murdered the man, but he had wished . . .

			“We’d hoped that he’d somehow done it himself,” said Stevie, leaving her post against the wall to sit on the edge of Zane’s desk and face the medical examiner. “This means that someone got into the holding cell and murdered him right under our noses.”

			“No weapon left behind?” Hank asked.

			“We haven’t found one,” said Stevie.

			“What about cameras in here?” asked Hank.

			Zane shook his head. “If we had cameras, I’d have nonstop footage of Sheila typing and answering the phone. Nothing ever happens inside here. Until today. Kenny was on duty this morning, but he got called out to the Wayward Motel when Vanessa Phillips was found.”

			“Kenny called in a few minutes ago,” Stevie said. “The morgue wagon finally arrived at the motel to remove Vanessa, so he should be here soon.”

			“Well, someone got in, took care of Bob, and left with the knife,” stated Hank. “I heard Sheila say the front door was unlocked. I suppose Kenny’s going to get some tough questions from you, Zane.” Hank pushed out of his seat. “I need to get moving. I’ll take a closer look at your two victims tomorrow morning, but first I need to get out to the county hospital.”

			“Everything all right?” asked Stevie.

			“Yep, every year I play Santa for the kids who are stuck there over the holidays. I better get moving before I’m too late.”

			Zane blinked. How does the man go from seeing two murder victims to handing out gifts to children?

			Hank met his gaze and gave a half smile. “I’ve gotten used to it,” he said, as if reading Zane’s thoughts. “I leave my work at the office or else I have no life. Seeing those happy faces is something I look forward to every Christmas. It’s good for my old, cranky soul.”

			“Bless you, Hank.” Stevie’s eyes were damp.

			Zane stood and held out his hand, unable to speak past the lump in his throat. Hank shook it and vanished.

			“I didn’t know he did that,” said Stevie. “We should see if there’s something the police department can do during the holidays. I’ll get my mother to ask around for us. Heck, she’ll probably find us elf jobs for next year.”

			The front door slammed. “Zane?” Kenny’s voice was an octave too high.

			“Back here!” Zane exchanged a glance with Stevie. She and Kenny had gone to high school together, and she regarded him as a sort of gentle pet that needed occasional encouragement and dating advice. Her lips were pressed together, her dark gaze serious, and Zane knew Kenny wouldn’t get any slack from her.

			Good. Zane wanted answers.

			Loud boots clomped down the hall, and Kenny burst into the office, his lean face horrified. “I locked the door, Zane. I swear I did!”

			“Someone got in, Kenny. Did you see anyone near the building before you left?” Zane asked.

			“Sheesh, I don’t know. I was thinking about getting out to the motel. It’s not very often that we get a call like that. I know I locked the door, because I forgot at first. I’d driven a hundred yards down Main when I heard Sheila’s voice in my head about the door. She’s always harping on me about it. I turned around and came back, locked it, and headed out to the motel.”

			Stevie met Zane’s gaze. Was he initially gone long enough for someone to get in?

			“You didn’t go back inside our building after you turned around?” Zane asked.

			“I wasn’t gone thirty seconds. I didn’t even turn off my car. I just ran up and locked the door, then jumped back in.” His eyes widened. “I wasn’t out of the car for more than five seconds, Zane.”

			Zane had a strict rule about getting out of a patrol car with the motor running. “I’m not concerned about that right now, Kenny. But don’t do it again.”

			“Did you check on Bob before you left?” Stevie asked.

			“I did.” Kenny nodded vigorously. “I told him I had to run out for a bit. He told me to fuck off, so I know he was fine.” Shock crossed his face. “Oh my God. This is all my fault, isn’t it? If I hadn’t left, Bob would still be alive.”

			“It’s not your fault, Kenny. I don’t think this person would have let you stand in their way. You might have been killed too. What time did the call from the motel come in?”

			“I logged the call just after ten,” said Kenny. “And I left within a few minutes of that.”

			“Does anyone on this street have cameras?” Zane asked with a bit of exasperation, already knowing the answer.

			“Not that I’m aware of,” said Kenny. “Too expensive, and you know as well as I do that not enough happens around here to warrant that sort of expense.”

			Zane did know that. He’d never lived in such a quiet little town until he joined the Solitude PD five years earlier.

			But three murders within a few days of one another? His gut said that Bob had killed both women, but who would dare sneak into the police station to kill Bob?

			One of the victims’ unhappy family members?

			“Someone was waiting and watching,” Stevie commented. “Bob was just processed yesterday. They didn’t have to wait too long.”

			“Shit. I’m glad Sheila wasn’t here alone,” said Zane.

			“Sheila can take care of herself,” said Kenny. “You know she keeps a .38 in her top drawer, right?”

			“Very true,” said Zane. Kenny had a point. Zane had heard about Sheila’s sharp skills on the firing range, but that didn’t mean she would fire at another human. Especially one she knew.

			“I saw the fingerprinting dust on the door handles out front,” said Kenny. “You’ve already collected the evidence?”

			“I have,” said Stevie. “Zane was interviewing Sheila. Did you tell the morgue wagon driver we needed them here after they removed Vanessa from the motel? Hank is already finished with Bob.”

			“They’re out front,” Kenny said. He looked at his feet. “How bad is . . . Bob?”

			Zane studied the cop. Kenny was only five years younger than he was, but sometimes it felt like twenty. Right now he looked like a kid who just realized he’d forgotten to feed his dog for three days. “Pretty bad, Kenny. I don’t see any reason you need to go in there.”

			“Am I on suspension, Zane?” Kenny peered at Zane as if afraid to make eye contact. “I understand if that’s what you need to do.”

			Punishing Kenny would be like kicking that hungry dog. Zane silently sighed. “Seeing as you did lock the door, I don’t need to suspend you. I’m not happy that you left your patrol car running, but not enough to dismiss you for a few days.”

			He didn’t have the manpower to cover Kenny’s shifts.

			Kenny’s shoulders slumped. “Thanks, Zane.”

			Voices sounded in the front lobby. The morgue crew. Zane stood. Time to get something done. He had too many murders on his desk.

			“Can you supervise the removal?” he asked Stevie. She nodded and headed to the lobby.

			“You know Amber Lynn’s parents?” Zane asked Kenny.

			“Yep. Dana and Tony. He’s the stepdad, I believe. He’s been in a few times. Usually on a drunk and disorderly.”

			“We have his prints?”

			“No doubt,” said Kenny. “He’s a hothead. You think he killed Bob?” His voice cracked as his eyes grew wide.

			Zane counted to ten. “I don’t know. Bob killed their daughter, so I’ll be talking with them. But first I need to call the police department of Vanessa Phillips’s hometown and have them notify her parents.”

			It was a phone call he didn’t want to make. Christmas would never be the same for Vanessa Phillips’s family.
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			Late that evening Stevie looked up from Sheila’s desk as her brother James stepped through the front door of the police station. His expression rivaled one of Ebenezer Scrooge’s.

			“What the hell is going on, Stevie?” James said. He stomped the snow off his boots and unwrapped his scarf. “It’s Christmas.”

			“I know.” The morgue crew had finally removed Bob’s body, and she’d spent a few hours collecting more evidence and cleaning up the holding cell. It’d been too much blood for her stomach. The human body could hold a lot of blood and it appeared most of Bob’s had ended up on the floor. Her happy, family-filled morning felt like it had occurred months ago.

			“Six townspeople have called me,” James stated. “I’ve tried to control the gossip, but you know how it gets. One of them said they heard the girl at the hotel was killed in a satanic ritual.” He rolled his eyes. “You should have heard him. He was more upset that I’d allowed the occult in our town instead of expressing some concern for that girl and her family. No family needs this to happen on any day, especially Christmas.”

			“I hope you set him straight, Mr. Mayor.”

			“Damn right I did.” Her brother paused and took a deep breath. “Tell me what happened.”

			Stevie gave him an abbreviated version of the deaths.

			“You said Vanessa Phillips was from the coast? And attended college up in Eugene?” he asked.

			“Graduate studies in fish and wildlife.”

			“Why was she staying at the Wayward Motel?” James shook his head. “That’s not a good place for a single female.”

			“I can understand her stopping for one night if she was on a tight budget,” said Stevie. “But why four? Her parents live less than an hour from here. She could have made it home in one trip.”

			“Maybe she’d planned to visit the fish hatchery up the river or do some sort of research. This would be the right location for her area of study,” said James. “I assume you asked Charlie if she was alone?”

			“We have. She was alone and Kenny went back there to interview the other motel guests. Someone besides Charlie must have seen her that first day.”

			“Hey, James.” Zane appeared from his office. “Your boys come off their holiday sugar high yet?”

			“That’s part of the reason I left the house. Debra can tune them out, but I can’t hear myself think. And like I was telling Stevie . . . I’m getting calls, and I don’t want my kids to hear me discuss murder on the phone. What do you want me to tell people?”

			“Tell them the investigation is ongoing,” answered Zane, his face carefully blank.

			“Come on, Zane. They’re making up their own stories and it’s getting out of hand. I need something with a little more meat to throw them.”

			Zane folded his arms. “No comment.”

			Both men looked at Stevie.

			“Don’t pull me into the middle of this,” she ordered. James might be her big brother and the mayor, but police business fell firmly under Zane’s jurisdiction.

			“Vanessa Phillips’s parents are going to be here any minute,” said Zane.

			“They drove in during this horrible weather?” said James. “Surely you could have just talked to them on the phone?”

			“They insisted,” said Stevie. Zane had notified the Phillipses’ hometown police office and asked them to inform the parents in person about the death of their daughter. Understandably they’d been devastated, but had wanted to travel to Solitude to be close to their daughter, relying on one of Vanessa’s siblings to drive them.

			“Who else are you interviewing for the Phillips murder?” James asked.

			“Do you have a suggestion?” Zane’s voice was cool, and Stevie knew he felt her brother was stepping over his mayoral bounds.

			James realized his mistake and held up his hands. “Forget it. Do your thing and keep me updated. I’ll let you know what I hear through the city grapevine.”

			“Tell people not to jump to conclusions,” said Stevie, knowing her words were pointless. Gossip and speculation were dietary proteins for small rural towns like Solitude. James rolled his eyes.

			Small Town Rule #3: No one gossips about people’s virtues.

			“I’ll be in my office for a while if you need me,” said James, heading toward the back door that led to the city council annex.

			Stevie glanced at the clock on the wall. It was nearly eight p.m. “I feel like this day should have been finished twelve hours ago. I really wish the Phillipses had waited until tomorrow. I’d like to have more information to give them.” So far, heartache and apologies were all Solitude had to share with them.

			A car door slammed outside, and Zane squared his shoulders. Her heart went out to him. For a big, tough-looking cop, he was a bit mushy on the inside, and talking to the parents wouldn’t be easy. He took the crimes that happened in his town very seriously; her father had been the same way. It was a good quality for a chief to have, but he also had to know where to draw the line between his personal life and his work life.

			In the seven months she’d been dating Zane, she’d learned the police chief position fit him like a second skin. Outside of the office, he was proving to be a man she could easily spend the rest of her life with. Patsy believed Zane was the one for her daughter, but Stevie was taking it slow, afraid of making a mistake. Last summer she’d refused to move in with him, but over the last few months, 90 percent of her clothing had migrated to his closet.

			Maybe it was time to give up her apartment. Zane hadn’t mentioned her moving in since July, but he’d tripled the size of his cabin’s closet and added enough shelves and drawers to make a Beverly Hills housewife happy.

			Sometimes Stevie felt like Patsy and Zane knew exactly what her future held and were simply waiting for her to open her eyes.

			Soon.

			Maybe.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER THREE
 
			Five minutes later Stevie and Zane faced Kay and Gerhard Phillips and their son, Ryan, over a small conference room table. Zane thought the parents looked as if they’d been awake for five days. Exhaustion and sorrow lined every groove in their faces. Ryan appeared to be in his late twenties and had blond hair like his sister. Anger spewed through his gaze and words.

			“How can you have no leads?” His blue eyes glared at Stevie.

			Zane’s defenses mentally stood up. Ryan could funnel all the anger he wanted at Zane, but Stevie was off-limits.

			Stevie leaned forward, holding Ryan’s attention. “That’s not what we said.”

			Stevie’s tone was soft and understanding on the outside, but inside was a steel core that warned Ryan to watch his step. She used it when she was pissed but holding tight to her temper. Zane knew to step carefully when that tone was aimed his way. He reconsidered his defensive reaction of a few seconds ago; Stevie was perfectly capable of handling Ryan Phillips.

			“It’s the first day,” she continued in the same tone. “The autopsy isn’t until tomorrow and we haven’t completed the motel interviews.”

			“Then why are you just sitting here? You should be searching for my sister’s killer.” Venom laced his voice.

			“Ryan!” Kay snapped at her son. “They’re doing what they can.”

			“We’re taking the time to update you,” said Zane. “Rest assured we’ll do everything we can to find out who did this to Vanessa.”

			“I heard another woman her age died here last week,” said Ryan in a slightly calmer voice. “Are the murders related?”

			“We’re considering that,” said Zane. He paused, weighing how much to tell the family. So far Gerhard Phillips was the silent one of the family, but the pain in his eyes spoke louder than Ryan’s anger. He met Zane’s gaze, waiting and watching.

			He knows I’m holding something back.

			Zane plunged forward. “We had a confession yesterday in the first woman’s murder. The suspect died before we could interview him about Vanessa.”

			Three pairs of confused eyes stared at him. “Died how?” Kay asked.

			“He was murdered. But we’ll take a hard look to see if he was connected to your daughter’s death.”

			“Did you know Vanessa was here in Solitude?” Stevie deftly seized control of the interview.

			“No,” said Kay, shaking her pale-blonde curls. “She’d told us she couldn’t make it home for Christmas. I don’t know why she was here. I thought she was going to Seattle to do some research.”

			“She had gifts with your names on them in her motel room,” Stevie said quietly. “She was headed home to surprise you.”

			Tears rolled down Kay’s cheeks, and Zane saw the resemblance to her daughter’s driver’s license picture. Her husband tightened his grip on Kay’s hands.

			“That sounds like her. She’s very impulsive,” said Kay. “She changes plans on a moment’s notice and loves to surprise people.”

			“Was she seeing anyone?” Stevie asked delicately. “Was she in a relationship where they might have planned to meet here for a few days?”

			Zane leaned back in his chair, letting Stevie handle the questions. The Wayward Motel wouldn’t have been his first choice for a romantic getaway, but he understood students on a budget.

			The three of them shook their heads. “She hasn’t dated anyone since summer,” said Kay. “At least not that I know of. Usually she tells me when she’s seeing someone seriously.”

			That didn’t rule out a romantic encounter in Zane’s book.

			“Was she raped?” Ryan spit out.

			“Ryan!” Kay fanned her face. Gerhard looked ready to vomit.

			“We don’t know the answer to that,” Stevie said quickly. “We’ll know more tomorrow. I’m really sorry we don’t have more answers for you right now.”

			“Where’s a good place to stay for a few days?” asked Gerhard, speaking for the first time. “We don’t want to drive back tonight, and we’re hoping for some more information from you soon.”

			Zane cringed. Motels were scarce. How could he send them to the Wayward?

			“I made a call,” said Stevie. “Dixie’s Bed and Breakfast is usually closed this time of year, but she’s got two rooms set up and waiting for you.”

			Relief flowed over Zane. At least Stevie had been thinking ahead.

			She gave them directions to the B&B and a calm fell over the station as the family left.

			“Good call on Dixie’s place,” said Zane. “When the father asked about a motel, I wanted to hit my head on the table. Can you imagine having to stay in the motel where your daughter was discovered?”

			“My imagination works too well,” said Stevie. “That’s why I reached out to Dixie.” Her shoulders slumped. “That poor family. So much pain and anger. And they have the right to feel that way.”

			“The brother has a temper,” observed Zane.

			“I don’t blame him. You can’t judge anyone by how they react to the death of a family member. There’s no right reaction.”

			Zane pulled her tight to him and rested his cheek against her hair. She still smelled of cinnamon and holidays.

			“Come home with me,” he whispered. “I need you tonight.”

			He felt her melt into him, and she nuzzled his neck. “I’m ready to put this day behind us.”

			“Me too. There’s some Magic at my place.”

			She laughed, as he’d hoped, and he felt her chest vibrate against his. “You mean Magic is waiting to be let out.” Stevie’s rescue dog had decided she liked Zane’s cabin. Zane didn’t mind. Magic was an enthusiastic greeter on the nights when he went home alone. He believed that, like him, the dog was biding her time, waiting for Stevie to see the light and move in with them.

			He was willing to wait forever, but he wished she’d hurry up.
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			The next morning Zane scoured Kenny’s interview notes. Kenny had managed to interview every guest at the motel except for one. Andrew Reynolds. The property developer from out of town who hoped to buy what was left of the O’Rourke resort. All that stood on the O’Rourkes’ acreage was the burned-out shell of a lodge and a few half-finished cabins.

			Zane knew Andrew Reynolds wanted to build a corporate retreat at the location. What he didn’t understand was why the businessman hadn’t gone home for Christmas. Who chose to stay at the Wayward Motel for the holidays? Kenny’s notes said Mr. Reynolds had been visibly drunk when Kenny knocked on his door. The man had cursed at him and told him to get lost. Kenny had noted the alcohol fumes and slurred speech and suggested a visit when Mr. Reynolds was capable of answering questions coherently.

			That pleasurable task was on Zane’s to-do list.

			The rest of the interviews had been unremarkable. Six other rooms had been occupied the night before Vanessa was found. Besides Andrew Reynolds, the occupants were long-haul truckers. None of them had seen anyone resembling Vanessa Phillips during their stays. Kenny had run some background checks and discovered one of them was a registered sex offender. Tim Sessions. Zane studied the man’s photo. He looked like an eighth-grade science teacher.

			Is this our guy?

			His desk phone rang and Hank’s gravelly voice greeted him. “Merry day after Christmas, Zane. I hope you don’t have any more bodies for me yet.”

			“Not yet.”

			“Good. Let’s keep it that way.”

			“Are you done already?” Zane asked. 

			“I’ve finished Vanessa Phillips. I had a hard time getting that girl out of my mind last night. I came in early to get things moving.”

			Zane grabbed a pencil and note pad. “You found something?”

			Hank sighed. “The girl was raped. Several times. And it was really rough. She’s got some heavy abrasions on her wrists and ankles, so she was bound at some point.”

			“Semen?”

			“Nope. Nothing like that. Someone tried real hard to cover his tracks. They thought ahead enough to wear a condom and clean her up with bleach after.”

			“But . . .” Zane could hear the medical examiner had found something.

			“She was drugged too. Can’t tell you exactly what was in her system. I had to send it out to a lab, but there was enough to give readings on my machine. I’ll warn you it was weak. I think she ingested it several days ago, and I don’t know if we’ll get anything useful back from the lab.”

			“What about time of death?”

			“She was strangled about twenty-four hours before she was found yesterday.”

			Morning of the twenty-fourth.

			“Her decay was significantly progressed. She wasn’t kept anywhere cold like outdoors for those twenty-four hours. I’ll speculate she was in a place that was at a comfortable room temperature.”

			Zane made a note. “Strangulation is the official cause of death?”

			“Yep. And she was moved to the motel quite a while after she died. The livor mortis doesn’t match the position she was found in.”

			“Got it,” said Zane, knowing he meant that the blood in Vanessa’s body had formed dark marks on her skin, indicating how her body had been positioned after death. “We were pretty certain she hadn’t died there. I’m looking over Kenny’s interviews from last night and he talked to the housekeeper again. Turns out the towels in Vanessa’s room hadn’t needed to be replaced during any of the days she was there. Her luggage and things were in the room, so the maid knew it was occupied, but I don’t think Vanessa slept in there at all. It lines up with the timing of Bob Fletcher being filmed while putting a woman in the back of his vehicle. It’s looking more and more like he took Vanessa.”

			“But did he kill her and put her back in the motel?” asked Hank. “You guys didn’t lock him up until Christmas Eve, so I think he had time to do it.”

			Zane eyed the photo of the trucker who was the sex offender. “You know as well as I do that I need proof Bob killed her. I can’t stop looking until I have some facts. If someone else is responsible, I don’t want to let them walk away.”

			“I’m about to get started on Bob’s autopsy. Even if he did kill Vanessa, there’s no way he killed himself. You definitely have another killer walking around in Solitude.”

		

	
		
    CHAPTER FOUR
 
			“If the doctor says no crutches yet then no crutches!” Standing in her mother’s living room, Stevie was ready to strangle Bruce. “You broke your leg. Do you want it to mend straight or do you want to be the guy that always walks in a circle because one leg is shorter than the other?” Beside her, Patsy gave silent support and lent her own disapproving glare.

			“All right. Sheesh. Don’t gang up on me,” muttered Bruce.

			Her younger brother looked like he’d gone a dozen rounds with a professional fighter, but clearly he was feeling better. When he’d heard Patsy ask Stevie to pick up his medications at the pharmacy, he’d requested that she rent him some crutches.

			Patsy had recited the doctor’s orders about keeping weight off the leg, but Bruce had asked Stevie again once their mother had stepped out of earshot. Or so he’d thought.

			“I’ll get your pain meds,” Stevie told him. “Nothing else.” She kissed her mother and flicked Bruce on the forehead with two fingers, darting out of the way as he took a brotherly swing at her.

			Her mother walked her to the door. “He looks and sounds a hundred percent better than he did yesterday,” said Stevie.

			“He’s young,” said Patsy. “And he can’t sit still. Pick up some crossword puzzle books or magazines or anything to occupy his brain. He’s about to drive me crazy.”

			“Has he played the guitar?” Stevie asked quietly, glancing over her shoulder. Her brother was out of sight.

			“He keeps picking it up. He’ll play for a second and then sets it aside. He’s really missing Amber Lynn. I don’t think it’s sunk in yet that she won’t breeze in the front door at any moment.” Patsy wiped an eye. “She was good for him, you know. I always knew it wouldn’t last, but I didn’t dream it would end because of her death.”

			Stevie studied her mother, paying close attention as she always did when her mother casually talked about “knowing” future facts. Her mother had also said that her sister Carly and Seth were meant to be together, but they’d split up a year ago. It’d been the first time Stevie had doubted her mother’s gift.

			Carly and Seth were back together and stronger than ever, and Stevie’s faith had been restored.
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			Stevie set three magazines, a sudoku book, two crossword puzzle books, and a kit to assemble a tiny Death Star model on the pharmacy counter. She’d added a fashion and gossip magazine to the sports ones simply to harass her brother.

			What else were sisters for?

			“Patsy said you were coming in to get Bruce’s prescriptions,” Donald said as he rang up the items. His eyes appeared slightly distorted through his thick lenses. “I’m sorry I don’t have enough tablets of one of his medications. I have a shipment coming soon, and I’ll call as soon as it’s ready. This is enough to last him a few days. How’s he doin’?”

			“Driving Mom crazy.”

			“Ah, good.” Donald beamed at her. She’d always thought of him as an odd duck. Donald Duck. “I’m glad to hear he’s feeling better. I was sorry to hear about his girlfriend,” he added with appropriate sympathy.

			“Yes, that was horrible,” agreed Stevie.

			“Horrible news about Bob Fletcher too.” Donald shook his head. “He wasn’t the best citizen, but no one deserves to be murdered in that way.” He paused. “I always wondered about him.”

			Stevie heard the sound of town gossip slide into Donald’s tone and knew he wanted her to ask a question about it. He’d never married and had lived with his mother until she’d died two years ago, and after her death Patsy had done her best to make a match for him, feeling sorry for the lonely, owlish-looking man.

			Some of the people in town regarded gossip as a profession. She hadn’t noticed Donald partaking in the chatter before, but it made sense. As the only pharmacist in town, he knew secrets about everyone. No doubt it was like gold in his pocket.

			Stevie purposefully took the gossipy bait Donald had offered.

			“What did they say about Bob?” she asked, counting out her bills, her gaze on her hands.

			“Well, it’s all secondhand, you know. Might not be true.”

			“Where there’s smoke, there’s usually fire.” She gave Donald a smile. “Although since he’s gone now, no harm can come out of it.” Spill it, Donald.

			“Well,” said Donald. “I heard he’d beat up young Travis. Some of the other guys around here also had black eyes after run-ins with him. And he couldn’t keep staff on at his bar. They say he was a mean son of a bitch to work for.” The pharmacist raised a brow at her. “Pardon my French.”

			Stevie gave him an unimpressed look. Everyone had agreed that Bob Fletcher was a bit of an ass.

			“And I heard he might have been dealing out of his place.”

			Now her ears perked up.

			“Bacon?” she asked, immediately thinking of their drug problem from last summer.

			Donald waved a hand, dismissing the homemade deadly drug. “No, the real stuff. Oxy. Percocet.”

			She narrowed her brows at him. “Where’d he get it?”

			“You’re asking the wrong person, Stevie Taylor. I run a tight ship here. I have to account for every pill that goes out that door. Including these ten tablets for your brother.” He sniffed. “I don’t know if it was true, but I’d had a customer get upset with my prices and say he knew where to get it cheaper. He indicated that the truck stop was the place to go shopping.”

			“I didn’t mean to offend you, Donald. I figured you’d be the one to help us with some information if someone like that was bypassing the official system.”

			“Last year I told Roy about my suspicions. He said he’d look into it.”

			Stevie’s heart sank. Roy had been a Solitude cop until his head had been turned by money and drugs. It’d killed him.

			“I guess that was a dead end,” Donald said forlornly.

			“I’ll pass it on to Zane,” Stevie said. “We need to find out who killed Bob. I don’t know if he’s looked into the drug angle.”

			Donald beamed again. “I’m pleased I might have helped your investigation.”

			“Of course,” said Stevie. “And you’ll let us know if you hear anything else? Seems like everyone in town has to come to you for something at one time or another,” she joked.

			“They do,” Donald said proudly. “And I do my best to provide it.” He pointed at the Death Star model kit she was purchasing. “I had a twelve-year-old ask me to order those and now I can’t keep them in stock. It’s one of my best sellers.”

			Stevie smiled. “What would Solitude do without you, Donald?”

			She stepped out of the pharmacy, shuddering at the bitterly cold wind that’d started up that morning. She’d just climbed into her warm car when Zane called.

			“Are you coming to work today?” he asked.

			“Miss me?”

			“I do. And I need an extra set of hands. Actually I need a set of ears. Can you go talk to Amber Lynn’s parents?”

			“I thought you were going to do that,” Stevie said. She’d hoped to go with him.

			“I want to interview Andrew Reynolds.”

			Stevie searched her brain. “Who?”

			“The real estate guy who wants to buy O’Rourke’s.”

			The slick image of the big-city developer popped into her head. “He’s still in town? He didn’t go home for Christmas?”

			“Apparently not. He’s still at the motel and wasn’t sober for an interview last night. I want to do it today.”

			Stevie’s curiosity was piqued. What kind of person didn’t go home for Christmas and got hammered in a disgusting motel instead? “Sounds like a fun interview. Maybe I should take that one.”

			“No, I’m going to talk to a few others while I’m there.” His voice was grim.

			“Who else?”

			“I’ve got a trucker who’s a registered sex offender. And I talked to Hank. Vanessa Phillips was raped. Repeatedly. And he thinks she was drugged. I wonder if someone in the bar slipped something into her drink.”

			Stevie closed her eyes. “This is getting ugly. Do we have proof that Bob did it?”

			“Not yet. Still looking.”

			“And you want me to feel the Coopers out about Bob’s murder.”

			“He killed their daughter,” Zane said. “I’m curious as to what they’ll say about his death.”

			Stevie was too.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER FIVE
  
			Zane pounded on the motel door.

			He’d already knocked twice and his patience was wearing thin. It was fucking cold. The clicks of bolts moving on the other side of the door encouraged him. The door was pulled open four inches until the chain stopped it. A bloodshot eye stared at him as alcohol fumes escaped from the room. “What?”

			“Andrew Reynolds?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Zane Duncan, Solitude PD. I’d like to ask you some questions.”

			The eye blinked at him. “Weren’t you here yesterday?”

			“Someone stopped by, but you weren’t in any condition to talk. Feel like talking today?”

			“Not really.”

			“Well, we found a murdered young woman two doors down from you yesterday. I’d like to talk to you about it.”

			Surprise filled the eye. “I hadn’t heard about that.”

			“How about you put on some more clothes, and I’ll tell you what happened.” Zane gave his best “Dude, we’re buddies” smile.

			“Hang on.” The door closed.

			Zane turned and took a breath of clean icy air. He’d nearly suggested Andrew meet him in the lobby, but he wanted a look in his room. Parked directly outside the motel door was a black Hummer with a big dent. He heard the chain slide out of the lock and the door creaked open.

			“Sorry about the mess,” Andrew said. “I’d offer you some coffee, but this place doesn’t have coffee brewers in the rooms. Who doesn’t offer that these days? And I had to ask for a hair dryer from the front desk. They looked at me like they’d never heard of one.”

			Zane hadn’t used a hair dryer in twenty years. And didn’t know many men who did. If his hair wasn’t dry by the time he’d brushed his teeth, it meant he needed a haircut. But Andrew Reynolds had one of those hairstyles that looked like he spent a little more time. The man was almost . . . pretty. Except for the bloodshot eyes and dark circles below them. “You didn’t go home for Christmas?” he asked.

			Andrew plopped onto the edge of his bed and waved a hand at the single chair. “No. The wife and I had a fight.”

			“Kids?” asked Zane. He continued to stand. He didn’t want to spend a second more than he had to in the fumy room. Beer bottles and a half-empty fifth of Jack Daniel’s cluttered the nightstands. Three greasy paper bags on the floor indicated Andrew had discovered Nell’s fried chicken.

			“No.”

			“That’s good.”

			“Nothing could have kept me away if we had kids.” Andrew looked him hard in the eye, and Zane’s estimation of him rose a degree. “What’s this about a murder?”

			“Young woman, age twenty-five, with long blonde hair, was found dead in her room Christmas morning. We’re looking for anyone who saw her before Christmas. As early as four or five days before.”

			“She stayed in this motel that long?” Andrew asked in a sour voice. “You sure she didn’t kill herself?”

			Andrew flinched at Zane’s glare and held up his hands. “Sorry. That was tasteless. I have a fucking headache, and I just want to go home.”

			“Why haven’t you left if you hate it here so much?” Zane was ready to help him pack.

			“Because I’m not done tying up the loose ends on the O’Rourke property and everything shut down for the holidays. We’ve come to an agreement, but it’s not on paper yet. The only Realtor in this town took time off and so did my lender. If I went back to Portland, I’d have to turn around and drive the four hours back. Stacey’s pissed at me, and I don’t want to deal with her right now.”

			“Did you see Vanessa Phillips during your stay here?” Zane shifted back to the business at hand. He held out a copy of the picture from Vanessa’s driver’s license.

			“Was that her name?” Andrew took the picture. “Pretty girl. She was killed on Christmas? That’s horrible. She doesn’t look familiar. I think I would have remembered her. The only people I’ve seen at this motel are truckers. I’ve ventured out a few times to get food, because no one in town delivers. I’m about to go stir-crazy.”

			While Andrew studied the picture, Zane scanned the motel room. Except for clothing and towels on the floor, nothing out of the ordinary caught his eye. Andrew didn’t have any scratches on his hands or face; he just looked exhausted.

			Zane felt off-balance in the man’s presence.

			Or there were too many alcohol fumes in the room.

			He took another look at the man’s hands, wondering if Andrew had the strength to subdue Bob Fletcher and slice through his neck. Zane guessed Andrew’s cell phone was the heaviest thing those hands had ever held.

			Please don’t let the killer be a local.

			The thought that someone he passed every day on the street had killed Vanessa and Bob made the acid in Zane’s stomach simmer.

			He took the picture back from Andrew. “You haven’t seen anything suspicious? There’s a chance the girl was carried into the motel room. Possibly transported in a vehicle and maybe unconscious during that time.”

			Andrew shook his head. “I haven’t seen anything like that.”

			Zane handed him a business card. “Give me a call if anything occurs to you.”

			He stepped outside and pulled the door closed. Being in the room had made him feel like he’d been sitting in a filthy bar all night. He glanced at his watch and decided to grab a cup of coffee before pounding on one more motel door.

			Interviewing a sex offender would be a new experience for him.
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			Stevie slammed shut her patrol car door and eyed the Coopers’ single-wide. Her sister, Carly, had described her own visit, during which the stepfather Tony had expressed a financial interest in taking Amber Lynn’s daughter, Charlotte. He’d given Carly the creeps and unnerved her.

			Do I need backup?

			Her weapon felt heavy at her hip. Men might be willing to intimidate her unarmed social worker sister, but few tried the same behavior on Stevie. A woman’s face appeared in a window and Stevie smiled and held up a hand. She’d seen Dana Cooper downtown enough times to nod and say hello. Sheila swore she wouldn’t let anyone but Dana do her nails. All Stevie did with her own fingernails was clip them.

			Dana opened the front door, a cigarette hanging from her mouth. “You here to see us?”

			“I am,” said Stevie.

			“Is it about that asshole who killed my Amber Lynn?” Dana asked.

			“Yes, it is. How are you doing, Dana?” Stevie thought she looked thinner than usual. “I’m so sorry about Amber Lynn.”

			“Children aren’t supposed to die before their parents. I’m doing as well as someone whose child was murdered can be.” Dana looked away and blew her smoke to the side in an angry huff. “I heard Bob Fletcher got what was coming to him.”

			Stevie wasn’t surprised. News traveled fast in Solitude. Stevie kicked her boots at the cinder block steps, knocking off the snow. “Can I come in for a few minutes? This won’t take long.”

			Dana stepped back, making room for Stevie to squeeze by into the claustrophobic space. Tony sat at a small dinette table, eating breakfast, and the smell of bacon and eggs made Stevie’s stomach rumble. The small mobile home was cold. Both Tony and Dana wore thick bathrobes over their clothing, and Stevie was thankful for her heavy police coat. Tony gave her the evil eye over his hunting magazine as he shoved another bite of eggs in his mouth.

			“I hear someone delivered justice for Amber Lynn,” he said as he chewed. “Some people don’t believe in waiting around for the cops and courts. They let everyone off anyway.”

			Stevie lifted her chin. “Any idea who this caped crusader is?” She held Tony’s gaze. 

			He grinned at her, and she saw eggs. “You cops want to put away the hero? Isn’t that how it always goes. The good guy gets in trouble.”

			“We have a justice system for a reason,” Stevie argued, knowing she was talking to a wall. “We can’t let the population deliver punishment on a whim. There’s a process.”

			“I know your process,” Tony said. “Your process has our granddaughter—Dana’s only kin—living with some stranger.”

			Stevie glanced back at Dana, who stared at the floor, one hand pressed against her abdomen while the other tapped her cigarette in a tray. She didn’t appear upset that she didn’t have custody of young Charlotte. She worked full-time and already had one mooching mouth to feed.

			“It looks like Charlotte will live with her paternal uncle. But I’m here to talk about Bob Fletcher.” She smiled at Tony. “Any chance you were wearing your cape near the police station Christmas morning?”

			Behind Stevie, Dana snorted. Tony set down his fork and chortled. “I didn’t kill Bob Fletcher. Hell, I was at church Christmas morning. We went to the first and second services. We didn’t finish up until one o’clock.”

			Small Town Rule #4: Everyone goes to church on Christmas and Easter. Even the assholes. 

			“He’s telling the truth,” said Dana. “I was on the flower committee for that day.”

			“So we’re looking for someone who skipped church that morning,” Stevie said lightly. She’d originally been amused by Tony’s statement, but now she wondered if it was an angle they should look at. A good nine-tenths of the town must have been at some sort of service that morning, but it was a moot point if their killer wasn’t local.

			“Know any sinners I should be questioning?” she asked Tony.

			“Lots of them. But I saw them at church too.”

			She turned and handed Dana a card. “Call us if you think of anything.”

			Dana followed her out the door and down the steps, pulling her robe tight against the wind. “Thank you for handling him. I was afraid you’d put him in a bad mood.”

			“I know how to handle his type. I try to keep them smiling the whole time.”

			“Hard to do day in, day out.” The tired-looking woman sighed.

			“If you ever need—”

			“Stop right there,” Dana ordered, pointing at Stevie with her cigarette. “Your sister gave me the same lecture. I’m not stupid.”

			Stevie bit her tongue, knowing the woman needed to come to her own decision.

			Shrewd eyes studied Stevie. “When are you going to marry that police chief of yours? I heard you haven’t even given up your apartment yet. I don’t know what you’re waiting for. In a tiny town like this, you’re not going to find many good ones like I did.” She jerked her head at the window of her home and inhaled on her cigarette, giving Stevie a wink, sharing a womanly bonding moment.

			Stevie was speechless as she mentally compared Zane to Tony. She pulled up the hood of her heavy coat. “Merry Christmas, Dana. And I’m very sorry for your loss.”

			She climbed in her vehicle, suddenly needing to feel Zane’s arms around her.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER SIX
 
			His energy restored with a jump-start from Nell’s espresso, Zane returned to the Wayside Motel. He spotted Charlie watching him from the window of the lobby and decided to see if the manager had any gossip to share about his customers.

			“I hear you’re steering business away from me, Zane,” Charlie complained the second Zane stepped in the door.

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

			“That family from out of town. The Phillipses. I heard they were told to go stay at Dixie’s. Everyone knows Dixie doesn’t take customers during the winter months.” He scowled.

			Zane halted. “Seriously, Charlie? You wanted them to stay in the same motel where their daughter was murdered? Don’t you have any feelings?”

			“She wasn’t murdered here. I heard what the examiner said. Just because she was found here, doesn’t mean you need to be scaring away my customers by telling them someone was killed here. She could have been killed anywhere.”

			“For fuck’s sake, Charlie. Their daughter died. Grow a heart and put yourself in their situation.”

			“It’s hurting business.” He glared and Zane noticed his comb-over looked extra thin today.

			“That’s not my problem. How can it be hurting business when you’re the only motel for miles? How about you replace the sinks and bedspreads? Update the rooms a bit. Stop charging everyone for Wi-Fi. That’d help your business.”

			“You don’t know anything about the business of running a motel.”

			Zane closed his eyes, took two deep breaths, and opened them, staring hard at Charlie. “Do you have any news for me? Anything about Vanessa Phillips?”

			“No.”

			“Then I’ll get to work. A business I do know something about.” He strode out of the lobby and barely kept himself from slamming the door. Charlie hadn’t cleared the snow from the motel walkways, and Zane had to step carefully. He hoped someone slipped and sued.

			Room 127 was occupied by Tim Sessions, the trucker with the sexual assault record. According to Kenny’s information, Tim had checked in on December twenty-third and was still staying at the motel. Tim had answered all of Kenny’s questions on Christmas Day, and claimed he hadn’t seen or heard anything unusual until the cops showed up. It was the standard answer Kenny got from everyone. Tim’s room was next door to the unit where Vanessa had been found.

			Zane knocked and the door opened promptly. No waft of alcohol spilled out. Instead Zane was greeted with a little too much Old Spice. Tim Sessions was dressed in jeans and cowboy boots. Zane knew he was twenty-eight. He looked like a young, all-American rodeo champion. Not a sex offender.

			“I figured you guys would be back as soon as you ran me through the system,” Tim said, holding out his hand to Zane.

			“You know why I’m here then,” said Zane. Tim had a strong handshake, his hands heavily callused. A working man’s hands.

			“I know what’s on my record. As soon as I heard about that girl next door, I knew I’d get more questions. Seems logical.”

			Zane relaxed the tiniest bit but didn’t let down his guard. He’d met some awfully good liars in his line of work. “This will just take a minute.”

			Tim let him inside. The only indication that anyone had stayed there was a water glass and a novel on Tim’s nightstand. The room was immaculate. Except for the standard thinning carpet and frayed bedspread.

			“Did you see Vanessa Phillips at all?” Zane held out the photo.

			Tim took the picture and shook his head. “I didn’t know anyone had occupied the next room. The only women I’d seen around here were the housekeepers and the waitstaff at the bar across the parking lot.” He looked up at Zane. “She was killed in the room next door?”

			“We don’t think that’s the murder site, but she was found there. What brings you to town?”

			“Just passing through.”

			Zane lifted an eyebrow and waited. People who were just passing through didn’t stay for four days. Especially truckers.

			“Well, I was passing through until I got sick. I was only going to stay the one night, but I came down with some nasty food poisoning or flu. Today’s the first day I’ve felt human. I think it might have been the shrimp I ate at the bar. Good thing I wasn’t in the middle of a job.”

			“You missed Christmas?”

			“Yeah, I talked to my mom on the phone. I was headed their way for the holiday. They live in Leggett.”

			Zane shook his head. “Don’t know it.”

			“South of here in Northern California. Redwood country.”

			“Then you weren’t too far from home.”

			“Too far to drive in that crappy weather with my gut acting the way it was.”

			He looked pretty healthy to Zane. “Tell me about your record.”

			Tim looked away, his expression going blank. “She was seventeen. Told me she was nineteen.” He turned back to Zane, his gaze hardening. “We were in love, but her daddy didn’t like it, so he reported me. I was twenty and that made it illegal. End of relationship and end of story.”

			Zane was silent. Not what I expected to hear.

			“You’ll be paying the consequences for a long time,” he finally said.

			“Tell me about it.” Bitterness rang in the young man’s tone for the first time.

			“What’s she doing these days?” Zane couldn’t help but ask.

			A wry smile twisted Tim’s lips. “Married with three kids. White picket fence. And a drinking problem.”

			“I think you’ll land on your feet,” Zane said.

			“It’s been eight years. I’m ready for some solid footing.”

			Zane ended the interview and sat in his car for a few minutes. He’d been twenty and had dated a younger girl. He’d definitely been young and dumb but at least he had walked away without any consequences. He could see himself in Tim Sessions’s boots.

			He mentally moved Tim down a few slots on his suspect list.
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			“We’ve got a situation at Fletcher’s Bar!” Sheila hollered at Stevie in the police station. 

			Stevie looked up from the notes she’d been writing from her interview with Tony and Dana that morning. She glanced at the clock and realized she’d missed dinner. “Where’s Zane?” she shouted back.

			“He’s right in the middle of it.”

			“Shit.” Apparently she wasn’t the only one who’d missed dinner. 

			She grabbed her coat and strode toward the front door. “Who called?” she asked Sheila as she passed by her desk.

			“Angie. She says there’s a few guys flinging insults, and Zane’s trying to cool things down. She says it’s going to erupt at any second.”

			Stevie flew out the door. Angie knew how to size up drunken men. Ten years of waiting tables at Fletcher’s had given her a lifetime of experience.

			Five minutes later Stevie pulled her car into the parking lot next to Zane’s and eyed the rifle clamped by her console. Not yet.

			Her bulletproof vest felt heavy as she jogged to the door of the squatty old building. Too many times she’d responded to calls at Fletcher’s Bar. She never knew what to expect inside. One time she’d arrived and found everything had settled down and the men were slapping each other on the back like best friends. Another time she’d arrived and found two men on the floor with stab wounds.

			She yanked open the door.

			This was more like the second time. Zane had Amber Lynn’s stepfather, Tony Cooper, in a headlock, yelling at him to hold still. Two other men were holding the arms of a guy who seemed intent on beating Tony’s head in. Zane met her gaze. “Get him down!” He nodded toward the other guy. 

			Stevie stepped forward and opened her mouth to order the second guy to stop fighting, but he yelled at her first. “Out of the way, bitch!” He tried to fling himself at her but was held in place by his friends.

			She planted a foot and kicked him in the groin, and he collapsed with a scream, barely stopped from hitting the concrete floor by the guys still holding his arms. They winced and looked away.

			She grabbed one of his arms and twisted it behind his back and snapped on the cuffs. His friend politely held his other arm for her as she repeated the motion. She shoved him onto his chest on the floor.

			Tony Cooper stopped thrashing in Zane’s headlock. “You gonna behave?” Zane asked.

			Tony nodded, and Zane slowly released him.

			“What happened?” Stevie asked. Zane was breathing heavily, but she didn’t see any bruises or blood on him. She swallowed hard, tamping down her own adrenaline, which had been pumping hard since Sheila yelled at her. She kept a professional distance from Zane, fighting her instinct to touch him.

			“That asshole accused me of killing Bob Fletcher,” Tony said, pointing at the guy on the ground. “I didn’t kill no one.” Tony’s right eye was starting to swell, and blood dripped from his nose. Zane grabbed a napkin off a bar table and thrust it at him.

			“Who is that?” she muttered to Zane.

			“Beats me.”

			Stevie squatted next to the guy still writhing on the floor. “Got a name?”

			“You kicked me in the balls.” His eyes were squeezed shut, his long hair covering most of his face.

			She looked up at the two men who’d been holding his arms, seeing the reproach in their eyes. Men were protective of their family jewels. She abruptly realized one was Ryan Phillips, Vanessa’s brother. She narrowed her eyes at him. She hadn’t expected to see the mourning brother in a seedy bar like Fletcher’s.

			“Anyone know his name?”

			“That’s Jake Powers. Worked with Bob,” answered the second man.

			Stevie took a closer look at the man on the floor. Sure enough. “Hey, Jake. Looks like you found a great diet plan.” The man must have lost a hundred pounds since she’d seen him last. “Looking good. Except you could use a haircut.”

			“Fuck you, Stevie,” Jake moaned.

			She stood up with a grin. If anyone had had a foot to the balls coming, it was Jake Powers. He’d leered at her and Carly since they were teenagers. He was a creep who’d done odd jobs for the bar and motel for years. He had a way of fading into the background, but the women in town always complained that he stared at them. He didn’t ever touch them, but he certainly had his fill of looking.

			“Tony killed Bob,” Jake choked out. “Asshole did it because Bob killed Amber Lynn.”

			Stevie remembered there’d always been a bit of hero worship on Jake’s part toward Bob Fletcher. It added to his creep factor.

			“Well, sounds like Bob may have had it coming then, right? You can’t kill someone’s stepdaughter without paying for it,” Stevie said, trying to make Jake feel she saw his point. “How do you know Tony did it?” she prodded.

			“Because he came in here all gloating and shit because Bob was dead.”

			Stevie paused. “That’s it?”

			“Yeah.”

			Zane exchanged a glance with Stevie. It wasn’t the concrete evidence they’d hoped to hear. She bent over and hauled Jake to his feet. He reeked of booze and swayed, struggling to keep his balance. She looked at Ryan Phillips. “What are you doing in here?”

			“Just getting a drink,” he said. “I can only be around my parents for so long.” His gaze was bitter, and Stevie understood. His family was in mourning, and he was looking for a temporary escape. “Amber Lynn was the other girl that was killed, right?” Ryan asked. “Are they fighting about the guy who killed her?”

			Stevie nodded. “We still don’t know if he’s the one who harmed your sister.” She strongly suspected Bob had killed both women. The timing was too close to be coincidental. They just needed proof.

			“Let’s let Jake sleep it off back at the station,” Zane said.

			“No!” Jake straightened, his eyes wide open. “That’s where Bob was killed! They’ll get me too!”

			“Who, Jake?” Stevie asked. “Who will get you?”

			The man started to struggle in her grip. “I don’t know, but I’m not going to sit there all locked up and waiting for someone to come slash my neck.” Panic flooded his features.

			“He under arrest?” Angie stepped forward, looking from Stevie to Zane.

			“That depends,” Zane said. He glanced at Tony. “You pressing charges?”

			Tony glared from Jake to the other men in the bar, who were listening and watching intently. “No.”

			“Then he’s not under arrest. But I can’t let him drive home drunk,” said Zane.

			“I’ll drive him home,” said Angie. “I’ve done it enough times before. He’s been a wreck since we found out about Bob, that’s all.”

			“Don’t talk about me like I’m not here,” Jake slurred.

			“You want Angie to drive you home?” Zane asked him. “You swear no more fighting tonight?”

			“Yeah. I wanna go home.”

			Zane nodded at Stevie, and she removed Jake’s cuffs. Angie grabbed an arm and steered him into the back of the bar. The tension level in the bar dropped twenty degrees.

			“Go home, Tony,” Zane ordered. The man glared at everyone but turned and left.

			Stevie took her first deep breath as Zane looked around the room. “I don’t want to come back tonight,” he said to the crowd. Murmurs of agreement went through the group.

			Zane gestured to the door. “Let’s go.”

			Stevie was ready to leave. Her man was in one piece, and she couldn’t wait to tell Carly she’d finally gotten some satisfaction with a boot to Jake Powers’s crotch.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER SEVEN
 
			The next morning Zane held the diner door open for Stevie. The scent of eggs, bacon, and coffee greeted them.

			“I’m starving,” Stevie muttered. She held up a hand to Hank, who was sitting at a lonely table near the back, waiting for them.

			Good choice. Zane didn’t want half the town listening while Hank updated them on Bob Fletcher’s autopsy results. He hadn’t liked the meeting location, but Hank said his schedule was tight, he needed to eat, and Zane would have to wait until his official report unless he wanted a briefing now.

			Murder and maple syrup.

			They greeted the medical examiner, and Zane held up two fingers to the waitress, signaling for coffee for Stevie and him. They needed it. They’d had a hard time falling asleep after the brawl at Fletcher’s last night. Nothing like an adrenaline dump in one’s stomach to make sleep stay away. Stevie had gone home with him and clung tight to him all night. They’d needed the one-on-one time.

			He knew she was close to agreeing to move in with him. One of the hardest things he’d ever done was sit back and let her come to the decision in her own time, but Patsy had assured him it was the right path to take. Clearly the universe was trying to teach him patience.

			Moments later they both had gotten coffee and ordered omelets, and now they watched as Hank wiped his mouth with his napkin, a time-for-business look on his face.

			“Bob Fletcher had the remains of a Suboxone tablet under his tongue,” Hank announced quietly, glancing behind Zane and Stevie to make certain no public ears were listening.

			Zane set down his coffee cup. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. What’s Suboxone?”

			“A treatment for opioid addiction. It dissolves under the tongue and helps relieve the addict’s withdrawal symptoms.”

			“I’ve never heard of it,” said Stevie.

			“It’s been around a few years,” said Hank. “It can become addicting itself, so it’s controlled. Bob had classic symptoms of a narcotic addiction.”

			“Damn it!” Zane wanted to hit something. “I’m tired of finding out about people’s drug habits in this town. It’s like discovering dangerous mold inside your home’s walls. It can contaminate everything.”

			“Did one of you give it to him?” Hank asked. “Or did you check to see if he had it on him?”

			Zane looked at Stevie, and she frowned in confusion. “We didn’t give him any medication. And I know he was thoroughly searched before he was put in the cell. He wouldn’t have had access to anything like that in there.”

			“Well, he got it somehow. I imagine during the time in your cell he was craving his narcotic fix pretty bad. Shakes. Sweats. Nausea. Someone gave him something to take the edge off.”

			“Kenny wouldn’t do that,” said Zane. Stevie nodded vehemently in agreement.

			“So that leaves your killer,” stated Hank. “He gave him something to make him feel better and then murdered him. Don’t know what I think of that.”

			“That makes no sense,” said Stevie.

			“Unless the murderer did it to get close to Bob,” suggested Zane. “Show him he had something to take the edge off and then killed him when his guard was down. Bob was a beefy guy, used to handling the drunks in his bar. To kill him by slashing his neck, you’d have to be up close and personal.”

			“About that,” said Hank as he bit into his toast. “The angle and depth of the cuts tells me your killer is right-handed. I know that’s not a big help because most of the population is right-handed.”

			“Then Tony Cooper definitely isn’t our man,” said Stevie. “I had the pleasure of watching him eat scrambled eggs yesterday. He used the arm closest to the window in his home, his left.”

			Zane nodded. “The left was his dominant arm during the fight last night. I’ve already talked to a few people who said he was in church all morning on Christmas, so his alibi holds up anyway.”

			“Where’s that leave us?” Stevie whispered. “Another killer walking around Solitude?”

			“Was there anything in your findings to tie Bob Fletcher to Vanessa Phillips’s death?” Zane asked Hank. His brain was working overtime. Did they have one or two killers still in town?

			Hank shook his head. “Not in either autopsy. You’re going to have to do some more old-fashioned police work to verify your killer.”

			Zane nodded, meeting Stevie’s gaze.

			“We’ve hit a dead end on fingerprints and witnesses,” said Stevie. “I sent a few pieces of trace evidence to the state lab, but that can take weeks. People are starting to lock their doors at night. Especially the young women.”

			“They should be doing that anyway,” asserted Hank. “The city of Medford has had two women in their early twenties go missing in the last six months. Haven’t found a sign of them. One possibly took off with a boyfriend, but the mother of the other one swears she wouldn’t leave town.”

			The hair on Zane’s neck stood up. “You know about Samantha Lyle, right?”

			Stevie leaned forward, nodding as Hank shook his head. “I don’t think so,” he said.

			“She vanished from Solitude two months ago. She’d been talking about going to Nashville, so a lot of people think she took off without telling anyone. But if she did, she left all her clothing behind and it was after having a fight with her boyfriend at Fletcher’s.”

			“Fletcher’s again, eh?” asked Hank. “I’ve always known it was a cesspool, but it seems to be the eye of the storm, sucking in more victims.”

			“That makes five women killed or missing, if we include the Medford women,” said Stevie. “Was Bob involved in all of them? He implied to Tyler that Amber Lynn was a spur-of-the-moment-type thing.”

			“Even though we think his motivation for killing Amber Lynn was to get that flash drive back, the footage of him putting a different young woman in his vehicle suggests that he might have been involved in the disappearance of at least one other. Who we still can’t verify was Vanessa Phillips.” Zane rubbed a hand over his forehead. “It looks like we have a predator with a taste for young women, and Bob was involved in some way. I’ll reach out to Medford PD today and talk to the investigators, see where they’re at in their cases. I hadn’t heard about the missing women from out there.”

			“I remember seeing a notice about one of them,” said Stevie. “I forgot until now. But if they’re all related, could Bob Fletcher be the suspect?”

			“We’ve got him on video with a young woman.” Zane ticked off points on his fingers. “We know he choked Amber Lynn, Samantha Lyle was last seen leaving Fletcher’s after fighting with her boyfriend, and now two more women of the same age are missing. Holy crap . . . have we been blind?” Dread filled him. Had a serial killer been operating in southwest Oregon?

			“But who killed Bob?” asked Stevie. “Was it vigilante justice by someone who knew what he was doing to young women?”

			“Or someone who simply had a bone to pick with Bob,” Hank suggested. “He wasn’t the type to make friends.”

			Zane met Stevie’s gaze. “We need to search his home. Today.”
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			Stevie stepped inside Bob’s small house and wrinkled her nose. Ugh. “Smells like a single guy lives here.”

			Zane winced. “My place smells like this?”

			“Hell no. You’re clean. I should have said it smells like a sloppy single guy lives here. And that there’s a reason he’s still single.”

			Bob’s small ranch home sat far out of town, way back from the main highway. Snow covered the long winding dirt road to the house, and Zane had cursed three times as his wheels hit deep ruts. He’d taken the house key from Bob’s personal effects at the station, and they’d both bootied and gloved up before entering the home, their evidence kits in hand.

			Stevie began by photographing every room. The house felt claustrophobic. The ceilings were too low for Stevie’s taste and the windows too small. She could hear the Rogue River as it rushed by about a hundred feet from the back of the house. Tall fir trees blocked any view of the water or of his neighbors.

			“Definitely a private home,” observed Zane. “No one would have noticed his comings and goings. Or heard anything either. There’s got to be at least a half mile between him and his closest neighbor.”

			Private enough to bring home unwilling young women?

			“I don’t see any outbuildings,” said Stevie, looking out a back window. “Let’s start in his bedroom.”

			After photographing every inch of the room, she and Zane pulled it apart. Mattress, box spring, under the bed, behind wall hangings, every inch of his closet and dresser. She made no comment about the huge stack of porn magazines and DVDs in a cardboard box next to his bed. They moved into the bathroom, which rivaled those at the Wayward Motel. He had a mold problem on the bathroom ceiling.

			“Don’t men see that sort of thing?” Stevie asked, pointing upward.

			“I’m sure he saw it,” said Zane. “I think he just didn’t care enough to do something about it.”

			Men.

			“You would have cleaned it, right?” she asked.

			“Absolutely.” He busied himself in a bathroom cupboard.

			Stevie suspected her brothers would have too. Well, maybe not Bruce. Unless he worried about a woman seeing it. She took a long look at the grimy tub that hadn’t seen a scrubber or Clorox in a long time. If she had wanted to kill someone, the tub would have been a natural place to contain the mess. But clearly Bob hadn’t cleaned it to erase evidence.

			“Well, hello there.” Zane turned around, an orange prescription bottle in his hand. “If I hadn’t talked with Hank this morning, this bottle wouldn’t mean a thing to me.” He held it out for Stevie to see. Suboxone.

			“Was he taking it regularly?” Stevie asked. She took the lid off the bottle. Half the number of prescribed pills were gone. “I wonder if he was trying to get clean from the oxy. Look at the label. He went out of town to fill it. He didn’t want anyone around here knowing he was taking the medication.”

			“Are you saying our pharmacy might harbor gossips? Impossible,” stated Zane with a straight face.

			Stevie smirked. “I suspect Donald knows everyone’s dirty little secrets. But I think he’s pretty good about keeping his mouth shut. Most of the time, anyway.”

			They hit pay dirt again in the second bedroom. Cash. Lots of it. Stevie did a quick count of the bills that’d been tucked inside a paper bag and stashed in a short filing cabinet. “He’s got seven thousand dollars here. Could that be profits from Fletcher’s?”

			Zane fanned out the cash on the floor. “I don’t think so. Look how nice and neat the bills are. And they’re big bills. Fifties and hundreds. Whenever I’ve been in Fletcher’s the crowd pays with cards or crinkled-up small bills. These look fresh from the bank.”

			Stevie agreed. “It could be his savings. Maybe he doesn’t trust the bank.” She slid the cash into an evidence bag. The last time she’d found a big stash of cash in a search, the owner had been involved in drug dealing, and the rumors of drug dealing at the truck stop and Hank’s assertion of Bob’s drug addiction were firmly at the forefront of her mind. They moved to the kitchen and living room of the home.

			“Oh shit. Look. We didn’t see this when you first took the pictures in here.” Zane opened the door to the small concrete back patio, and Stevie saw the outside doorjamb had been splintered next to the lock.

			“Someone broke in. But when?” she asked.

			“Bob never reported a break-in,” said Zane. “But if he was doing something illegal, I can understand why he wouldn’t. I think if he’d known about it he would have tried to secure the door somehow . . . he has a lot of cash to protect. But it doesn’t look like someone dug through his things, right? He’s a slob, but nothing is broken or emptied out as if a search had been done. And the cash wasn’t hard to find. Why leave it behind?”

			“Could the cash have been planted for us to find?” Stevie asked.

			Zane nodded slowly, weighing the idea. “But who has that much extra cash lying around for the sole purpose of incriminating someone?”

			“No one in Solitude,” agreed Stevie.

			She knelt next to the jamb and sniffed. “Smells like fresh-cut wood.” She pointed at the light layer of snow that the wind had blown onto the patio. “There’re splinters of the doorjamb on top of the recent snow. Not that Bob would have cleaned it up, but I think we need to consider that it happened after we locked him up. Or even after he was killed.”

			Tension crept up her spine and she stood, scanning the woods behind the house. The snow was pristine in the open areas, no footprints. She closed the door, wishing she could lock it. “This place gives me the creeps.”

			“If he killed Vanessa Phillips, he didn’t do it here,” said Zane. “I haven’t seen anything that indicates someone was murdered or held here. In a location as remote as this, he could have easily done so without raising suspicion.”

			“So if he was smart enough not to bring them home, where would he have taken them?” She’d looked up the photos of the missing women from Medford and their faces were stuck in her memory. She hoped Solitude hadn’t harbored a serial killer with a taste for young women. “If Bob did it, he had a hiding place where he felt safe. Maybe we need to look deeper into the woods for some sort of outbuilding. He has three acres. Maybe we can’t see it from here.”

			“I think he would need to drive to the area if he was transporting victims. There’s no driving around in those woods with the trees so close together.”

			“He was a muscular guy,” countered Stevie. “He could have carried a woman or forced her to walk.”

			“Let’s finish up inside and take a look around out back.”

		

	
		
    CHAPTER EIGHT
 
			Bob’s property had revealed no more clues, and two days later Zane felt like he’d hit a dead end in the investigations. Stevie suggested he step away from his desk and take a few hours off from work. Off from police work, anyway.

			A dozen people hustled about in the big grange hall, following Patsy’s orders as they set up for the New Year’s Eve party in two days. Somehow Zane had been assigned duties that required muscle. That was fine with him. His brain was preoccupied, and it felt good to follow someone else’s orders for a change. “Pull that table out from the wall,” Patsy ordered Zane. “People need to be able to walk behind it. We’ll need access to the food from both sides of the table or it’ll take forever for everyone to get fed.”

			Zane grabbed the long banquet table and slid it out. Patsy nodded her approval, covered it with a red tablecloth, and pointed at a second table. “That one too.”

			Patsy could deftly command a crew, and the people didn’t realize they were working their tails off. The big hall was being cleaned from top to bottom, the decorations were going up, and the sound system and band stage were coming together. Stevie was on decoration duty.

			“Eyes on your work, son,” Patsy said.

			Zane grinned at the petite woman. She’d caught him eying her daughter’s jeans-clad ass as Stevie stood on a ladder, stretching to attach a banner. “Yes, ma’am.” He slid the second table into place and then followed Patsy to the storage area to bring out more chairs.

			Tonight he could pretend Solitude wasn’t deep in the middle of unsolved murders. Yesterday he’d talked to a Medford Police Department investigator about the two missing women from his town. The detective had admitted they’d exhausted all their leads. One of the women had struggled with depression and drug addiction, and he believed she might have left town on her own. But the other young woman had been active in her community and had left behind a boyfriend and family who were distraught and confused.

			“You’re looking at the cases as being related, right?” Zane had asked.

			“I am,” the detective had replied. “But I’m telling you, there’s nothing similar about these two women except their ages.”

			“And that they’re both missing,” argued Zane. “I’ve got one missing young woman and two dead. You’re less than an hour away, so I have to look at the big picture.”

			“But you said your suspect is dead and you’ve linked him to only one of the cases.”

			“Right, but we’ve got him footage of him putting a different young woman in the back of his vehicle. Most regular guys don’t do that. I think it’s just a matter of time before we discover his tie to the rest of these women.”

			“Well, let me know when you’ve got something concrete. It’s like these women were abducted by a spacecraft. We can’t find any sign of outside involvement in either case.”

			Zane had spent the rest of the day and this morning poring over the case files from Medford. The police work looked solid, but he disagreed with the investigator that the only thing the women had in common was their age. He’d immediately noticed they both had long wavy hair. Just like Vanessa Phillips. And Samantha Lyle.

			If the abductions had all been committed by the same man, he definitely had a type.

			“Put the chairs in small circles so people can talk, Zane,” Patsy directed. He obeyed, unfolding the chairs and arranging them in circles.

			Bruce immediately sat in the first chair Zane unfolded, setting his crutches down with a sigh.

			“They’re allowing you to walk around already?” Zane asked. The young man looked exhausted. He’d lost weight and his facial bruises had moved to a horrible yellow-brown stage.

			“I begged. I couldn’t sit still any longer.”

			“You’re lucky you can’t move furniture,” Zane joked.

			Bruce gave a weak smile. “My mother knows how to get things done.” He winced and rubbed at his ribs.

			“When are you due for your next pill?” Stevie instantly appeared next to Zane, her focus on her younger brother.

			“Lay off, Mom.”

			“Are you taking your pain medication? There’s no reward for trying to be stronger than the pain,” Stevie pointed out.

			“I’m almost out. I’m trying to stretch what I have left.”

			Stevie frowned and scanned the room. “Donald couldn’t fill the whole prescription when I picked it up. He said he’d call when he got more in. I saw him here somewhere.”

			“I haven’t heard from him,” Bruce said.

			“He’s setting up the sound system,” Zane volunteered. Stevie marched toward the stage, clearly on a mission.

			“She’s a lot like Patsy,” Zane observed as he watched her go. “Only taller.”

			“Yeah,” Bruce replied, sounding less than pleased. “Two moms. Three when Carly is around.”

			They watched Stevie corner the pharmacist, who took a quick step back at her direct questions. She gestured at Bruce across the room, and Donald pushed up his glasses with one finger, nodding as he listened to her. He spoke earnestly for a few seconds, and she seemed to accept his answer. He had an armful of cords and shyly held out a microphone to Stevie, pointing at the speakers scattered through the grange hall.

			“Time for a sound check,” observed Bruce. “I guess Donald knows how to handle women better than I gave him credit for.”

			Stevie accepted the mic, ran her other hand down the cord like she’d always carried one, and moved to the center of the stage. She looked over her shoulder back at Donald, asking a question. He shrugged and held up a palm in a questioning motion. She turned back to the room and took a breath, lifting the mic to her mouth. The first line of Dusty Springfield’s “Son of a Preacher Man” filled the room and everyone stopped in their tasks to listen. The throaty lyrics oozed from the speakers, and the hair on Zane’s arms stood up.

			“Fuck me,” Bruce muttered. “I don’t know why she doesn’t do that for money.”

			Zane often heard Stevie sing while she was cooking or driving, but during those times her singing was casual and carefree. On the stage she caught her groove and her emotions came through in the lyrics. She met his gaze from across the room and everyone else faded away.

			The only one who could ever reach me was the son of a preacher man.

			“Wow. She’s good,” said a new voice next to Zane, pulling him out of the moment. “You’re a lucky bastard.”

			Zane turned to see Andrew Reynolds watching Stevie. He wanted to punch the developer for destroying the moment.

			“You’re still in town, Andrew?” At least he seemed sober tonight. He smelled of soap and his button-down shirt was freshly ironed.

			A shadow crossed the developer’s face. “No reason to go home.” He clamped his lips together, and Zane knew he was holding back.

			“What happened?” Zane hoped he wouldn’t regret asking.

			A bloodshot gaze met his. “Wife called to tell me she’s filing for divorce. Merry fucking Christmas.”

			Regret flooded Zane. “That sucks.” Andrew didn’t seem like the type to share his life history, and Zane really didn’t want to know more. He was moving forward in his relationship; it seemed like bad luck to acknowledge crumbling ones.

			“Guess I’ll hang around a few more days for the party,” Andrew said. “I’m in no rush to go back home. Life moves a little slower down here. Drove me crazy at first, but now I kinda like it. Who knows? Maybe this trip was fate. Perhaps I’ll talk to the boss and request I be put in charge of the O’Rourke project.” He folded his arms across his chest, and Zane caught sight of the bruises and scratches on the backs of his hands.

			“What happened to your hands, Andrew?” He took a harder look at the developer, his brain racing. The man had a mobile job, he was frequently on the road, and he’d arrived in Solitude just as things were going to hell.

			Andrew studied his hands, twisting his lips. “I might have let off a little steam on the bathroom door of my motel. Charlie already added it to my bill. How much do you want to bet he doesn’t replace the door and leaves it with gaping holes for the next guest?”

			Zane knew it wouldn’t be replaced. 

			Applause and whistles sounded through the hall, and Zane swore as he realized he’d missed the rest of Stevie’s song. She bobbed in a brief curtsy, her face shining with pleasure, and handed the mic back to Donald, who appeared starstruck. She jumped off the stage and worked her way toward Zane.

			“Donald said he expects your medication soon and he’ll give you a call,” she told Bruce.

			“Let me know when you want to perform at a gig,” Bruce said. “I know you think the guys I play with are a bunch of irresponsible hacks, but I could find you solo work without a problem.”

			“Hotel lounges every weekend? No thanks.” She held Zane’s gaze, giving a wide smile. “I like my day job.”

			His leg muscles went weak.

			A smooth country ballad came through the speakers, and two couples dropped Patsy’s tasks to start spinning about the dance floor.

			Stevie held out a hand to Zane. “Dance with me?”

			He didn’t pause. He grabbed her hand and ditched Bruce and Andrew.

			He held her tight to him, guiding her through a simple two-step. “Will your mother mind?” he asked.

			“Not one bit. She can turn off the music if she wants people to get back to work.”

			Zane glanced at Patsy, who was beaming at the three dancing couples. “Your mom is a romantic. She won’t be the one to turn it off.” He nodded at a couple in their seventies who had joined the dancers, the man looking at his wife as if she were the only woman in the room.

			Someday.

			He looked into Stevie’s brown eyes and wanted the music to never end. Simply being around this woman made every day better. Happiness welled up inside him, and he couldn’t stay quiet. “Marry me, Stevie. Make me the happiest man in Solitude.”

			Stevie missed a step, her eyes widening, and he held her tighter.

			“Don’t say it’s too soon. We both know we’ve never felt anything else like this.” Determination flooded him. He was through with holding his tongue and being patient. “I want to grow old with you and hear you sing to my children. I want to dance with you when we’re seventy and look into your eyes for the rest of my life.”

			She blinked rapidly, her gaze never leaving his.

			“You feel it too; I know you do. Just say you will.”

			Perhaps it was Andrew’s announcement of the end of his marriage that’d made Zane realize he was tired of waiting for his to start. He and Stevie had been in a holding pattern for seven months. It was time to land.

			“Okay.” She paused and her brows narrowed as she evaluated what she’d just said. “Okay,” she repeated more forcefully, accepting her decision. “I’ll marry you, Zane.” A wide smile filled her face, and she stopped their dance. “That feels wonderful to say.”

			He wrapped his arms tightly around her waist and lifted her, spinning in a circle. “I love you, Stevie Taylor.” Dizziness swamped him, or maybe it was pure elation. He didn’t care. He spun her twice more and set her down. Turning to the small crowd, he lifted a fist in exultation. “She said she’d marry me!”

			Immediate applause and wolf whistles drowned out the music.

			“About time!” Bruce shouted across the room.

			Patsy rushed to her daughter, giving her a giant hug and kiss. Both women were laughing and crying simultaneously. Patsy turned to Zane, nearly knocking him down with her hug. “Thank you, Zane.”

			“No, thank you, Patsy.”

			He looked over Patsy’s head and met his fiancée’s gaze.

			He finally felt complete.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER NINE
 
			Stevie smiled at her computer monitor. Then at her pencil. And then at her coffee cup.

			And so her morning had gone.

			Her facial muscles were exhausted because she hadn’t stopped smiling since Zane proposed last night. She’d experienced one terrifying moment of standing on the edge of a giant abyss, her decision floating in the air. She’d answered on instinct and instantly known she’d given the correct answer. She’d been certain of her answer ever since.

			Everything felt right.

			It’d all clicked into place last night. She’d been happy since she and Zane had started dating, but she’d never felt like this.

			Stupidly happy. Grinning-like-an-idiot happy.

			Her cell phone rang. Carly.

			“I had to hear from Mom that you’re engaged! That’s not fair!” her sister wailed in her ear.

			“I’m as surprised as you are,” said Stevie.

			“No one is surprised,” argued Carly. “The only surprise is that it took so damn long.”

			“He already had a ring,” said Stevie. “When we got back to his place last night, he pulled a ring out of a drawer.”

			“I know all about the ring. Who do you think helped him pick it out months ago?”

			Stevie pressed a palm against her forehead. “Are you serious? Months?”

			“Yes! Everyone’s known you two were meant to be together except for you.”

			“Well, I knew . . . I just didn’t know when the right time was.” She studied the small diamond on her left hand. It’d also received a lot of her smiles that morning.

			She placated her sister with the promise of meeting later for coffee and hung up.

			Months?

			“Stevie?” Zane hollered from his office down the hall. She glanced at her ring one more time and went to join him. He wore his work face, frowning at a report as she stepped inside. He glanced up and it melted away into a smile as he looked at her. She held his gaze for a long moment and remembered their agreement to keep it professional at work.

			He sighed and refocused on his report. “We just got the analysis back on the hairs we found in the back of Bob Fletcher’s vehicle. Seth had them rush it since we had a murder suspect in custody.”

			Stevie nodded, remembering how the county crime scene techs had found several long hairs. “Vanessa Phillips?”

			“Yep. She was a definite match. So that proves she was in there at some point. Doesn’t prove he killed her, though. And they have three other DNA profiles from other hairs they’d removed.”

			“Three?” Stevie felt ill. “We need to get them the Medford missing girls’ hair samples to compare.”

			“I already sent the Medford investigator an e-mail about it.”

			“How could women be missing and we didn’t notice? And what about the drugs?” Stevie asked. “Hank said Bob was abusing oxy, and Donald said he’d heard that the truck stop was the place to buy illegal prescription medication. What else do we not know about?”

			“I’m afraid to ask,” said Zane. “The photo expert at the forensics lab was able to enhance part of the footage of Bob putting the woman in his vehicle. It’s definitely Vanessa Phillips. They created a pretty clear shot of a bracelet she was wearing and it matches one found in her motel room.”

			Stevie thought hard about the video, remembering how the woman’s arm had flopped sideways at one point. “Wasn’t she wearing two bracelets? I remember them being gray blurs on her wrists.”

			“There was only one in her hotel room.”

			“So he left a bracelet on the body? That seems sort of odd. He went to a lot of work to clean evidence from her body and put away the jewelry she was wearing. Her clothing never turned up, right?”

			“That’s right. He must have kept the second bracelet,” said Zane grimly. “A trophy. Maybe he kept the clothes too.”

			“But where? We went through Bob’s house thoroughly and wasted an hour traipsing through the snow looking for any outbuildings. Where’s his hiding spot?”

			“I swear it feels like we get one question answered and it leads to a dozen more,” Zane muttered. “Who else would know more about Bob?”

			A queasiness settled in Stevie’s gut. “Jake Powers has worked at Fletcher’s bar forever.” Simply saying the man’s name made her feel slimy.

			“The guy who tried to beat up Tony Cooper?”

			“Yes. I haven’t seen much of him since I’ve been back, and you could have knocked me over with a feather when I saw how much weight he’d lost . . .” Stevie thought hard for a second. “Don’t some narcotics suppress the appetite?”

			“I wouldn’t know,” said Zane. “What are you thinking?”

			“I remember how skinny the drug abusers in LA were. They weren’t interested in food. Their drugs gave them everything they needed until it was time for the next hit.”

			“You think Bob was supplying Jake Powers with oxy? And it made him lose weight?”

			“I think it’s worth asking him about. He had a serious man-crush on Bob and was always in his shadow. If anyone knew if Bob Fletcher had a secret hideout, it’d be Jake. He’s like a silent snake.” She shuddered.

			“I don’t know him that well. He’s bad news?”

			“Not really. He’s just always lingered on the fringes of the guys you don’t want to mess with. He was several years ahead of me in school, always the silent guy who hung around the bad kids. Back then he was overweight, and I think he was just looking for acceptance from a group. Like everyone was.”

			“High school sucked,” agreed Zane.

			Stevie tilted her head, studying him. “Who were you in high school, Zane?”

			He scratched his chin, looking sheepish. “You already agreed to marry me. No backing out.”

			“You were one of the troublemakers, weren’t you?”

			“Heck no. I was good. I liked my classes and teachers. You might say I was a bit of a nerdy suck-up.”

			“A nerd?”

			“Glasses, clarinet, and schoolbooks.”

			“Wait. You can play?” She’d never seen him touch an instrument.

			“Didn’t say I could play it. Primarily I just carried it around a lot. I passed band class by the skin of my teeth, but I can’t play a note anymore.”

			Her heart dropped. She couldn’t imagine not being able to play music. “We’ll find something for you to play. It’ll come back fast.”

			“No thanks. I’m happy just listening to the Taylor clan.” A horrified look crossed his face. “Or is playing an instrument a requirement to join your family? Doesn’t Bruce play like ten instruments?”

			She grinned. “Not a requirement. But I suspect Mom will have you playing something before summer. She has a way of simply setting an instrument in front of you and suddenly it feels like you’ve always held it.”

			He stood up. “All this music talk is making me nervous. Let’s go find Jake Powers.”
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			They found Jake sitting at the bar in Fletcher’s.

			For once all the lights were on, and Zane saw the bar in all its filthy glory. His shoes stuck to the floor as he walked in, and beside him Stevie shuddered. “What’s that smell?” she muttered.

			“Beer and vomit.”

			“Nice.”

			Jake sat on a stool at the far end, alone in the brightly lit space. He slouched, his hair hung in his eyes, and his chin stubble looked four days old. He simply glared at them as they walked between the tables.

			“You here to arrest me?”

			“Nope. Unless you know something we don’t know,” said Zane.

			“I didn’t do anything. Tony Cooper has had it coming for years.”

			“You’re lucky he’s not pressing charges.”

			Jake shrugged and looked into his cup of coffee.

			“I’m surprised the bar is open,” said Zane. “I figured it’d close with Bob’s death.”

			“I bet you’d like that,” sneered Jake. “But I know how to run everything. Who do you think keeps it afloat when Bob takes a weekend off? He doesn’t just sit on his ass here year-round. I take over at least one weekend a month.”

			On the bar next to him Jake had an open bag of Doritos, ranch dip, four empty Snickers wrappers, and the remains of one of Nell’s giant cinnamon rolls.

			“Hungry, Jake?” Stevie asked.

			“I eat when I’m pissed.”

			“How’d you lose so much weight, Jake?” Stevie said in a deceptively polite voice. “I didn’t even recognize you the other day. You look great.”

			Jake’s chin lifted the slightest bit. “Workin’ out.”

			“Where at? This town really could use a gym,” Zane added.

			“I got equipment at home.” He wiped his nose with the back of his hand. Sweat beaded on his temples.

			“You feeling okay?” Stevie laid a hand on his shoulder. “You look a little shaky.”

			“You would too if you had cops breathing down your back. What do you want?”

			“We want to know if Bob was dealing oxy,” said Zane. “We know he was using heavily. Was he selling it too? We found a lot of cash in his house with no explanation.”

			Jake sucked at hiding his guilt. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“He’s dead, Jake. It’s not like you can screw things up for him. But we’ve got some missing women and we know Bob was involved with Vanessa Phillips’s murder. We’re just trying to put the pieces together.”

			“Bob wouldn’t hurt anybody!”

			Zane wanted to bang Jake’s head into the bar, knock a little sense into him. “Bob admitted he killed Amber Lynn. That falls under my definition of hurt. How about your definition, Stevie?”

			“Absolutely. I suspect he hurt the other three missing women,” she prodded.

			“That wasn’t his fault! Amber Lynn just got in the way.” Sweat rolled down the side of Jake’s face, and his hand shook as he lifted his coffee cup.

			“Did you know there’s a pill you can take that gets rid of your withdrawal symptoms, Jake?” Stevie asked. “Make the headache and shakes and nausea go away. How’s that sound to you right now?”

			Hopeful eyes looked at Zane. “That true?”

			The man looked miserably sick, and Stevie had nailed it that he was in withdrawal. “How long since your supply ran out, Jake?”

			“A few days.”

			“Bob kept you in oxy?” Zane asked calmly.

			“Yeah, took away my appetite. People started noticing I was losing weight.” Jake’s head hung over his coffee like he wanted to dive into the cup, drown in the caffeine. “He didn’t sell it. He didn’t need to.”

			“What do you mean he didn’t need to? Where’d his cash come from?”

			“The bar makes lots of money. He just used the oxy for himself . . . and gave some to me.”

			“For free?”

			“He never charged me.”

			“How long had he been giving it to you?”

			Jake chewed on his lip. “Must be about two years now.”

			Zane looked at Stevie. How did a drug dealer make money if he gave away his product for two years? Jake had to be mistaken. Or lying. Although he seemed to be a pretty lousy liar.

			Zane pulled out the picture of the two missing Medford women. “Seen these two in the bar?”

			Jake blinked and struggled to focus on the picture. “Pretty.”

			“Very,” said Zane. “But no one’s seen them for months. Do they look familiar?”

			“Dunno.”

			“Did you ever see Bob leave with a woman?” Stevie tried a different tack. “Was he able to get them to go home with him very often?”

			Jake’s eyes lit up. “Oh yeah. He was the best. He said women liked the tough-guy look.” He pulled up his sleeve to show a tattoo on his forearm. “He said tattoos always work on the women.” His tattoo read Only the strong servive. 

			Zane hoped Jake hadn’t paid too much for it.

			Stevie averted her eyes from the tattoo and make a small choking noise. “So Bob was popular with the ladies,” she managed to say. But you don’t recognize these two in the pictures.”

			Jake looked again. “No. We mostly get truckers in here.” He squinted at the paper. “The one on the left might have been in here before. I can’t remember. When women came in Bob tried to get them to sit at this end of the bar where it’s quieter, and he could keep an eye on them. He didn’t want the truckers harassing them.”

			“Isn’t that nice,” Stevie said under her breath.

			“Did Bob have a fishing or hunting cabin he liked to use?” Zane asked. “Or do you know of any outbuildings where he might have stored some of his equipment?”

			Jake scowled. “What kind of equipment?”

			“I don’t know, anything, like a boat or quad.”

			“You’re looking for a place where he killed these women.” Jake pointed at the photos. “I’m telling you, he didn’t do it! He didn’t have a boat to store, and he didn’t hunt.”

			“No one knew him better than you,” Stevie cajoled. “What about Samantha Lyle? Do you remember her?”

			“I knew her. I remember everyone said she left town after her fight with her boyfriend.”

			“Did you see her the night she left? They’d been here in the bar.”

			Zane let Stevie continue asking the questions. Jake looked at her with puppy-dog eyes, having apparently forgotten about her boot to his balls the other night. With Zane he bristled and got defensive every time Zane spoke.

			“I didn’t see them that night. I was off. Just because she’s gone doesn’t mean she was murdered. She could be living in New York City for all we know. Everyone’s trying to make Bob look bad.”

			Bob did that himself. “We’re just looking for answers.” Zane exchanged a glance with Stevie. He was tired of hearing Jake sing Bob’s praises.

			“If you’re trying to find some answers, why aren’t you looking for who killed Bob? All anyone cares about is that woman in the hotel room. She wasn’t even from around here. Bob lives in Solitude, and you haven’t said a word about his murder.”

			“That investigation is ongoing too, Jake,” said Zane with a small pang of guilt. “We’re looking into both at the same time.”

			“It sure doesn’t seem like it. When are you going to arrest someone?”

			“When the time is right.”

			“Fuck off,” said Jake. “Go eat some doughnuts. You guys don’t care about anything.” He turned his back to them, clearly finished with being cooperative.

			Zane was done too.

			“Make an appointment with your doctor, Jake. Maybe he’ll prescribe something to help you get over the oxy.” Zane headed out of the bar, ready to breathe some fresh air. “You’re going to be feeling like hell for quite a while.”

			They stepped out the door and Zane looked at Stevie. “Does it make me a bad guy that I feel like I’m not searching as hard for Bob’s killer as I am for Vanessa’s?”

			Stevie took his hand, smiling sadly. “I think it makes you human. We’re focused just as hard on Bob’s killer.”

			“Because Vanessa’s murderer might be dead. Bob’s is not.”

		

	
		
    CHAPTER TEN
 
			Later that day Zane tapped a pencil on his desk and stared out the window.

			Nothing was happening. He didn’t have a suspect for Bob Fletcher’s death, and he didn’t have proof that Bob had killed Vanessa Phillips.

			What have I missed?

			The multiple long hairs in the back of Bob’s vehicle disturbed him. There was no good reason for hair to be there unless he had hauled the bodies.

			Where did he take the other women?

			Zane had more questions than answers. His mind kept returning to the cash at Bob’s house. Why would someone break in and not steal the money? Had they run out of time? Or had they been looking for something specific and left as soon as it was found?

			He’d searched the house expecting to find oxy. Hank had said he was an abuser, but he and Stevie hadn’t found a single pill of the drug left in the house, and there had been that bottle of Suboxone. Was the lack of oxy a sign he’d cleaned up his act or an indication that someone had emptied his stash?

			Zane didn’t know.

			At five o’clock Stevie stuck her head in his office. “I’m out of here. I’m going to stop by Charlene Stand’s home first. She called because—”

			“She locked herself out of the house again,” Zane finished. “I thought you made her a spare key to stash under a rock or something.”

			“I did. She says she used it last week and forgot to put it back.”

			“I think she’s the only resident that locks all her doors and windows every time she steps outside.” Zane shook his head. He’d been trying to get Solitude residents to lock up occasionally, but Charlene took it to extremes. She worried someone would steal her collection of porcelain figurines. Zane had been in her home and her prized collection creeped him out. Hundreds of pastel figures of children with huge sad eyes. He’d felt he was in a horror movie where mobs of depressed children stared at him right before they rushed in and killed him.

			“Are you going to pick the lock again?” Zane asked.

			“Nope.” Stevie held up a key. “Did you think I’d give her all the spare keys?”

			He laughed and gave her a quick kiss goodbye. “I’ll be home by seven.”

			“I’ll be waiting with Magic. And dinner.”

			Zane slumped back into his chair. Knowing Stevie had left made the office feel empty. He could hear Sheila clanking cups as she straightened up the coffee area before she left too.

			He opened the autopsy report on Bob Fletcher for the tenth time. There had to be something in it to indicate who’d killed the man. The killer had had a very short window of time to get into the office . . . thirty seconds, according to Kenny. But he would have had plenty of time alone with Bob once Kenny had come back and locked the office door. Zane wondered if their suspect had left the police department unlocked on purpose when he left. A way to show he’d breezed in and out without a sweat. The killer could have sat and talked to Bob for quite a while, knowing the rest of them would be focused on the gruesome discovery of Vanessa Phillips’s body at the motel.

			Was that why Vanessa had been left for them to find? As a decoy to empty out the police station? So he could silence Bob? But none of the other missing women had been found. Leaving Vanessa to be discovered had been a big risk . . . a huge risk. Someone must have been very confident the police would believe Bob had killed her. Or else someone was very, very cocky.

			Often the smartest criminals believe they’re untouchable, especially when they’ve successfully gotten away with making women vanish, and that’s when they make their first egotistical mistake.

			Killing Bob had been this criminal’s second.

			Getting into Bob’s cell wouldn’t have been a problem for the killer. A backup set of keys sat in Sheila’s top desk drawer with the other department keys. Trial and error would have taken under a minute.

			Everything indicated that Bob had known his killer. He’d given Bob a drug to counteract his withdrawal symptoms—and Bob had accepted it. There were virtually no signs of a struggle in the cell, indicating Bob hadn’t minded that someone had walked behind him at one point.

			Zane closed his eyes, imagining the scene. The killer would have stood behind Bob as he sat on the chair in the cell, grabbed his head, clamped it to his own abdomen, and then struck with the knife. One long gash, Hank had said. Someone with no fear or hesitation.

			Who’d do that?

			Someone with some arm strength. Someone who had a degree of Bob’s trust. Someone with motive. And someone extremely confident he wouldn’t be caught.

			Most motives came down to money, sex, or power.

			Which would be the winner in Bob’s case?

			Jake had Bob’s trust. He’d let Jake run his bar each time he went out of town. He’d supplied the man with oxy for two years . . . out of the goodness of his heart? Could Jake have been fooling everyone with his mourning for his boss? Or maybe the two of them had had an argument. Maybe Bob had cut off Jake’s oxy supply and it’d pushed him over the edge. Jake was physically suffering from his withdrawals. Men had killed for a lot less than the simple need for a fix.
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			Stevie pulled out of Charlene’s driveway and wondered how long Zane would stay at the office. Clearly the missing women were weighing heavily on his mind. She understood. Ever since they’d taken a step back and realized that Vanessa Phillips might be a small piece of a very large puzzle, Zane had been determined to solve it; she was too.

			Her phone rang. Bruce. She pulled onto the shoulder of the road to answer.

			“Can you pick up my prescription for me? It’s ready and I can’t track down Mom.”

			“Bruce, it’s after five. The pharmacy will be closed.”

			“I’m out of pills, Stevie. Donald said he’d keep it open a few extra minutes if I could send Mom over, but I can’t reach her.”

			Stevie sighed. “You shouldn’t have waited until your medication was gone. Why didn’t you follow up on it sooner?”

			“Oh wait. Apparently I did reach Mom on the phone.” Sarcasm dripped from Bruce’s voice.

			“Very funny. I’ll swing by, but if he’s already closed you’re out of luck.”

			“Thanks, Sis.”

			Stevie grumbled the whole drive back to town. They all babied Bruce instead of making him take responsibility for himself. Her mom did it the most, which explained why he still lived in her house.

			She stopped in front of the pharmacy and breathed a sigh of relief that a light was still on inside. She dashed up the steps and in the door. “Donald?”

			The pharmacist appeared in the doorway to a back room, wiping his hands on a towel. “Hey, Stevie, did Bruce send you? I was expecting Patsy.”

			“He couldn’t locate her.”

			Donald grinned. “Well, I guess this is my lucky day.”
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			Zane stepped inside his dark cabin, frowning as he flipped on a light switch. At his feet Magic squirmed and leaped, barking a greeting, thrilled to see him but clearly needing to go outside. He held the door open for the small dog. “Hurry up,” he told her. Magic vanished into the dark of the yard.

			“Stevie?”

			Silence greeted him.

			He waited for the dog to come back and then closed the door. He checked his small garage, where Stevie parked her vehicle. Empty.

			No messages or texts on his phone. He sent her a text, waited thirty seconds, and then called her number. The call went immediately to voice mail.

			“Call me,” he requested. He sent another text saying the same thing.

			He went to the fridge and stared at the contents, his stomach rolling. He was starving, but looking at the food made him queasy.

			This isn’t right.

			He called Patsy’s home and Bruce answered. “Have you heard from Stevie?” Zane asked.

			“No. I talked to her a few hours ago, and she was going to pick up a prescription for me, but she never dropped it off. I’ve tried calling her a few times.”

			Stevie hadn’t told Zane she was running that errand. “When did you talk to her?”

			“It was just after five,” Bruce said. “Donald said he’d hold the pharmacy open if I could get someone down there right away to pick up my meds. Mom wasn’t home, so I asked Stevie. She gave me some shit about it, but I thought she was going to do it.”

			“Did you call the pharmacy to see if she picked it up?”

			“I did. It’s closed. I just got their machine.”

			Zane ended the call. His mind spinning, he did a quick search for Charlene Stand’s number and called.

			Charlene said Stevie had unlocked her front door and left hours ago.

			Magic rubbed against his legs, expecting the head scratch and tummy rub she usually received when he got home from work. He squatted next to the dog and went through the motions as his mind spun.

			You’re overthinking this. She’s probably at Carly’s house.

			He looked at his screen, about to dial Stevie’s sister. Instead he opened an app to locate Stevie’s phone.

			It couldn’t find her.

			Dread filled his lungs. Her phone had to be completely powered down not to show on the app. He knew she never powered down her phone nor let the battery run out.

			He called Carly. She hadn’t heard from her sister.

			He called Patsy’s number again and talked with Stevie’s mother.

			“You’re worried,” Patsy stated.

			“I’m getting there,” Zane admitted. “This isn’t like her.”

			“I agree.”

			There was a long silence on the phone between them. “Umm . . . Patsy?” Zane held his breath, hoping Stevie’s mother would give him some direction.

			“I can’t feel her,” she said faintly. “I don’t understand. There’s nothing . . .”

			Now he was worried.
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			Her head hurt like a bitch.

			Stevie blinked and struggled to focus on her surroundings. Walls made of stacked concrete blocks filled her vision. She jerked her arms and tried to sit up. She couldn’t move; her hands were secured above her head. She kicked her legs and chains rattled. Looking down, she realized her legs were shackled to a bed. She craned her neck and saw her hands were secured with the same type of chains.

			Dear Lord.

			Panic rushed through her limbs and she fought the chains, thrashing, kicking, and yanking with all her strength.

			Nothing happened.

			Panting, she scoured the room. She was secured in a large area with a low ceiling and no windows. Instinctively she felt she was being held in a basement, where the earth pressed against the walls. She shouted and her voice echoed through the room, bouncing off the rectangles of concrete that lined every wall. Soundproof.

			How . . . ?

			Donald.

			A sharp pain spiked through her skull, and she knew he’d hit her on the head. Stevie closed her eyes, searching for her last memory. Donald had greeted her at the pharmacy and chatted a bit about Bruce’s recovery from his car accident. He’d stopped midconversation and looked past her, a startled expression on his face, and she’d turned to see what had surprised him.

			And she remembered nothing else.

			Is this Donald’s basement?

			He had that big empty house his mother had left him . . . 

			He killed Vanessa Phillips.

			Stevie knew it with every cell in her body. She studied the room, knowing Vanessa must have been chained exactly as she now was. Had the other missing women been here too? How many?

			Terror threatened to overtake her thoughts, but she fought it back.

			She needed to focus and get out. The room had a single metal door and three rows of bright fluorescent lights recessed behind plexiglass in the ceiling. Even if she got her hands loose she wouldn’t be able to get at a bulb or break some of the plastic to use as a weapon. 

			Zane? Was he looking for her?

			She had no concept of time. Did he even know she was missing yet?

			The women from Medford had never been found. Neither had Samantha Lyle.

			Am I next?

			Zane’s face lingered in her thoughts, and she pressed her lips together, fighting back tears. Her left thumb went to touch her engagement ring and found an empty finger. She craned her head, trying to see her left hand. Her ring was gone.

			A trophy.

			She swallowed hard, tasting tears. Not while I’m still breathing, you bastard.

			If Donald thought she would go down easy, he was in for a surprise.
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			“Can you swing by Donald’s house?” Zane asked Kenny. “And ask if Stevie picked up Bruce’s medication?”

			“Not a problem,” said Kenny. “He only lives a mile or two from me.”

			“I found a phone number under his mother’s name, and it must have been a landline in her house at some point, but it’s been disconnected. I asked around for his cell number, but no one has it.”

			“A lot of people have disconnected their landlines,” remarked Kenny. “I’ll call you back after I talk to him.”

			Zane ended the call. It was just after eight o’clock. No reason Donald wouldn’t still be up.

			His brain churned. If Stevie had picked up the medication but hadn’t made it out to her mother’s home, she could have gone off the road anywhere between the two locations. He mentally drove the five-mile route, looking for a place she might have slid off the road. The snow had mostly melted and the roads shouldn’t be icy, but even wet they could be treacherous. He grabbed his hat and keys, needing to take action instead of making phone calls.

			This feels like the search for Bruce.

			It’d been less than a week since another member of the Taylor family had been missing.

			Zane wanted a quicker and safer resolution for Stevie.

		

	
		
    CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
			When the locks clicked on the heavy metal door, Stevie felt as if she’d been waiting for hours. She’d stared at the door for a long time, squinting at the brown streaks that raked the concrete blocks next to the doorframe. The more she’d looked at them, the more she’d been able to envision a woman clawing her fingers bloody on the concrete, trying desperately to escape.

			By her legs there were brown stains on the mattress. Like blood had pooled.

			Her mind had tried to shut down as she’d stared at them. How many women died on this mattress?

			The door opened and Donald strode in with a confidence she’d never seen in the quiet man. He practically strutted. She hid her surprise and simply stared at him.

			Show no fear.

			She knew a victim’s fear would feed a man like him. It was all about power.

			How had he become this person? She’d known Donald and his mother most of her life. Her parents had considered him a close acquaintance, if not a friend. As the town’s longtime pharmacist and sole Realtor, he’d been a large chunk of the town’s foundation. Now he was a cancer that ate away at their town from the inside, slithering in the shadows, striking out at vulnerable women.

			Stevie wasn’t vulnerable. And she would let him know it.

			The chains on her ankles clanked. Maybe I’m a bit vulnerable.

			He stopped a full three feet away from the metal-framed bed and ran a proud gaze over her. “I can’t believe you’re here.”

			She said nothing, keeping her eyes trained on his face. He’s staying a safe distance away. He’s not entirely confident.

			“I’ve always liked you, Stevie,” he said. “You were one of those girls in town that drew everyone’s attention. Beautiful, outgoing, energetic. And talented. I’d forgotten how you can sing.” A dreamy smile filled his face. “When you sang the other night, it blew me away. Your whole family is quite talented. I’d always had a thing for your mother, you know. Her voice was incredible. Does she wonder what might have happened with her singing career if she hadn’t married your father?” He tilted his head to the side as he asked the question.

			She stayed silent.

			His face fell. “So it’s going to be like that, is it? This will go a lot easier for you if you’re polite, Stevie. I don’t think Patsy raised you to be rude.”

			Her mother’s name on his lips made her want to vomit.

			Play along or keep silent?

			He stared at her a moment longer and then sighed. He grabbed a chair, pulled it closer—but not too close—and sat. He worked his lips as he studied her, twisting and pressing them.

			He looked more like an owl than ever. His big round eyeglasses frames were from a different decade, making him seem meek and mild.

			“My mother was a strong woman like yours is,” he said. “She raised me right. Taught me the manners that so many of today’s youth are missing.” His expression indicated that he lumped her, given her current behavior, with “today’s youth.” “Young women simply aren’t taught how to behave these days.”

			Someone has mommy issues.

			She couldn’t remember much about Donald’s mother. She’d always been called Mrs. Montgomery. If she’d had a first name, it had never been used. Stevie faintly recalled a tall, heavy-boned woman with white hair. She’d always worn a housedress and carried a patent leather purse. Stevie was struck by a dim recollection of standing on the main street in Solitude and making faces at her reflection in Mrs. Montgomery’s purse as her mother spoke very loudly with Donald’s mother. The woman had lost her hearing as she aged, and Patsy said she rarely left the house the last few years of her life. Stevie had no memory of Donald’s father. She knew only that he’d been the town pharmacist before his son took over.

			“I don’t know why you’re a cop,” Donald said. “It’s a very unfeminine role. It’s almost like you’re trying to prove something, like you’re not just a pretty face with beautiful hair.” He reached out and touched her hair, an admiring expression on his face.

			Internally Stevie cringed, keeping her expression neutral as his fingers stroked her hair. The Medford women, Samantha Lyle, Vanessa Phillips. All long wavy or curly hair.

			Bile burned the back of her throat.

			His fingers hesitantly touched her cheek. She froze.

			“Ah, Stevie. I think we’re going to get along just fine.”

			She turned her face to the wall, unable to look at him any longer. Down low, right where the mattress met the wall, she spotted initials scratched into the concrete block.

			V.P.

			 

			She held back a scream.
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			Zane slowly drove the country road, watching for skid marks or a sign that a car had plunged into the brush. He’d put in a call to Stevie’s brother-in-law Seth with the county sheriff’s department, explaining the situation. Seth had immediately gotten some county vehicles on the roads, doing a search similar to Zane’s. Carly was in full investigation mode, calling every friend of Stevie’s to see if she’d stopped by.

			Donald had told Kenny that Stevie had picked up the medication soon after five o’clock and left. Donald had had the impression she was headed straight to her mother’s house to make the delivery.

			After getting Kenny’s report on Donald, Zane had sent Kenny to Fletcher’s and the Wayward Motel. He wanted Kenny to talk to Charlie and Jake, see with his own eyes that Stevie wasn’t with them. He also ordered Kenny to bang on every motel door. Zane didn’t care if the guests were disturbed. He wanted someone to get a look in every room, especially Tim Sessions’s. Too much of both murder investigations had centered on Fletcher’s and the motel.

			Zane changed his mind and abruptly pulled a U-turn. County could search the roads. He wanted to see Jake Powers’s face and look in his eyes when he said he hadn’t seen Stevie that evening.

			Jake was a horrible liar.
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			“Bob Fletcher was one of my closest friends,” Donald said. He’d been rambling for a few minutes as he stroked Stevie’s hair. She’d stayed mum, but when he mentioned Bob she narrowed her gaze at him.

			Donald and Bob?

			“He was!” Donald said at the disbelief in her eyes. “We had a lot in common.”

			“Bullshit. You’re nothing like Bob.” Tread carefully.

			Fury filled his face. “He liked me. He helped me out at one of the lowest times of my life . . . when my mother died. He was my friend.”

			“You didn’t act that way when you told me there were drugs being dealt at the truck stop. You practically pointed at Bob as the head of the operation.”

			He sneered. “I had you going, huh?”

			She stared at him. He’d said all that to mislead her? And the police? Why?

			Did he kill Bob?

			A piece of the puzzle tentatively fell into place.

			Donald supplied Bob with the oxy. Kept him addicted.

			But why kill him?

			“Why did you consider Bob a friend?” she asked slowly, dying to ask if he’d killed the man he claimed had been a friend.

			Donald looked away. “I’m not the best at getting women to like me.”

			You think? She bit her tongue. Maybe it’s the shackles and basement. “Bob paved the way for you to meet women?”

			Donald nodded. “He’d loosen them up a little bit for me. They always were compliant at first.”

			“You mean he put something in their drinks at the bar.”

			He scowled. “It’s not like that. They were there to drink and meet men anyway. The Rohypnol just sped up the process a bit. Eliminated a step.”

			Her mind whirled. Bob drugged women for Donald to have sex with. And then he killed them?

			The stash of bills in Bob’s house. Donald gave him cash and oxy in payment.

			“Bob knew what I liked in a woman. He’d let me know when one came into the bar alone. At first I’d simply take them to the motel, and they’d leave the next morning, usually embarrassed and angry.”

			None of them called the police? Stevie wanted to cry for all the women he’d raped. He must have made them believe they’d simply drunk too much. And that it’d been their fault.

			Donald stared off into space. “I wanted more time with them. So many of them just ran off. We decided to bring them here.”

			Where were those manners you preached to me about?

			“Donald, what did your mother think of this?” she whispered.

			Horror crossed his face. “Oh, I didn’t do it before Mother died. Of course not. My evenings were spent with her. She would have been shocked to know that I started going to Fletcher’s.”

			Stevie didn’t want to know what he’d done in the evenings with his mother.

			He glared at her. “My mother would have hated you if she could see you today. She always thought Patsy’s girls were good girls, but you’re clearly a whore. Whoring around with the chief of police.” He jerked his hand away from her hair, pulling a chunk out of her head.

			Tears welled at the sting.

			He stood, shoving his chair backward, and strode toward the door.

			“Mother will be happy that I can redeem you.”

			The door slammed behind him and three locks slid into place.

			Redeem me how?
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			“I haven’t seen Stevie tonight,” Jake stated. “I’m sorry she’s missing, but I don’t know anything about it!”

			Zane had the man’s shirt in his grip, pressing Jake’s back against the wall in the dark hallway next to the men’s room at Fletcher’s. It stank.

			Jake didn’t look scared; he looked pissed.

			Zane searched his eyes in the poor light. He believed him. “Fuck!” He gave Jake a shove to the side and slammed his fist into the wall where the man had stood. The wood paneling cracked.

			“Holy shit,” Kenny muttered beside him. “Watch it, Zane.”

			Zane counted to ten. “Jake.” He didn’t look at the man. “Someone’s taken Stevie. The same person who killed Vanessa Phillips and possibly a few other women. You know Bob was caught on video putting Vanessa’s body in his SUV. Where was he taking her?”

			“Well, you don’t have proof that Bob put—”

			“Jake! We have the footage! It’s proof! You claim you were a close friend. You tried to beat up Tony Cooper because you thought he’d killed Bob. There’s a good chance whoever was helping Bob with these women is the one who has Stevie right now. Who else did Bob trust? Who’d you see him with?”

			Jake shoved his hands in his pockets and looked at the ceiling, gnawing on his lower lip. “Well, I always thought his conversations with the pharmacist were weird. What did Bob see in that old loser? Each time he stepped foot in the bar, Bob kissed his ass.”

			“Donald Montgomery?” Ice shot through Zane’s limbs.

			The last person who saw Stevie.

			“Yeah, I didn’t get it. I had orders to give the guy all the drinks he wanted on the house. He really wasn’t a big drinker. He’d order one mai tai and nurse it all night. Girly drink. I always wondered if he was gay and Bob felt sorry for him.”

			Zane fought the urge to bang Jake’s head against the paneling.

			“Bob even helped him with some repairs at his house one summer. He hauled concrete blocks for three days. Said Donald’s basement was starting to crumble. Shit. I asked Bob to help me paint a bedroom and he just laughed at me.” Jealousy filled his voice.

			He’ll need a place to hide them. Somewhere he’s comfortable.

			That big old house of his mother’s.

			Acid emptied into his stomach, and Zane looked at Kenny. “Notice anything unusual when you were over there?”

			Kenny shook his head. “Donald seemed real concerned we couldn’t find Stevie. Said to call him if we needed help.” His face cleared. “Security camera. He’s got a camera aimed at the front porch. I noticed one on the corner of the house too, pointing at the side entrance. Think it’s a warning system, not a security system?”

			Basement. Concrete blocks.

			“Let’s go find out.”

		

	
		
    CHAPTER TWELVE
 
			“Let’s get him out of there,” Zane said to Kenny as he drove toward Donald’s home. “Since Donald offered to help with the search, call and tell him we desperately need every extra vehicle on the road. He helped search for Bruce. Tell him we need him again. Don’t let him say no. As soon as he leaves, we’ll go in.”

			“Got it.” In the passenger seat, Kenny pulled out his cell phone. A stricken look crossed his face. “We still don’t have a phone number for him!”

			“Shit.” Zane mentally shifted gears. “You’ll have to knock on the door again. Convince him we need his help.”

			“But what about you?”

			“You’ll drive up his long driveway. Let me out at the road and I’ll sneak up in the shadows. I’ll get into his house somehow.”

			“Zane, you can’t do that.”

			“Right now I don’t really care. Who’s going to fire me? Stevie’s brother?” He looked at his officer. “This is Stevie we’re talking about.”

			“Right.” A determined look crossed Kenny’s face. “But I’m letting the county sheriff know where we’re going. We might need backup.”

			“Not if we can get Donald away from the property.” Zane said a silent prayer. He didn’t give a shit about his job. Every cell in his body told him that Donald had Stevie, and he’d be damned if he let her vanish or turn up dead in a motel room.

			She is going to be my wife.

			Zane pulled over and leaped out of the car, the keys still in the ignition. Kenny came around the back of the car and slid into the seat. “Get him out of that damned house,” Zane repeated, holding eye contact with Kenny. “Keep ringing the doorbell until he answers. I don’t care if he’s in his pajamas. I’m counting on you to sell this.”

			“Got it.” Kenny pulled the door shut and gunned the gas, sending slushy snow flying as he headed up the long driveway.

			Zane ran after him, hoping he didn’t trip and break an arm. He could barely see. Ahead, Kenny’s taillights disappeared around a curve and left Zane in the dark. He kept running, the icy air stinging his lungs. What if she isn’t there?

			She’s there.

			He rounded a curve and the house came into sight. Donald believed in lots of outside lights, but as Kenny had theorized, it was possibly to protect his activities, not his home. Zane kept to the shadows of the trees, swinging wide around the house. On the front porch, Kenny continuously rang the doorbell, calling Donald’s name. He beat on the door with his fist.

			Zane crouched in the dark and waited. Come out, you bastard.

			Or I’m coming in anyway.
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			Donald had returned to the basement. He’d changed into a black-and-red basketball jersey and baggy black shorts. His legs were insanely white and his arms were muscular. Much more muscular than Stevie would have expected from the quiet pharmacist.

			Strong enough to slice through Bob Fletcher’s neck?

			His muscles flexed as he set down a coil of thick rope and a stack of neatly folded towels.

			Stevie stared at the items as her brain begged her to look away.

			She held strong.

			He didn’t have the best of her yet.

			How much will he hurt me? She didn’t see any knives or items to create pain. Vanessa’s body hadn’t shown signs of abuse outside of rape and choking. Stevie breathed evenly. She could handle rape. It usually wasn’t sexual for the aggressor; it was about the power over the victim. Take away the power trip and he might lose interest.

			It’s just my body.

			I’ll be damned if he messes with my head.

			Her mental defenses ready, she watched him tie odd knots in the rope. Time for some answers.

			“Why me, Donald?” she asked.

			He blinked his owl eyes at her. “You were meant to be, Stevie. You’ve always been my ideal, you know.” He focused on the rope in his hands. “All the rest were temporary substitutes.”

			“The rest?”

			“Other women. It was all practice leading up to you. When you walked into the pharmacy tonight, I knew it was a sign that it was time.”

			“You’ve always had a thing for me?” she asked in a kind tone.

			He leveled an even gaze at her. “No whore’s tricks. Don’t pretend that I’m your best friend. I know how you see me.”

			“Where are the practice women now, Donald?”

			He went back to his knots, a small smile on his lips. “Here and there.”

			Stevie wondered how far she could push him. “Did Bob kill Vanessa? We know it was her on the video.”

			Donald frowned. “No. Just because he killed Amber Lynn it didn’t mean he would do it again.”

			“So who killed her?”

			“Thought you police were working on that.”

			“We are. We’re working on Bob’s murder too. You know, he didn’t have anything nice to say about you when he was put in his cell. He kept claiming you were selling illegal prescription meds,” she lied. “I found it amusing that you said earlier that you were friends. Bob didn’t seem to feel the same way.”

			A flush filled his face and his movements with the rope became jerky and short. His lips moved.

			“What? I didn’t hear you.”

			“Asshole got what he deserved.”

			“Sounds like it,” said Stevie. “No one seemed to be upset when he died. Whoever killed him practically did the town a favor.”

			Donald smiled.

			“You killed him, didn’t you, Donald?”

			“You’ll never know.”

			The smug look on his face told her everything she needed to know.

			He stepped closer to the bed, the knotted rope in his hands. “Lift your head.”

			A green light next to the door started to flash, its brightness startling Stevie.

			The flashing caught his attention, and he turned to stare at it. “Damn it. Maybe they’ll go away.”

			It didn’t stop.

			Stevie realized it was the same type of light she’d seen in a hotel room. An indicator for the hearing-impaired that someone had rung the doorbell. Donald’s mother had been deaf at the end of her life.

			Her heart leaped. Someone knows I’m here.
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			Zane watched Kenny turn away from the front door and stare into the shadows of the woods, searching for him.

			Damn it. Don’t stop now. Be the pain in the ass.

			Kenny pushed the button several more times, and Zane exhaled in relief.

			Three minutes passed. Donald’s sedan was parked under the adjacent carport. He was home.

			Stevie had to be in there.

			We have to go in.

			He jogged out of the woods and into the bright glow thrown by the numerous outdoor lights. Kenny saw him coming and let up on the bell. “He’s not answering, Zane.”

			“I noticed. We’re going in. I’m going in,” he corrected. “You stay here.”

			“Like hell you’re going in alone.” Kenny dashed down the steps and popped the trunk of the patrol car. He pulled out a small battering ram and took the steps in one leap to stand by Zane. “Let’s do this.”

			Zane grabbed one side and they swung it into the wood near the knob. One blow blasted the door open.

			“Donald? Are you okay? Solitude police!” Zane shouted. He and Kenny both drew their weapons and moved carefully into the home. The lights were on in all the rooms. “Donald?”

			Kenny nodded at a door off the kitchen. “That’d be the door to the basement,” he whispered.

			Zane pulled it open and shouted down the steps. He could see the beginning of a hallway with at least two other doors.

			No answer. Faint sirens sounded from out on the road.

			“Go meet the county guys,” Zane told Kenny. “I’ll wait right here.” Kenny nodded and dashed out the door.

			Zane looked back down the basement stairs, wondering if Stevie was behind one of the doors.

			He froze as all his hearing focused on a faint sound from the basement.

			Stevie is screaming.

			He stepped silently down the stairs. He couldn’t wait.
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			Stevie sucked in a breath and screamed again.

			Donald had taken a step back with fear on his face at the first burst from her lungs, but now he was angry. She didn’t care. The green light hadn’t stopped flashing. Someone was still ringing the doorbell, and she would scream her lungs out while she had the chance.

			He lunged at her and tried to wrestle the rope around her neck as she jerked her head back and forth, never letting up on her screams. He bent over the bed, his face close to hers, and spit flew out of his mouth as he shouted at her to hold still. She thrashed, jerking her bound hands and feet, wishing she could get a fist or toe into his ribs. Behind his thick lenses, his eyes were crazy.

			Eyes of a killer.

			Yanking her hair, he looped the rope around her neck and pulled it tight.

			Her screams were cut off. She couldn’t breathe. The rough rope burned her neck as he tightened it again, and her vision immediately tunneled, leaving only his face. The skin on her hands ripped as she tried to tear her hands out of the shackles. She felt the metal dig into the tendons of her hands.

			Donald grinned, knowing he’d won.

			She didn’t want his face to be the last thing she ever saw.

			Behind him the door crashed open and Zane stepped in the room, his gun and glare leveled at Donald. Stevie turned her head, the rope mangling her neck, her tunnel vision finding Zane. She breathed in the sight of him, committing it to memory.

			“Drop the rope.”

			Donald spun around and held up his end of the rope like a weapon. “Put down your gun or she dies now.” He started a steady pull, strangling her. Her vision shrank to nothing and Zane’s face vanished. She wrenched her head, sinking the last of her energy into finding a way to breathe.

			The rope held strong.

			Zane! Shoot him!

			She heard the single gunshot.

			“Stevie!” Zane’s hands were on her throat, yanking loose the rope. She sucked in a deep breath, ignoring the pain in her neck, and blinked hard as her vision abruptly returned.

			Zane’s face was inches from hers, terror in his eyes.

			“Donald?” she asked.

			“He’s down.”

			Several pairs of boots thundered down the basement stairs. Shouts of “Medic!” and “He found her!” filled the room as the county deputies entered. Stevie tuned them out.

			Zane didn’t break eye contact with Stevie. “You’re going to be okay,” he said three times, running his shaking hands over her face as if comforting a child.

			She knew he was saying it for his own benefit, reassuring himself that he hadn’t been too late.

			“I know I am.”

		

	
		
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
			“When’s the wedding, you two?”

			Stevie smiled. “Sometime this summer,” she repeated. Nearly every person at the town party had asked her the same question. Zane simply nodded at the curious local and then spun her away on the dance floor of the grange. Stevie had rushed to get ready for the New Year’s Eve party, needing a shower to scrub the odor of illegal fireworks from her hair and skin. She and Carly had initiated Brianna into their secret rite a few hours earlier, explaining how their father had always taken his daughters far out of town to set off fireworks on major holidays. After his death, the tradition had evolved as they moved the launch site near his grave.

			Brianna had been delighted to be included, and they’d made her formally swear not to share their ritual with the male members of the Taylor clan.

			Now two mirrored balls scattered a thousand pieces of light through the hall, and Bruce’s band played a slow country tune. Bruce sat in a chair on the stage, his fiddle blending with the other instruments. Her heart swelled with happiness to see him finally play again after Amber Lynn’s death.

			New Year’s Eve. A time for new beginnings and a chance to put the past behind us.

			Donald Montgomery hadn’t survived Zane’s bullet to his chest.

			Stevie wanted never to think about him again, but the horrors that had been discovered inside and behind his mother’s home kept coming back to haunt her. The bodies of six women had been found buried behind the home. Three had been identified. Samantha Lyle and the two missing Medford women. The other three were being compared with data on missing women in southern Oregon and Northern California. Zane speculated Donald had placed Vanessa Phillips in her motel room to empty the police station, knowing how few people would be working Christmas Day, creating an opportunity to silence Bob Fletcher. Somehow the meek Donald Montgomery the town had always known had grown bold enough to believe he wouldn’t be caught. It wasn’t the first time hubris had tripped up a criminal.

			Next to Donald’s bed, investigators had found a small box of jewelry. Vanessa Phillips’s missing bracelet had been identified, along with Stevie’s engagement ring. Zane had handed it to her, asking if she wanted a different one, worrying that it was associated with bad memories.

			Stevie had slipped on the ring and stared at it on her finger as different emotions battled inside her chest. “No. I’ll keep it. It’s a reminder of what we’ve been through. And it’s proof that we can overcome what life throws at us.” A battle scar.

			Her doctor was concerned that she’d have permanent scarring on her neck and hands. Currently it looked like she’d been burned. The rough, knotted rope and shackles had ripped away the top layer of her skin. If they did scar, it would be another reminder of the strength of her and Zane’s connection.

			A special connection.

			Zane had studied the room that Donald had locked the women in, noting the extensive soundproofing, and then asked Stevie to return with him that morning. She hadn’t wanted to go back to the house, but she’d humored him. A wave of panic had swept over her as he closed her inside the basement room with directions to scream while he stood at the top of the stairs. She’d sat on the bed and screamed her lungs out. Fifteen seconds later he’d opened the door and she’d lunged into his arms, needing out of the enclosed space. His face had been white, and he’d said he hadn’t heard a single sound even when he’d stood right outside the door.

			How did he hear me that night?

			Her mother had told her not to question it.

			The master bedroom in Donald’s home appeared not to have been disturbed in the two years since his mother had died. Her bathrobe lay across the foot of the bed and her hearing aids sat on her nightstand as if waiting for her to wake.

			Donald had slept in a twin bed in a small bedroom. It was bare of decor and reminiscent of a jail cell with its metal bed frame and single chair. In this room they’d found a small stash of loose oxy that Zane theorized had been stolen from Bob Fletcher’s home. He believed Donald had broken into Bob’s home after his death to remove any possible links to himself. A large hunting knife had also been found in the bedroom, a small spot of dried blood on its handle. Stevie had no doubt that testing would reveal it to be Bob Fletcher’s blood.

			“Stop thinking,” Zane ordered as he pulled her tighter to him on the dance floor.

			She gratefully obeyed, resting her head against his shoulder. “I’m so happy, Zane.”

			He moved his face to her hair. “That makes two of us.”

			“I’m sorry I made you wait so long.”

			His chest vibrated in a chuckle. “Most people don’t consider seven months to be too long. I’d rather have you confident in your decision instead of always wondering.”

			She lifted her head and met his gaze, overwhelmed with love for her man. “I’m confident.”

			As if on cue, fireworks lit up the sky outside, flashing colored light through the windows of the grange. Everyone stopped dancing to look through the giant windows. Zane looked behind him, studying the crowd.

			“What are you doing?” she asked.

			“Looking for your fireworks partner in crime.” He gestured at Carly, who was watching the fireworks with Seth’s arm around her shoulders. “I thought maybe this was the Taylor women at work, but it looks like you guys took a night off.”

			“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Stevie replied, avoiding his gaze.

			“I love you even though you’re a lawbreaker.”

			She looked into his dark eyes and adoration for him flowed through her. “I love you too.” 

			His smile melted her heart.
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