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CHAPTER ONE
  For a small, rural town, Solitude had seen more than its share of mayhem and murder.


  Much more.


  Seth rose from the creaky chair and stretched the stiff muscles of his back. He preferred to spend his Saturday nights at home with his family, not guarding a killer.


  The day before, the Solitude chief of police had married his second in command. If the bride hadn’t been Seth’s sister-in-law, he wouldn’t have volunteered to babysit the murderer overnight so the newlyweds could head off on their honeymoon. Seth was a detective in the Major Crimes Unit of the sheriff’s department, and all of Rogue County was within his jurisdiction, including Solitude. The two remaining Solitude officers could deal with the drunk-and-disorderly, loose-cow type of calls typical of a day in the small Oregon town.


  But murder was beyond either officer’s level of experience.


  Seth crossed to the window and gazed out at the trees. Like just about everything else in Solitude, the police station butted up against a patch of woods. The sun might be up, but its rays had yet to pierce the thick summer foliage. Moisture from last night’s rain shower rose through the cool morning air. Fog curled around tree trunks, beckoning like bony fingers.


  There was something about this case that set Seth’s teeth on edge. Something he couldn’t put his finger on. Something his gut knew but wouldn’t communicate to his brain. With the strange and public nature of the Chase Ryan murder, no one wanted the case to take another bizarre turn. A dead TV star had been unsettling enough for the town.


  An oscillating fan stirred the July heat trapped inside the small building. Seth left the outer office and walked back to the holding cell. His charge snored on the thin cot.


  “Hey, Toby. Wake up.” Seth banged a fist on the barred door, and metal rattled.


  Toby lifted his head, glanced around, and blinked. Confusion morphed to despair as he oriented himself. He threw an arm over his face as if he could hide from what he’d done. As if he was ashamed.


  He should be.


  But Toby Black, confessed murderer, didn’t emit any threatening vibes. Whatever Seth was feeling was coming from another source. Or he was punchy from staying up all night.


  “Do you want some water?” Seth asked.


  Lowering his arm, Toby shook his head and stared up at the ceiling. His face was drawn so tight, Seth doubted his mouth could move enough to allow him to speak.


  But then, killing one of your best friends was bound to leave a permanent mark on your soul.


  Seth checked his watch: 7:50 a.m.


  “Ten minutes,” he said to Toby.


  Seth went into the bathroom and splashed cold water on his face until his eyes didn’t feel gritty. Once the prisoner was picked up, Seth was going home to Sunday breakfast with his family.


  Last year at this time he and Carly had been separated, and every morning since their reconciliation, Seth woke up profoundly grateful that she was next to him. Tomorrow they’d celebrate their ninth wedding anniversary, a milestone they nearly hadn’t reached. Occasionally the sheer strength of what he felt for her made him plain stupid, but he was working on that.


  His phone vibrated, and Carly’s number appeared on his screen. Right now she’d be wearing her oldest clothes for barn work. Denim cutoffs did amazing things for her long, long legs.


  And he was missing it.


  He answered. “Hey.”


  “Hey back.” Her voice was morning-person cheerful.


  “Is everyone all right?”


  “We’re fine. We miss you.”


  “I miss you too,” Seth said. “Thanks for calling. After everything that’s happened in the past couple of days, I appreciate your checking in, and I didn’t want to wake you.” 


  He’d spent the last six months wrestling his overprotective inner Neanderthal into submission. Carly’s job as a social worker for Child Protective Services could be dangerous, and he’d flipped out too many times over things she couldn’t control. He knew how important her job was, and he’d learned to respect her drive to protect the kids in her charge. His communication skills hadn’t been the best. Hell, they still weren’t. Seth would rather chase down a fugitive than talk about his emotions, but he was forcing his caveman temperament to evolve.


  The crunch of tires on gravel alerted him to the deputy’s arrival. He returned to the window. A sheriff’s cruiser parked in the tiny lot in front of the Solitude Police Station.


  “The deputy is here,” he said to his wife. “I have to go, but I’ll be home soon.”


  “Good. I love you.”


  “Love you too.” Seth ended the call and opened the door.


  Thanks to the rain during the night, the air was cooler outside than inside. Seth left the door open to the scent of damp pine trees, nature’s air freshener.


  “Hey, Seth.” Deputy Donovan stepped into the small reception area. He was a young, fit father of three and a solid cop. “You look like you’ve been here all night.”


  “I have.”


  “Then let’s get this done so you can get home,” Donovan said. “I still can’t believe Chase Ryan’s personal assistant killed him.”


  Me either.


  Maybe that’s what was bothering Seth. He’d read the file the night before. Chase and his three-man entourage had been on their annual off-the-grid camping trip with Chase’s son. Toby had confessed to killing his celebrity friend and boss. Toby had been recorded in a heated argument with Chase a few hours before his death. Seth had watched the video. If Chase hadn’t been completely intoxicated, Toby wouldn’t have been able to overpower him. Chase had been fit, while Toby’s flab suggested he spent more time lifting a remote control than a barbell.


  “Do you watch the show?” Donovan asked as they walked back to the chief’s office.


  Seth grabbed the file and handed it over. “No.”


  Although last night he’d been so bored he’d watched the final few episodes of Chase’s Detective Alex Gunn show just to stay awake. The cliffhanger season finale had been lame, with the viewer left wondering if Alex Gunn’s partner had been blown up in a giant explosion. Guess they’d never find out now.


  Donovan scanned the paperwork. “Me either. I have enough crime in my life. I don’t need to watch it at night when I get home.”


  “Exactly.”


  “But my wife is a big fan.” Donovan shook his head as if he couldn’t comprehend why.


  “So is my mother-in-law.”


  The show’s writing had little to do with its popularity. Chase Ryan had hordes of rabid fans who had invaded Solitude to mourn the loss of their idol. One fanatical Chase Ryan groupie had hidden in the woods and recorded the damning video.


  The same fangirl had set the grange on fire while Seth’s eight-year-old daughter was inside.


  Brianna is fine.


  He pushed the images from his mind. He couldn’t acknowledge what had happened to Brianna and still be able to do his job this morning.


  Seth led the way to the holding cell. At the sight of them, Toby got up and stuck his hands through the hole in the bars. Donovan snapped a pair of handcuffs onto the prisoner’s wrists.


  “Let’s go.” Donovan escorted Toby outside and deposited him in the backseat of the waiting cruiser.


  Seth almost let them drive off. He wanted to go home. His family was waiting for him. But his damned gut nagged him. He mentally rolled his eyes at his own ridiculousness. He sounded like his mother-in-law with one of her feelings.


  Then again, Patsy’s odd premonitions always come true, don’t they?


  Last December a suspect had been murdered in the custody of Solitude PD. Seth wasn’t taking any chances with this prisoner.


  “I’ll follow you in,” his mouth said without further consultation with his brain.


  Donovan shrugged. “Always appreciate the backup.”


  Most rural cops didn’t have partners. They rode alone, often into dangerous situations. Any day you had someone to watch your back was a good day.


  Seth locked the small police station and slid behind the wheel of his own county-issued vehicle. He followed the deputy over the bridge that marked the boundary of Solitude. Below, the Rogue River tumbled over rocks. Mist hung over the churning, white water, waiting for the day’s heat to burn it away.


  Twenty minutes later they left town and turned onto the two-lane highway that led to Hannon. A black eighteen-wheeler approached in the oncoming lane. Sunlight glinted off the windshield. Squinting, Seth lowered his visor to block the rays.


  Just before the truck passed them, it veered into their lane, clipping the front end of Donovan’s cruiser. The car swerved onto the shoulder, hit a rut, and flipped over. Seth jerked the wheel of his vehicle right, crossing the dirt-and-gravel shoulder of the road and bouncing onto the grass. His tires skidded on mud, sending him sliding sideways toward the forest.


  Trees rushed at his window. He turned into the skid and straightened out his vehicle’s path. Adrenaline dumped into his bloodstream, fine-tuning his reflexes, tunneling his vision to the impending collision.


  Braking, he narrowly avoided a big oak and a small stand of evergreens. His heart slammed into his breastbone as his car lurched to a stop. The engine stalled with a metallic rattle and a thunk. In the silent few seconds that followed, Seth sucked wind as his lungs heaved inside his rib cage. The tree trunk four inches from his door was too thick to put his arms around. A bead of sweat rolled down his forehead and dripped into his eye.


  Donovan!


  Seth swiveled his head to stare through his passenger-side windows, but foliage blocked his view. A truck engine changed gears with a harsh grind. Was the driver coming back or leaving the scene?


  Shit.


  He used the radio to call in the accident and request an ambulance and more units. The deputy’s car had flipped. He and Toby must be injured. Seth restarted the engine and shifted into reverse, but his tires spun. The car was stuck.


  He leaned across the seat and released the passenger door’s handle, but the door opened only an inch before it smacked into something solid. The rear doors were also both blocked by trees. The spot his car had slid into was only a few inches wider than the cruiser. It was a freaking miracle Seth hadn’t hit a tree.


  Lowering the passenger window, Seth heard the semi’s tires grating on the road. He hoisted his body through the opening and dropped to the ground. Drawing his weapon, he ran out of the woods.


  Just in time to see the eighteen-wheeler drive away.


  Son of a bitch!


  The driver had run.


  Standing in the middle of the road, Seth caught the first half of a California license plate number.


  The deputy’s vehicle was wheels-up on the shoulder, as helpless as a painted turtle on its back. Seth raced over to it. The roof was partially smashed, and all four of the cruiser’s side windows were shattered. He crouched and scanned the inside of the vehicle. The deputy hung from his seat belt, unconscious, his arms dangling over his head. A gash across Donovan’s neck poured blood.


  The backseat was empty. Toby was gone, and dark, wet smears on the vehicle’s interior looked like blood.


  With one hand Seth whipped out his cell phone and updated dispatch. With his other he checked Donovan’s pulse. At the steady beat against his fingertips, Seth caught his breath.


  But the sharp scents of oil, gasoline, and smoke took it away. Gasoline puddled around Seth’s feet. Smoke curled from the engine compartment, and a flame flickered around the crumpled metal.


  Help was fifteen minutes away, Donovan was bleeding like a slaughtered steer, and the car was on fire.


  Seth had to get the deputy out.


  Now.


  He dropped to the ground and flipped onto his back in front of Donovan’s broken window. Whoosh. The fire spread to the dashboard. Heat blasted Seth’s face and pebbles of tempered glass scraped under him as he wriggled into the burning vehicle.


  
CHAPTER TWO
  Carly cut the twine on a bale of straw, folded her pocketknife, and slipped it back into her jeans. Her mother’s menagerie of rescue animals crunched grain and hay in their freshly cleaned stalls. For as long as she could remember, the Taylor farm had served as an unofficial overflow facility for the animal shelter, a place where neglected and abused creatures could heal. Usually she enjoyed caring for the animals and found their presence soothing.


  But this Sunday morning, Carly could find no peace.


  What kind of monster sets a building on fire with a child inside?


  Since Friday night, she’d been unable to get that question out of her mind. Nor could she erase the gut-ripping memory of learning that the grange had been set on fire while her daughter and mother were inside dropping off some last-minute decorations for her sister’s wedding reception. Every time she closed her eyes, she relived running from the wedding rehearsal toward the burning grange, watching the smoke pour from the roof, knowing that her child was trapped inside and that Carly wasn’t there to save her.


  Heart knocking, she unclenched her fists and inhaled. The scents of livestock and fresh straw brought her back to the present.


  Her coolheaded mom had gotten Brianna out of the grange safely, but the sheer terror of that night had seared itself into Carly’s nervous system.


  A slim shadow fell over the stall, and her eight-year-old daughter bounced in the doorway. Carly’s heart skipped, and she resisted the urge to grab her daughter and squeeze her in a tight embrace. Brianna didn’t need to know how scared Carly had been.


  All because a delusional woman couldn’t deal with the death of her obsession.


  A frenzy of reporters and fans had besieged Solitude after the Chase Ryan murder. Cyndee Sykes, the craziest and most fanatical, had been so enraged that the police chief and his fiancée dared proceed with their wedding plans before Chase’s murder was solved that she’d purposefully set the grange on fire. The next morning another fire had been set in an attempt to kill the three men who’d been closest to Chase. Given her history, it seemed logical to assume that Cyndee was responsible. Then she’d disappeared. When the police searched her ancient Airstream trailer, they’d found not only a disturbing shrine to the dead TV star but a terrified thirteen-year-old, Cyndee’s daughter, Alex.


  Carly had been assigned the child’s case. Alex had been particularly fragile. Typically Carly stressed over placing a child in foster care, but she’d gotten lucky. A spot had opened up with a couple she’d known all her life.


  Carly pushed the frightening memories out of her head. Today was Sunday, a day for being grateful and counting one’s blessings, and except for extenuating circumstances, a day to put work aside.


  “Mama?” Brianna tilted her head. “What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing, pumpkin.”


  Mud and dust streaked Brianna’s jeans and T-shirt. The child had been awake for only two hours and was filthy from head to toe. Carly smiled. She’d been raised on the farm with her three siblings, and she fully believed that a little dirt was healthy for kids.


  Obviously so did Brianna.


  The child shoved a piece of sweaty blonde hair off her face. “Is this where my new pony is going to live?”


  “It is. Come in and help me spread the straw.” Carly glanced down at her own legs. She shouldn’t toss stones about cleanliness. Barn chores had left their usual mark. But her mom provided free day care all summer, so Carly handled as many farm chores as possible.


  Besides, working with the animals was its own reward. Carly was almost as excited as Brianna about the pony.


  “What time is the pony coming?” Brianna ripped into the bale with enthusiasm, sending a cloud of dust billowing into the air.


  “We’ll have to check with Grandma.” Carly coughed and waved the dust away from her face. “I know you’re excited, but remember what Grandma said about him?”


  “He might be sick.” Brianna nodded solemnly. “Like Prince Eric was when he came.”


  “That’s right,” Carly said.


  “I took good care of Prince Eric. He’s all healthy now.”


  As if he knew his name, the pygmy goat trotted down the aisle and stuck his head into the stall.


  “What is he doing in here? Isn’t he supposed to be in his pen?” Carly asked, wondering if she was fast enough to grab the destructive little bugger.


  “Yep. Daddy put a new latch on his gate, but Prince Eric doesn’t like to be cooped up.” Brianna lifted a skinny shoulder. Yet another growth spurt had left her all arms and legs, and her ankles seemed to perpetually peek out from under the cuffs of her jeans. She was going to be tall like Carly and her sister, Stevie.


  Carly evened out the layer of straw, then fetched a bucket of clean water and hung it in the corner. On her way out, she gave the stall a final scan.


  Brianna joined her in the doorway. “He’s going to be so happy here.”


  Carly hoped the pony wasn’t in bad shape and that Brianna wouldn’t get her heart broken. But living on a farm meant learning about all aspects of life, even the sad ones. Carly and her siblings had grown up watching animal births and deaths. They’d nursed sick livestock and buried faithful friends. Animals had taught them compassion, generosity, and loyalty.


  Moments like these made her glad she and Seth had moved onto the family farm last fall after their marriage went through a rocky patch. Considering the on-call natures of both their jobs, having a grandmother on hand to babysit had taken a great deal of the pressure off their marriage. But Carly wondered if Seth was as happy as she was with the arrangement. When they were first married, he’d insisted they needed privacy, something in short supply on the farm, even if they lived in the guest cabin separate from the main house.


  She picked a piece of straw from her daughter’s hair. “I’m sure he’ll be happy here.”


  Brianna nodded. “I’ll make sure he is.”


  “We should put Prince Eric away before he gets into mischief.” Carly rested a hand on her daughter’s shoulder. She was growing up too fast. Carly’s heart squeezed in her chest. Friday night’s scare and her sister’s wedding had stirred up her emotions.


  Brianna smiled, revealing the gaps of two missing teeth. “But Prince Eric likes to get into mischief.”


  “That he does, but he still needs to be put in his pen.” Carly laughed.


  Though it was Sunday, Carly wanted to check on Alex. The child had been traumatized. Her mother was unstable and dangerous. Carly wouldn’t rest easy until Cyndee was behind bars. If the woman couldn’t give up on a relationship that had occurred entirely in her own head, what would she do when she found out her only child had been taken into custody?


  “Brianna, see if you can find another feed tub in the tack room.”


  “Okay.” Brianna skipped down the aisle.


  Carly pulled out her cell phone and called Alex’s foster mom, Heidi Jones.


  “Hi, Carly.” Heidi sounded out of breath.


  “Is there something wrong?”


  “No.” Heidi laughed. “Just life with two toddlers.”


  “How is Alex getting along?” Carly asked.


  “What a sweet child,” Heidi said. “She’s very quiet.”


  “Have you had any issues?” Carly asked.


  “She’s been no trouble at all. In fact, she was a big help this morning. She was up early and wants to help me and the younger two kids plant flowers this morning. Have you found out anything about her family?”


  “Not yet.” When Carly had interviewed the timid child, Alex had mostly stared at the floor and mumbled, “Yes, ma’am” and “No, ma’am.” If Cyndee Sykes had any family, Alex didn’t know about it. Cyndee and Alex had lived an isolated and nomadic life in a travel trailer pulled behind an old pickup. The child had never gone to school, nor had her mother registered her as a homeschooler anywhere. It seemed that if authorities questioned Cyndee, she simply picked up stakes and moved. Carly hoped the woman would stick to her usual pattern. “Has she asked about her mother?”


  “No. She hasn’t said much to me or Dylan at all,” Heidi said. “Mostly she’s been spending time with the younger two children.”


  “Can I talk to her?” Carly asked.


  “Hold on.” The line went quiet for a few seconds.


  “Hello?” The soft, timid voice was barely audible.


  “Hi, Alex. This is Carly. I wanted to see if there was anything you needed.”


  “No, ma’am,” Alex mumbled.


  “Heidi says the younger kids like you.”


  “Yes, ma’am.” The words were soft, and the tiny hitch in Alex’s breath after she uttered them made her sound as if she was a breath away from crying.


  Carly swallowed her pity. She tried her best to maintain some level of professional objectivity, but some kids tore at her heart, and she spent many nights staring at the ceiling praying she’d done right by them. Alex was going to be one of those kids who stuck with her.


  “I’m going to come and check on you this afternoon, okay?” Carly asked.


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Would you please put Heidi back on the phone?”


  Without saying goodbye, Alex handed off the phone.


  “I’ll see you later, then,” Heidi said.


  “Yes,” Carly said. “And thanks.”


  She ended the call, still worried. Carly couldn’t shake the image of the girl sitting in the back of the Jeep, clutching her stuffed bunny as if she were three instead of thirteen.


  “Carly,” her mother’s voice called from the barnyard.


  “Yes?” Carly answered.


  Her mother walked into the barn. She wore a long denim skirt and a pale-blue blouse. Her gray-and-brown hair fell in loose waves past her shoulders. Faint smudges under her eyes showed yesterday’s Herculean effort to give Stevie and Zane the wedding they deserved. Carly hadn’t seen her mom that happy since she’d been widowed. More than a year had passed since Big Bill Taylor’s death, and his loss still hurt. But Carly supposed it felt more like the dull ache of a mended bone now rather than the sharp pain of a fresh break.


  “Where’s Brianna?” Her mom twisted her hands.


  “In the tack room.” Carly’s nerves jumped to attention. She glanced down the aisle, but Brianna hadn’t come out yet. She lowered her voice. “Why? What’s wrong?”


  “I just got a call from Sheila.” Even on her day off, the Solitude Police Department admin knew everything that happened in town. “There was an accident on the way to the jail this morning. A truck ran Seth and the deputy off the road.”


  Carly’s heart stammered.


  “Sheila said Seth called it in, so he must be okay. She wanted you to know before you heard it from another source.”


  Gossip was a living, breathing entity in Solitude.


  “Was anyone hurt?” Like Seth . . .


  “I don’t know, honey, but he did request an ambulance.” Her mom’s voice soothed. “Sheila said she’d call as soon as she had any more news.”


  “Okay.” Seeing her daughter emerge from the tack room, a rubber feed bucket swinging from her hand, Carly pasted a smile on her face. Brianna didn’t need to worry.


  But like every other cop’s wife, Carly would have to deal with the possibility that Seth had been hurt.


  Or worse.


  
CHAPTER THREE
  Smoke burned Seth’s nostrils and eyes as he slid inside the burning vehicle. Deputy Donovan’s injuries looked serious, and Seth didn’t really want to move him, but he didn’t have a choice. Fire crackled. The smoke pouring off the engine was black and carried the sharp scent of burning oil. Gasoline soaked the back of his shirt. If the fire came any closer, he and Donovan were going to be human shish kabobs.


  Seth stretched for the deputy’s seat belt release and depressed the button. Seth did his best to catch Donovan as he fell. Sliding out from under the deputy, Seth cleared his shoulders from the vehicle window, rolled, and got to his feet. Cursing and hoping he wouldn’t aggravate the poor man’s injuries, he dragged Donovan out of the smashed window and across twenty feet of asphalt to the safety of the roadside grass.


  He glanced back as the fire spread through the interior of the car. Just to be safe, he moved the deputy another ten feet away from the burning vehicle.


  Seth pulled off his shirt, balled it up, and pressed it over the wound on Donovan’s neck. Holding down the makeshift bandage with one hand, Seth called to update dispatch. He passed along as many details as possible so a search for the black truck and the missing prisoner could be initiated. The ambulance was still ten minutes out.


  Blood leaked out from between his fingers.


  Hurry up!


  As much as he loved living in the county, rural life had its drawbacks. Response time for emergency vehicles was one of them.


  Kneeling on the grass over the injured man, Seth studied the road in both directions. There was no sign of the black eighteen-wheeler or the prisoner.


  What. The. Hell?


  Had the driver fallen asleep at the wheel?


  But even as he considered the options, all the little hairs on the back of Seth’s neck tingled.


  Ten minutes later, the ambulance and EMTs arrived. Seth stepped away from Donovan, letting the pros take over. He wiped his hands on his thighs, leaving red, wet streaks on the navy-blue fabric. A deputy car screamed to a stop, light blazing.


  Deputy Phil Harrison got out. “You all right?”


  “Fine,” Seth said.


  “Any sign of your prisoner?” Phil joined him on the shoulder of the road.


  “Not yet.” Seth walked along the edge of the road. “It rained last night. If he ran, there should be footprints. Have you heard from the K-9 team?”


  Phil fell into step beside him, eyes scanning the ground. “On the way.”


  But Seth didn’t find any sign that Toby had escaped into the woods. There were no trampled weeds, footprints, or drops of blood on either side of the road.


  More county vehicles and a fire truck joined the ambulance.


  An EMT jogged over. “Do you need any medical assistance?”


  Seth followed the medic’s gaze. Blood stained his clothes, and his pants were torn.


  He waved the EMT away. “Not my blood. I’m fine.”


  The unconscious Deputy Donovan was wheeled into the waiting ambulance. The doors closed, and the vehicle pulled away, siren blaring.


  Seth and Phil continued to examine the ground. Thirty minutes later, more sheriff’s department vehicles and two state troopers crowded the scene.


  “The Big Man’s here.” Phil stood just a hair straighter.


  Sheriff Ernest T. Walker was the “Big Man” in every way. Large boned and broad shouldered, he stood six six in his cowboy boots. In his midfifties, he’d thickened around the middle over the past few years, but no one wanted to test his physical strength. His hands were the size of bowling balls.


  “Harding!” Walker’s voice boomed over the area.


  Seth jogged over.


  “You sure you’re all right?” Under the wide brim of his campaign hat, the sheriff’s sharp eyes studied Seth. Holding an elected position had politicized Walker over the years. But the cop was still there, underneath the public image. The sheriff’s most prominent fault was the ego that matched his physical presence.


  “I’m fine,” Seth said.


  “Tell me about the prisoner. How dangerous do you think he is?” Walker put his hands behind his back and listened. 


  “Toby Black, formerly Chase Ryan’s friend and personal assistant, confessed to killing his boss. Toby hasn’t talked since confessing, but according to the autopsy report he bashed Chase over the head, then wrapped a belt around his neck and positioned the body to mimic the serial killer in the last season of Detective Alex Gunn. But last night I watched the video Cyndee Sykes took of the campsite argument. Toby’s brother, Josh, was the most physically aggressive with Chase.”


  “Must have been some fight.”


  “Chase got drunk and went to Fletcher’s. His friends did not approve of his behavior,” Seth said.


  The drunken Chase had left their camp and gone to the neighborhood dive, where he tried to pick up not one but two local girls. According to the case file, Chase had seemed surprised and irritated that the girls hadn’t been starstruck enough to accompany him to a motel room for a threesome. Apparently this was a normal occurrence in Chase’s Hollywood mansion.


  No, thanks.


  Seth would take life with his country-girl wife and the small town he’d come to call home over big-city living any day.


  The sheriff grimaced. “I can see a heat-of-the-moment fight between a pair of drunks, but covering up the crime tells me Toby is colder, more calculating. Maybe more dangerous.”


  Seth gave Walker a rundown of what had happened since the accident.


  Walker nodded, then put his forefinger and thumb together and whistled through them. “Deputies, over here.”


  While the men scrambled to the sheriff’s car, Walker pulled a map out of his glove compartment and unfolded it on the hood. The sheriff liked to go old-school. “Listen up.”


  Officers went silent.


  “Seth, go.” Walker propped his hands on his hips and gave Seth his attention. All eyeballs followed.


  “We have two possible scenarios,” Seth began. “One, our prisoner took advantage of the accident and ran. Two, someone busted him out of custody. More than an hour has passed since the accident. Our man is injured and handcuffed. We need to orchestrate a foot search of this immediate area. The K-9 team will be here momentarily to facilitate that operation. We also need a hard-target search of every building within a five-mile radius. Homes, barns, sheds, hunting cabins, vacant buildings, anywhere a wounded man might hide.”


  Seth gestured for Walker to pick up the briefing.


  The sheriff jabbed a finger at the map. “To cover option two, we’ve set up checkpoints here, here, and here. The suspects might still be in the semi, or they might have transferred to an unknown vehicle. The state police are patrolling the interstate, and they’re sending up a helicopter to search via air. We’ve called the local airfields and put them on alert.” Walker straightened to his full height. “Every available man is being called in. Let’s get busy, people. We have a killer on the loose.”


  The men dispersed.


  “Seth?” Walker called.


  “Yes, sir.” Seth ran a hand through his hair, shaking loose some gravel and a few glass pebbles.


  “Where do you think he is?”


  Seth scanned the area. “There was enough blood in that backseat for me to doubt that he ran into the woods under his own steam.”


  Walker squinted down the road. “You think whoever was driving the truck took him away?”


  “I do,” Seth said. “I was only stuck in my car for a few minutes. I doubt he could have gotten out of his seat belt and crawled out of the overturned car, handcuffed and wounded, that quickly.”


  “How much blood did you see in the back of the car?”


  Seth pictured the accident scene. “Not enough to suggest he was bleeding out, but he’s definitely hurting.”


  Walker nodded. “Do you think his friends broke him out?”


  “I think someone did. What I don’t understand is why. Toby confessed and surrendered.”


  The sheriff’s lips clamped shut as he considered Seth’s statement. “Maybe he changed his mind. Only one way to find out. You work the personal angle: Toby, his buddies, and the Hollyweird groupies running all over the county.” Walker adjusted his belt. “Take Phil with you. Let me know if you need more bodies. I want this SOB back in custody.”


  “Yes, sir.” Seth ground his molars. At the moment anger was keeping his adrenaline tap on full. Donovan was a good man. He had a wife and three little kids. He didn’t deserve to be put in the hospital—or worse—to free a murderer.


  While the tow truck pulled Seth’s car from a deep rut in the woods, he dialed his wife to let her know he was all right. At the rate gossip spread in Solitude, she might already have heard about the incident. Cops’ spouses lived with the constant fear that their loved ones weren’t coming home. Seth said a silent prayer that Donovan’s wife wouldn’t answer her doorbell today and find the chaplain on her front porch.


  After he ended the thirty-second call with Carly, Seth checked in with Phil.


  “Where are we headed first?” Phil asked.


  Who wanted Toby Black out of police custody? His pals? Needing security and privacy after Friday’s attempt by Cyndee to incinerate them, Chase’s buddies had slept in the church basement Saturday night, but they’d planned to head out of town sometime today. Had they decided to take their friend with them?


  Seth shook his head. “Let’s go find Chase Ryan’s two remaining friends.”


  Phil scratched his forehead. “Would have been a whole lot simpler to have run before getting arrested.”


  “Exactly.” Seth’s gaze shifted to the upside-down police vehicle. “Maybe Toby didn’t arrange this. Maybe his friends did it without asking. Maybe he was taken for another reason.” But Seth couldn’t figure out how anyone would benefit from taking Toby. “But we do know that whoever was driving that truck left two cops for dead.”


  If Seth’s reflexes had been a hair slower, the chaplain could have been paying Carly a visit this morning. A year ago he wouldn’t have given his own neck much thought, but he and Carly had come a long way in their relationship. He knew that she worried about his safety on the job as much as he stressed about her job as a social worker. These days he gave his wife’s feelings much more respect.


  Phil nodded. “I’ll follow you.”


  Seth went back to his own car, opened the trunk, and pulled a T-shirt out of his gym bag. A clean, blood-free shirt was the best he could do at the moment.


  The truck had been driving toward town, and the two-lane highway wasn’t wide enough for a rig of that size to turn around without leaving roadside tire marks in the damp earth. The vehicle must have continued in its original direction.


  Toward Solitude.


  Downtown Solitude consisted of a Dairy Queen, Nell’s small grocery, and the usual local businesses. A visit to a major retailer required a forty-five-minute drive to the county seat of Hannon. With limited resources, the tiny town had been ill-equipped to deal with the influx of paparazzi and Chase Ryan fans. With every motel and B&B within fifty miles full, the crowds had spilled over into campsites. He’d even seen people sleeping in their cars. The town council had been forced to rent porta-potties.


  Twenty minutes after leaving the scene, Seth turned onto Main Street. Cars lined the road, but he saw fewer vehicles than he had over the past few days.


  Looked like some of the out-of-towners were leaving.


  Good riddance. Seth would be glad to have his town back.


  He drove to the church. The parking lot was full, and cars were parked on both sides of the street as well. Sunday services were in full swing.


  Seth scanned the lot as he steered through the rows of cars. Chase’s entourage had been driving a black Hummer, which shouldn’t be hard to find in a sea of Chevies and Fords. Seth spotted the Hummer in the front of the lot.


  He and Phil parked and got out of their cars.


  “The two men we’re looking for are Josh Black and Spider Ryan,” Seth said. “Josh is Toby’s brother and was Chase’s manager. Spider was Chase’s brother and driver. The four grew up together near Portland. When Chase moved to Hollywood, he brought his buddies with him.”


  “Best buds,” Phil said as they walked across the asphalt.


  “Yeah, until Toby killed Chase.”


  Approaching the Hummer, Seth touched the hood. The metal was warm. Was the sun strong enough to heat the hood, or had the engine been running?


  Seth and Phil slipped into the side door of the church. Organ music and hymns floated down the hall as they descended the steps to the basement, which hosted everything from bingo to Boy Scout meetings. Today the main room was set up for the coffee hour between church services.


  Phil and Seth crossed the linoleum to a side room the church used for small meetings. The door was cracked open. Josh and Spider glanced up as Seth knocked on the door frame. An old conference table had been pushed against the wall to make room for two cots. A door in the back led directly outside.


  Seth and Phil walked in. Josh had lost his Hollywood air. His blond hair was beyond disheveled, and he looked as if he’d been sleeping in his clothes for days. Though Spider and Chase had shared DNA, brown hair, and blue eyes, Chase had had star quality his brother obviously didn’t possess. Spider didn’t look much better than Josh. His wrinkled T-shirt bagged on his tall, thin frame, and he sported a brown stain on his belly.


  Spider’s eyes were red rimmed as he sipped what appeared to be coffee from a Styrofoam cup.


  “What the fuck do you want with us?” Josh jumped to his feet and swayed, his eyes darting to Phil’s uniform. His lack of balance and bloodshot eyes told Seth the man had been drinking.


  Seth checked his watch. Just after ten a.m.


  “Hey,” Phil reprimanded. “This is a church. Watch the language.”


  Josh dropped back to the cot and propped his elbows on his knees. His head fell into his hands.


  Seth spotted a bottle of Jack Daniel’s under the cot. “I take it from your outburst that you remember me.”


  Josh didn’t respond, but Spider gave Seth a grunt that sounded like agreement.


  “Officially I’m Detective Harding from the Rogue County Sheriff’s Office.” Seth nodded toward Phil. “This is Deputy Harrison. We need to ask you where you were this morning.”


  “Right here.” Spider’s gaze went to the ceiling. “We were going to leave early today, but we overslept. By the time we woke up, church was happening.”


  “I would have thought you two would have left town by now,” Seth said.


  “We haven’t been in any condition to travel.” Josh buried both hands in his dirty hair.


  “Kind of early.” Seth nodded toward the bottle of JD.


  “And in a church?” Pure disgust saturated Phil’s voice.


  Josh burped. “That’s from last night.”


  Last night into early morning, Seth guessed.


  “Honestly, we’ve been drinking since Chase died,” Josh said.


  Spider pointed at his friend. “You’ve been drunk since Barbara told you she was pregnant.”


  “Don’t remind me,” Josh whined.


  “So you were both here all morning?” Seth interrupted.


  “We just said that,” Josh mumbled. His skin turned a sickly gray color. Covering his mouth, he bolted for the restroom.


  “Can anyone vouch for you?” Seth asked.


  Spider nodded toward the hall. “A bunch of ladies were here early. Setting up coffee and stuff in the kitchen. They made a lot of noise, but they let me have some coffee.”


  Seth leaned on the wall. “Your buddy is in bad shape.”


  “Having his little brother confess to murdering our friend sent him over the edge last night.” Spider gave Seth a raised brow. “You look pretty rough yourself.”


  Seth said, “I pulled a man from a burning car this morning. Do you know anything about that?”


  “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Spider blinked away. He stooped, picked up the whiskey bottle, and deposited it and his cup in the trash can.


  “You seem awfully calm,” Seth said to Spider. Shouldn’t the man be angry or upset that his friend had killed his brother? The guy’s too-cool demeanor set off Seth’s radar.


  “I don’t know what I am.” Spider rubbed his eye with a knuckle. “Frankly, Detective, I don’t think I’ve processed my brother’s death yet. I still can’t believe Toby did it. The whole situation feels surreal. And I’m worried about Brandon.”


  “You’re close to the boy?” Seth was also concerned for Chase’s ten-year-old son.


  Pressing a hand to the center of his chest, Spider let out a resounding belch. “I did a lot of the running between Chase and Brandon.”


  “Why did you pretend to be Brandon’s father?”


  Chase and his ex had kept the boy’s paternity a secret. After Chase’s death, the kid had been outed.


  Spider stared at the floor. “Jenny didn’t want any part of the Hollywood scene for Brandon. She wanted him to grow up in a normal house. If anyone had known Chase was his dad, the kid wouldn’t have been able to ride his bike around the block or go to public school.” Spider paced the room. “It might not seem like it, but Chase loved his boy.”


  Seth disagreed, but he kept his mouth shut. Chase had spent exactly one week per year with his son. He hadn’t been able to stay away from booze and women for a single week as a parent. He’d never have pulled off the job full time.


  Seth bet Chase hadn’t wanted to be inconvenienced by parenthood. A child would have gotten in the way of his Hollywood lifestyle. A dad can’t invite girls back to his mansion for a threesome if he’s busy helping his kid learn multiplication tables.


  And Spider acted as if he was holding something back. There was more to the story than Chase protecting his son from the media. But what?


  Josh returned, flopping onto his cot and closing his eyes.


  Seth eyed Josh’s pricey athletic shoes. Thinking about money gave him another idea about Toby’s disappearance. “Who has access to Chase’s accounts?”


  Josh cracked an eye. “Just me and Chase.”


  “No one else can get at any significant amount of money?” Seth asked.


  “Not really,” Josh said. “Chase paid us each a salary, and there was a smaller account for household expenses. We all used that, but there isn’t that much money in it.”


  Seth wondered if someone thought Toby had access to more money than he did. Zane had requested financial records from Chase’s banks, but Toby had confessed before the statements came through.


  “Don’t leave town without calling me.” Seth handed Spider a business card and followed Phil out of the room.


  Seth heard something clatter. He crossed the main room and went into the attached kitchen. Nell, who owned the local deli and made the best fried chicken within a hundred miles, was filling a tray with doughnuts. Another woman was putting cupcakes on a tray.


  “Excuse me, Nell.” Seth said. “Can I ask you a question?”


  “Of course you can, Seth.” Nell opened another box of pastries.


  “Did you see either of those men this morning?” Seth pointed toward the room where Josh and Spider had been sleeping.


  “I saw the tall, skinny man about five minutes ago. He wanted coffee.” Nell pursed her lips. “I gave him some. Thought it might get them moving. He smelled like whiskey.” Her eyes narrowed in disapproval.


  “But you didn’t see them earlier?”


  “No.” Nell crossed the kitchen, opened the large refrigerator, and removed two pitchers of orange juice. “Their door was closed.”


  Seth checked his watch. Two hours had passed since he’d been run off the road. It seemed like a big stretch to suppose Josh and Spider had gotten ahold of a semi, used it to break Toby out of custody, then returned to the church. A stretch, but not impossible. But why?


  “I’ve had about enough of all these out-of-towners,” Nell said. “They need to go back to Hollywood.”


  “From your lips, Nell,” Seth agreed. He left the kitchen and followed Phil out of the church. They crossed the blacktop and walked to their vehicles.


  “How are you going to make them stay in town?” Phil asked.


  “I can’t, but I’m hoping they don’t know that,” Seth said over the roof of his car. Frankly, Chase’s pals didn’t seem all that smart.


  Phil said, “Where to next?”


  “Solitude PD. I need Zane’s case file. Then I need to stop at home. My wife will have information on that arsonist fan.”


  “How about I pick up the case file while you talk to Carly?” Phil asked. “Time’s a-wasting.”


  “Deal.” Seth handed Phil the keys to the Solitude Police Station, then got into his car. On the way home, he checked in with the sheriff. So far there was no sign of the tractor trailer or Toby. No semis had been reported stolen either, but, on the bright side, Cyndee Sykes had been sighted two hours away from Solitude. If she was running, Seth would have expected her to have gone farther by now, but maybe the need to steal a vehicle had slowed her escape.


  “Do they know what she was driving?” Seth asked.


  “Some kind of sedan,” the sheriff said. “We’re trying to clean up the surveillance footage. The license plate was smeared with something, but it definitely wasn’t the pickup truck she was driving when she was here.”


  “She must have stolen a vehicle.”


  Seth asked for a copy of the image and ended the call. A minute later his phone beeped. He opened the message to see Cyndee’s face in a grainy picture taken at a gas station in Innis. The time stamp was 8:15 p.m. Another image, from a convenience store in Dunphey, was time-stamped at 9:30 p.m. The pattern suggested Cyndee was traveling up the coast.


  Seth would have preferred to catch her, but the next best thing was having her far away from his family.


  With Cyndee traveling away from Solitude, Seth could concentrate on tracking down a killer.


  
CHAPTER FOUR
  Carly shielded her eyes and watched her husband park his car. A sigh of relief shuddered through her bones.


  “Daddy!”


  With Prince Eric the goat on her heels, Brianna ran across the barnyard toward him. Carly was tempted to do the same. She’d spoken to Seth after his accident, but he tended to minimize any threat or injury to himself. Until she saw him with her own eyes, she could never be sure he wasn’t hurt.


  She and Seth and been separated for months the previous year. It had been the most awful time in her life and had made her realize how much he meant to her.


  He’d brushed off what had happened to him this morning, but she knew he could have been killed. In the ninety minutes between his phone call and his arrival at the farm, Carly had fielded three calls about the accident from well-meaning folks who didn’t want her to worry but in fact made her worry more.


  Seth got out of his car and grabbed his suit jacket. Brianna sprang from the ground and hit him like an orangutan on a sugar high. He dropped his suit jacket to catch her.


  “You aren’t wearing your regular shirt?” She wrapped her skinny arms and legs around him monkey style.


  “My white shirt got dirty.” He hugged her.


  She planted a kiss on his cheek. “I’m so glad you’re home. I have a surprise. A big one.”


  “Are you going to tell me what it is?” Seth carried her toward the cabin.


  “Of course I am, sillyhead.”


  The goat protested the loss of his playmate by butting Seth’s legs. Seth leaned down and grabbed a horn with one hand. “I think we’d better put Prince Eric away.”


  As if sensing his impending restriction, the goat tried to escape his grip, twisting his head and body and stomping all over Seth’s jacket in the process. Seth sighed and shook his head.


  Warmth spread through Carly as she watched Seth with their daughter. He was affectionate and kind, loyal and strong. And the power that he held over Carly still amazed her. Tomorrow they’d celebrate their ninth wedding anniversary, and no other man had turned her head since the day they met on the campus of Oregon State. Their marriage troubles hadn’t been about love.


  Stressful jobs, parenthood, and stubbornness on both their parts had almost derailed their marriage. When they had disagreed in the past, Carly used to close herself off, and Seth had gone straight to anger. But separation had made them both miserable. Since their reconciliation, they’d learned to communicate at the first sign of conflict. They made the time to talk to each other every day, and she felt closer to him than ever.


  Seth turned his head. Their gazes locked, and his eyes heated.


  Desire had never been an issue either.


  Sensing the distraction, the goat pulled away and bucked in a circle on the grass.


  Seth went to his wife, then leaned down to kiss her on the lips. “Hi.”


  “Hi back.”


  She glanced over him, checking for scrapes or bruises. His shirt was missing, his slacks were torn, and the side of his face was red, as if he’d gotten sunburned, but he seemed all right. That was all that really mattered.


  She put a hand on his arm, wanting to say things she couldn’t with Brianna listening.


  He smiled down at her, emotions swimming in his eyes. “Come into the cabin while I change and I’ll tell you about it. I only have a few minutes.”


  “Daddy! I was telling you about my secret.” Brianna nudged a heel into Seth’s back as if he were a pony. The goat butted him in the backs of the knees.


  “I’ve got Prince Eric.” Carly grabbed hold of the ornery goat. “Meet you inside in a minute.”


  “Grab my jacket.” Seth dipped Brianna to one side, and she scooped it from the grass. “What’s your secret?”


  Carly wrestled Prince Eric into his pen and latched the gate. When she reached the cabin, Seth and Brianna were on the porch.


  “Grandma is getting me a pony,” Brianna said.


  “A pony?” Seth didn’t sound surprised at all. But then, everyone in the county knew Patsy Taylor would take in any animal in need. The pony could have been a giraffe, and it wouldn’t have mattered.


  Carly jogged up the steps and joined them. “Either we took it in or it was headed to the auction.”


  Carly said “auction” in a way that Seth would understand to mean “kill buyer.” Her mother had temporarily housed a few horses over the years to make sure they didn’t end up on a stock trailer headed for an over-the-border slaughterhouse.


  Seth opened the door and they went inside.


  “I can’t wait,” Seth said. “Ponies are awesome. Maybe I should get a horse.”


  It wasn’t the first time he’d made the suggestion.


  Brianna clapped her hands. “Mama too! Do you want a horse, Mama?”


  Actually, Carly would very much like to have a horse. She hadn’t had one since childhood, but she said, “Daddy and I will have to talk about that. Why don’t you run and see if Grandma has an update on when the pony is coming?” Carly wanted a few minutes to talk to Seth without the finely tuned ears of their daughter listening.


  “Yes, Mama.” Brianna turned.


  “Wait!” Seth called. “Give me a kiss. I have to go right back out again.” Seth crouched down to her level. He tucked a stray piece of hair behind her ear. “I’m sorry I have to work today.”


  Brianna tilted her head and said in a very grown-up voice, “It’s all right, as long as it’s just this one time.”


  Seth was working hard to keep a straight face. “How about I take a day off later in the week and we go fishing?”


  Brianna’s face lit up. “Just you and me?”


  “Sure.”


  Brianna planted a big one on his face. “I love you, Daddy.”


  “Love you more.”


  Brianna skipped out of the cabin.


  Carly watched her cross the flowering meadow, run up the deck steps of the farmhouse, and disappear inside. Some colored streamers and a few Mylar balloons waved in the breeze on the back deck of the main house, leftovers from yesterday’s wedding.


  “I don’t want to let her out of my sight,” she said.


  Seth sighed. “Me either.”


  But they’d agreed it would be best if Brianna never knew how much danger she’d been in.


  Seth filled Carly in on what had happened that morning as he stripped off his T-shirt.


  She put a hand on the back of his shoulder, right above a long abrasion embedded with dirt. “This needs to be cleaned.”


  Seth twisted around to see. He scoffed at it. “That’s just a scratch. I had to slide on the road to get the deputy out of his car.”


  “Scratch or not, it needs to be cleaned.” Carly went into the bathroom and started the shower for him. Then she folded her arms and enjoyed the sight of Seth’s ripped torso. All the Chase Ryan fans running around town could have their pretend cop. Her man was the real deal.


  Seth handed her his pants and jacket. She inspected the rips and tossed them into the trash can. What the accident hadn’t destroyed, the goat had. A piece of paper fluttered to the ground.


  She leaned over to pick it up, but Seth snatched it off the floor.


  He smiled, a devilish light shining in his green eyes.


  What is he up to?


  “I wish I could have given you a real honeymoon like Stevie and Zane are taking,” he said.


  “Ours was fine,” Carly said, still suspicious. “We had fun.”


  They hadn’t had much money and they’d been saving to buy a house. She’d already been three months pregnant with Brianna. But they’d been young and in love. Where they went on their honeymoon hadn’t mattered to her at all.


  “We went camping, and it rained all week.” Seth ducked into the shower. Washing the soot and blood off his skin took two minutes. He stepped out and dried off, then rubbed the towel over his short blond hair.


  Smiling, Carly remembered the many hours they’d spent in the tent, rain drumming on the canvas, the smell of damp forest, swimming in the cool river between rain showers. “As if you wanted to spend much time outside of our tent anyway.”


  “If you really remember, I wasn’t too picky about privacy. And neither were you.” Seth laughed, wrapping the towel around his hips. “Now I’d be happy to have you all to myself for an entire afternoon.”


  “I’m sorry. I know we don’t get much privacy.” Guilt swamped Carly. Her mother and younger brother lived in the main house, and it seemed as if someone else was always visiting.


  “It is a busy place.”


  “You’re happy here, right?” she asked.


  Seth smiled at her. “As long as I’m with you, I’m happy.”


  Which wasn’t quite the answer she’d been hoping for.


  “Brianna will be occupied with the pony all day.” Carly wiggled her eyebrows at him. His muscles rippled as he stepped into cargo pants and tugged a T-shirt over his head. Definitely no need for her to drool over any Hollywood actor. Not with Seth around.


  “You’re killing me. I am so sorry I have to work.” He fastened his pants. Despite their lighthearted banter, he was moving fast, obviously in a hurry to get back to the search.


  “A manhunt is a pretty good excuse. And we both know that no matter how hard we try, our jobs will interfere with our plans now and again.”


  Seth threaded his belt though the loops on his pants and attached his holster and handcuffs.


  Carly’s cell phone rang. She glanced at the display. “I have to answer this. It’s Heidi’s house.” Carly pressed the phone to her ear. “Hello.”


  “Carly?” Hysteria edged Heidi’s voice. “I went upstairs and she wasn’t there. I can’t find her. I can’t find Alex.”


  “Are you sure?” Carly tensed.


  “She isn’t anywhere,” Heidi cried.


  “All right. Call the police. I’ll be right there.” Carly didn’t bother to tell her friend to stay calm. When Brianna was in danger, calm hadn’t been possible. Carly ended the call.


  “What’s wrong?” Seth reached up, retrieved his gun from the top of the armoire, and secured it in its holster.


  “I have to go. Alex Sykes is missing.” Carly shed her clothes faster than Seth had. She showered off the barn dirt and jumped into clean jeans and a T-shirt at record speed. Thinking of the dense forest behind Heidi’s house, she pulled on socks, grabbed her hiking boots, and shoved her folding knife into her back pocket.


  “What happened?” Seth asked.


  “I don’t know. Heidi was pretty upset.”


  “Maybe she just went outside,” Seth offered.


  “I hope so.” Carly tied her laces and stuffed her cell phone into her pocket. “That poor kid has been through enough.” She stopped. “What if Cyndee came back for her, Seth?” The thought made Carly sick. “That woman tried to kill three men yesterday morning. She almost killed our daughter.”


  Carly breathed through a mental image of Brianna trapped in a smoky building. That could happen to Alex. “She should be locked away.”


  And frankly, as civilized and understanding as Carly tried to be, she could summon no forgiveness for the woman who’d endangered Brianna.


  Seth picked up his phone. He opened a message and showed her two grainy pictures of Cyndee Sykes. “These were taken about two hours from here.”


  “How could she leave without her child?” Carly asked.


  “Honey, you are transferring your own emotions onto this woman. You put Brianna first. Of all people, you should know that not all parents do that.”


  So why does it still shock me?


  “Cyndee put our daughter in danger. I don’t know why I’d thought she’d treat her own any better.”


  “Tell me what you know about her.”


  Carly recalled the little information she had about Cyndee. “She has a record in California for stalking and small-time arson. Chase had a restraining order against her. She moved around a lot. So far I haven’t been able to locate any family. I spoke to the social worker assigned to Alex’s case in Los Angeles. She didn’t remember the girl, and the case file had no real information in it. Cyndee relocated whenever anyone questioned her activities.”


  “Let’s hope that’s exactly what she did this time.” Seth paused. “I don’t like that Toby Black and Alex Sykes are both missing.”


  “Me either.” Carly hoped and prayed that Alex had simply gone outside without telling Heidi. Alex was thirteen, and she wasn’t accustomed to close adult supervision. Her mother had left her on her own much of the time.


  Seth leaned over and kissed her. “Be careful.”


  “I will.”


  When she pulled away, he tugged her back and wrapped his arms around her. “I love you.”


  Carly rested her head against her husband’s chest for one long minute. “I love you too.” Straightening, she reached up and cupped his jaw. “You watch your back too. I don’t ever want to live without you again.”


  “Back atcha, babe.”


  Carly watched him go, then left the cabin and climbed into her Jeep. She stopped at the main house and went inside. Brianna knelt on the sofa in front of the window, her elbows propped on the back as she stared through the glass at the long driveway.


  “I’m sorry.” Carly sat next to her daughter. “I know I promised to be here when the pony came, but I have to work.”


  Brianna tore her gaze from the window for a split second. “It’s all right. Grandma and Uncle Bruce are here.”


  “Hey, Carly.” Bruce stepped through the doorway. Instead of his usual board shorts and bare feet, he wore athletic shorts and shoes.


  “Where were you?”


  “Out running.” He shrugged.


  “Since when do you run?” Despite her shock, Carly was pleased that her brother was exercising. His brooding worried her. Maybe his depression had turned a corner.


  He ignored her question. “Do you or Seth need help today?”


  “No, but thanks.”


  Something sad flickered in Bruce’s eyes. “Are you sure? I know these woods as well as anyone.”


  Bruce was the youngest of the four Taylor siblings and was regularly teased about his lack of employment. Playing in a band a few nights a week didn’t pay anyone’s bills. Though all the Taylor siblings possessed unusual musical talent, Bruce had been the only one to follow his heart and talent into the music business. But he rarely showed interest in his music now. He’d been injured in an accident and his girlfriend had been murdered back in December. Since then he’d been withdrawn with everyone except Brianna. Yesterday’s wedding reception was the first time she’d seen him play with his band in a long time. Bruce had recovered from his physical injuries, but Carly feared the damage to his heart had left deep scars.


  “I appreciate you staying with Brianna and Mom today. I feel better knowing you’re here.”


  “I’ll do anything for Brianna, you know that.” Bruce nodded, but his lips were pressed as tight as a clenched fist. She could count the number of times he’d smiled since December on one hand. Could he be happy again? “I just wish you would all stop treating me as if I was damaged goods.”


  “I’m sorry if we do that,” Carly said. “We love you.”


  Bruce sighed. “I know.”


  Brianna, intent on watching the road, barely noticed when Carly gave her a goodbye kiss on the head.


  On the way out of the room, she hugged her brother. “Tell Mom I left?”


  “Sure.” His return embrace was distracted, and Carly made a mental note to make time for a heart-to-heart with her brother. But for now she returned to her car and drove toward Heidi’s house.


  As much as she wanted Alex’s disappearance to be a big mistake, deep inside she knew Heidi wasn’t the hysterical type. Chances were, Alex was gone.


  
CHAPTER FIVE
  “How many suspects do we have in addition to Josh and Spider?” Leaning on his parked car outside Nell’s small grocery, Seth selected a drumstick from the bag Phil offered him. Seth had missed breakfast, and the crispy batter melted in his mouth.


  “Two people who were close to Chase.” Phil handed him a takeout cup of coffee. “Chase’s ex, Jenny Blair, and his agent, Aiden Tierney, both came to town after Chase’s death.”


  Seth flipped through the case file Phil had picked up at the police station. Seth had read through Zane’s notes the night before, but he hadn’t memorized every detail.


  He thumbed past the reports on Josh and Spider and stopped on an interview with Chase’s ex. Jenny Blair was the mother of Chase’s son, Brandon.


  “Why would Jenny want to spring Toby?” Seth asked. “She should want him in prison.”


  “Revenge? She was in love with Chase,” Phil said. “Seems to me that ten years is a long time to pine for a man she didn’t marry. Maybe she had some sort of fixation on him. Maybe she thinks prison isn’t punishment enough. Just because he confessed to killing Toby doesn’t mean he’ll get convicted of murder. Some reporter was speculating yesterday that he might only get charged with manslaughter. He could be sentenced to as little as six years.”


  “Her motive still seems thin to me, but the only way we’ll know is to talk to her.” Seth knew love was a powerful and sometimes irrational force. He went back to the file. “With the same reasoning, Chase’s agent would have plenty of motivation to get even with Toby. Chase was his biggest client. No doubt his death was a serious hit to Tierney’s income.”


  “Maybe he was mad enough to want Toby to pay for killing Chase.”


  “Or maybe there’s some other information we don’t have yet. This is already the strangest case I’ve ever worked. I’ll go talk to the ex.” Seth tossed the file into his car. “See if you can find the agent.”


  “Will do.”


  Seth slid into the driver’s seat and drove the two blocks to Miss Penny’s B&B, the Tall Tree Inn.


  He went into the inn. “Hello?”


  Miss Penny came out of the kitchen. Her white hair was wound into a tight braided bun, but her tall and sturdy frame belied her senior-citizen status. Once a schoolteacher, Miss Penny had never married. She’d retired a few years ago and opened the B&B out of sheer boredom. Her last name was Gray, but Seth had never heard anyone use it in the decade he’d lived in Solitude.


  She waved at him with a pair of glasses. “Seth, come into the kitchen. I have a new fried chicken recipe I’m trying out.”


  “You wouldn’t be trying to duplicate Nell’s, would you?”


  Miss Penny grinned over her shoulder. “I will figure out her secret ingredient before I die.”


  Seth followed her and stood in the doorway. “Is Jenny Blair still here?”


  Miss Penny stood over a plate of raw chicken legs on the table. Wire-rimmed glasses were perched on her nose, and she held a large index card in one hand. “She hasn’t checked out yet, but checkout is at noon.” Miss Penny glanced at her watch. Her mouth twisted with irritation. “Which was ten minutes ago. I’ll call her room.”


  “Thank you. I’m in a hurry.”


  “I suppose this is about that missing criminal.” She set down the index card and went to an old rotary phone attached to the wall. Lifting the receiver, which was bound to the base with an old-fashioned spiraled cord, she called Jenny and asked her to come downstairs to talk to Seth. After setting the receiver on the base, she returned to the table.


  Technically Toby wasn’t a criminal because he hadn’t been convicted, but Seth wasn’t going to argue with Miss Penny.


  “Was she here this morning?” Seth asked.


  “They had breakfast in the dining room at nine,” she said with a disapproving shake of her head. “City folks don’t like to get up early, I suppose.”


  The semi had run the deputy off the road a little after eight. The timeline didn’t give Jenny an alibi.


  “Are you sure about the time?” Seth asked.


  Miss Penny propped a fist on her hip and shot him a schoolteacher stare over the tops of her glasses. “I serve breakfast between seven and nine. If my guests want food, they get their butts out of bed and into dining room chairs between those hours. Miss Blair and her son arrived just as I was fixing to clean up.” Her face softened. “But the boy looked hungry, and she’d obviously been up crying all night, so I made an exception to my rule.”


  Miss Penny made very few exceptions to her rules. She waved at the doorway. “You can use the parlor if you want some privacy.”


  “Thank you, ma’am.”


  “She’d better check out soon or I’ll have to charge her a late fee.”


  Seth returned to the front room. Jenny came down. The young Asian woman wasn’t at all what he’d expected of the former girlfriend of one of the biggest stars in Hollywood. Petite and dressed in ordinary jeans, a tank top, and flip-flops, Chase’s ex was the opposite of a tall, leggy model. 


  “Where’s Brandon?” Seth asked.


  Jenny stiffened and crossed her arms. “I told him to stay upstairs.”


  The mention of her son had put her on the defensive. Seth softened his approach. “I’m sure he’s been through enough.”


  Sniffing, Jenny nodded. “He loved Chase. It’s going to be hard for him to accept that his father is dead.” Her eyes filled with bright, angry tears.


  Hard for Brandon or Jenny?


  “Sit down.” Seth herded her toward a pair of Victorian-looking chairs.


  She eased into one, still on edge. “Is this about Toby going missing?”


  “You’ve heard?” Seth sat across from her and tried to summon some patience, which wasn’t easy in the middle of a manhunt.


  She nodded. “It was on the news.”


  “Have you had any contact with Toby since he confessed?”


  She shook her head, her lips pressed into a bloodless line, as if trying to compose herself enough to verbalize her answer. “I spent most of yesterday in our room.” She dragged in a long, wheezing breath. “Those photographers were everywhere, and I couldn’t pull myself together enough to drive home.”


  “Were you shocked that Toby killed Chase?”


  She shuddered and plucked a tissue from a box on the end table. “At first I couldn’t believe it, but then I remembered all the fights Chase had with Toby and Josh and Spider. Chase was impulsive and immature.” She blotted her eyes, then stared at the crumpled tissue in her lap.


  But she’d loved him.


  “Is that why you didn’t marry him?”


  Jenny lifted her eyes. Fresh pain filled them, along with a gleam of anger that she quickly blinked away. “I didn’t marry him because he never asked.”


  “I’m sorry.” Seth meant it. The more he learned about Chase Ryan, the less he thought of him.


  “Chase sent money.” Jenny crumpled the tissue again and reached for another. She was trying hard to act meek and sad, but Seth sensed underlying resentment. Years’ and years’ worth. “He called to talk to Brandon every week.”


  “Have you seen Josh or Spider since Toby was arrested?”


  “Yesterday,” she said. Her lips parted as if she wanted to add to her answer, then her mouth closed, settling back into that unyielding line. Whatever she was thinking, she’d clearly decided to keep it to herself.


  “How are they coping with the news that Toby killed Chase?”


  “They’re devastated.”


  “By Chase’s death or Toby’s confession?” Seth asked.


  She hesitated before saying, “Both. I’ve known them all since we were teenagers.” She paused, staring down at her hands. “I can’t believe Chase is dead any more than I can believe that Toby killed him.”


  Yet both of those events happened.


  “Is there anyone you know who might have wanted to get their hands on Toby?”


  Jenny’s brow puckered. “Aiden Tierney has a temper and zero impulse control. I remember Spider telling me about the anger management classes Tierney was forced to take after he rammed another car blocking his way in a parking lot. When I saw him on Friday, he was freaking out.”


  Freaking out enough to kidnap Toby in anger?


  “Tierney was Chase’s agent?”


  “Yes, and Chase’s death might bankrupt him. Tierney has expensive taste.”


  “Mom?” Brandon stood at the bottom of the steps.


  “Hi, honey.” She forced a smile.


  “What’s wrong?” Brandon’s gaze shifted between his mom and Seth. The kid didn’t seem as upset as his mother did.


  Even if Jenny wanted his killer punished, Seth couldn’t believe she was responsible for running two police cars off the road. She seemed too passive. She’d put up with Chase’s bad behavior for years. Had she finally snapped?


  But there was something she wasn’t telling him. She was pointing the finger at Tierney, but did she really suspect Josh or Spider? Maybe both of them?


  “Nothing’s wrong. The detective had a few follow-up questions before we left town.” She stood. “We’re done now. Are you finished packing?”


  Brandon nodded.


  “Then let’s get our bags.” She turned to Seth. “Goodbye, Detective.”


  “Thank you.” Seth left the inn.


  He put the key into the ignition and started the engine. The door to the B&B opened and Jenny and Brandon came out. Jenny had a rolling suitcase. The boy half dragged a duffel bag across the porch. They headed across the gravel lot to a Ford sedan that sat in the shade of some pine trees. Jenny stopped halfway across the lot. Seth followed her gaze to the car.


  All four tires were flat.


  He got out of his car and walked over. Squatting next to the front fender, Seth inspected a tire. Slashed. He straightened. “You’re going to need four new tires.”


  She put a hand to her forehead. “I can’t believe this. I just want to go home.”


  “When did you drive your car last?”


  “Not yesterday,” Jenny said. “Friday, I guess.”


  Who slit tires? People who were angry. Crazy angry.


  “Do you know who Cyndee Sykes is?” Seth asked.


  If Jenny hadn’t driven the car since Friday, Cyndee could have slit the tires before she left town.


  Jenny nodded. “She follows—” She winced and corrected herself. “Followed Chase everywhere.”


  “Have you ever run into her?”


  “No.” Jenny shook her head. “I stay in Portland. Chase hardly ever came home. Just for this one trip every year.” Her words cut off with a choking sound, and she pressed her hand over her mouth.


  Seth lifted his phone. “I’ll get someone over here to take a report. Miss Penny will have the number of the auto shop. They’ll have to send a tow truck out.”


  Jenny gave him a grim-faced nod. “It just figures. I finally get myself together enough to drive home and now this.” She turned and walked back into the inn.


  Brandon kicked a flat tire. “This sucks.”


  “It does,” Seth agreed.


  “My mom doesn’t need any more trouble. She’s real upset over Chase.”


  “How do you feel about it?” Seth asked.


  Brandon lifted a shoulder. “I didn’t see him much.” Ten years of disappointment shadowed the boy’s eyes, along with a touch of anger. “Chase wasn’t that great of a guy, but my mom was hung up on him. I don’t know why. He was never around when she needed him.”


  Or when you needed him. 


  “I spend more time with Spider,” Brandon said.


  Spider keeps coming up again and again.


  Seth probed. “Does your uncle visit often?”


  The boy nodded. “Why can’t my mom find someone like him? He treats her right.”


  Seth had no answer, but he suddenly wondered how Spider felt about Jenny. How many people in Chase Ryan’s life hadn’t really liked him all that much? Many. Had they stayed with him for the money or because deep down inside he had been a decent guy who’d let fame and fortune go to his head?


  As he got into his car, Seth reorganized his mental list of suspects. In his mind Jenny was unlikely. She had Brandon with her. And call him sexist, but Seth couldn’t get his mind around the idea of the petite mother leaving her kid alone, stealing a semi, and running two police cars off the road. Jenny might be resentful, but she didn’t seem reckless.


  Josh was a mess, and while impulsiveness might have been a factor, taking Toby had required planning. Foresight. More coolheadedness than Josh seemed capable of summoning.


  But Spider made more sense. His brother had been killed by one of his closest friends, the ultimate act of betrayal. Yet Spider had managed to keep calm while Seth questioned him that morning. Josh had been passed out earlier that morning, which would have made it easy enough for Spider to slip out.


  In Seth’s mind, revenge wasn’t a rational motive for taking Toby, but nothing about this case felt logical. During his career in law enforcement, Seth had seen people commit some pretty ridiculous crimes, especially when their emotions were running the show.


  Phil turned the corner in his cruiser. He backed into a parking spot so his driver’s window lined up with Seth’s.


  Phil lowered his window. “A few bits of news. First, Donovan is out of surgery and stable.”


  “Thank you,” Seth mouthed skyward. Then, aloud, “What else?”


  “Someone tried to steal dynamite from the quarry.”


  “Dynamite?” Seth’s mind whirled.


  “Yes. The security monitor went blank. When the guard went to check it out, he saw fresh crowbar marks on the door, and it appeared as if someone had tried to pick the lock. The prospective thief had sprayed the surveillance camera with wasp-and-hornet foam. It blocked the lens.”


  Clever, thought Seth. “But whoever it was didn’t get any explosives.”


  “Right,” Phil said. “They keep it locked up tight.”


  Thank God.


  But someone had still tried . . .


  “It’s probably not related.” Seth hoped. “What else?”


  Phil continued, “Aiden Tierney has a room at the Wayward Motel.”


  “I wonder why he’s still in town. He could have left by now.”


  “We should go ask him.”


  Seth started his engine. His phone beeped, and he read the sheriff’s number on the display.


  “Yes, sir,” Seth answered.


  “Seth,” the sheriff yelled. “The helicopter just spotted a black tractor trailer out on County Line Road.”


  
CHAPTER SIX
  Carly parked in the driveway of Heidi’s house. Her childhood friend lived on the outskirts of Solitude in a pretty house that used to belong to her parents before her dad retired and they moved to Arizona. A handful of other homes dotted the street, and a thick forest backed the property. As girls, Carly and Heidi had played in those woods. They’d ridden horses on the trails and caught frogs in the creek.


  An SPD cruiser sat out front. Carly got out of the car and climbed the steps to the front porch. She knocked on the door, then went inside.


  Heidi was in the kitchen, staring out the window that overlooked swings and a small sliding board in the backyard. A toddler sat in a high chair, and a three-year-old clung to Heidi’s leg.


  “I’m so glad you’re here.” Heidi gently lifted the three-year-old onto a chair and set a bowl of cut-up fruit in front of her. A plate of macaroni and cheese sat untouched on the other side of the table. “Officer Fox is upstairs. He wanted to do a complete search of the house inside and out. Even though I already did that.”


  “He’s following procedure,” Carly said. “Tell me what happened.”


  “Dylan got called out on an emergency.” Heidi’s husband was a plumber. “Alex was in the shower.” Heidi’s breaths were short and fast. She sounded as if she was going to hyperventilate. “I fixed an early lunch for the little ones. When I was done, Alex hadn’t come down. So we went upstairs to find her. The bathroom was empty. Her room was empty. Her things are gone. I don’t know where she went.”


  The house was old, the kitchen a separate room rather than part of an open floor plan. Alex could have walked out either the front or back door and Heidi wouldn’t have seen her.


  “I’m sorry, Carly. I should have watched her more closely, but I thought she was in the shower and I wanted to give her a little privacy. She’s so shy.”


  “Maybe she wandered outside. We’ll find her.” But Carly was worried. The wilderness around Solitude had claimed lives in the past. Alex might be resourceful, but at thirteen she was still a child.


  One of Solitude’s younger officers, Kenny Fox, hurried into the kitchen. His eyes met Carly’s, and she knew what he was going to say before he opened his mouth. “No sign of her upstairs. I’m going to check outside. If she isn’t nearby, we’ll call in more people.”


  The toddler began to cry, and Heidi picked her up, patting the baby on the back while her own eyes filled with tears.


  “Let’s go.” Carly followed Kenny outside. A small fenced yard held the swing set and a plastic playhouse. Beyond the waist-high picket fence, the lawn sloped down to the forest. They checked the detached garage and the gardening shed, but found no sign of Alex.


  Kenny walked toward his vehicle. “I’m calling the county for help. Maybe I can get a K-9 team here.”


  “I’ll call my brother. He’ll help.”


  Carly’s oldest brother, James, served as mayor of Solitude. They spoke for a few minutes, and he promised to have volunteers mobilized to search for Alex within the hour. Solitude was a rural community, and the residents often supported official efforts when people went missing, especially children.


  “Thanks.” Carly ended the call and went back into the house. “Where’s her room?” she asked Heidi.


  “Upstairs,” Heidi said. “End of the hall.”


  Carly jogged up the steps, hurried down the corridor, and went through the last door into a cozy bedroom decorated in gender-neutral navy blue and honey oak. She crossed to the closet and opened the accordion-style doors. It was empty, as were the dresser drawers. When Carly had taken her from the trailer, other than a few changes of raggedy clothing, Alex had taken only three personal items with her: a locket, a photo of her and her mother, and a musty-smelling stuffed rabbit far too tattered to survive washing.


  “Did she take anything with her?” Kenny asked from the doorway.


  Carly scanned the room. No locket or picture or stuffed rabbit in sight. “Everything.”


  “If she’s on foot, we’ll find her.” Kenny turned away from the door.


  Carly nearly flinched at a mental picture of Alex clutching her stuffed bunny and running through the woods, crying, looking for the mother who’d abandoned her.


  She caught up with Kenny in the kitchen.


  “A K-9 team will come as soon as they’re finished searching for the missing prisoner out on the highway,” he said. “It shouldn’t be long. The dog hasn’t picked up anything.”


  “James said he’d get some volunteers over here as soon as possible.” Gazing out the kitchen window, Carly took in the sight of the dark woods. “We should start searching. I used to ride those trails with Heidi when we were young.”


  “How many trails are back there?” Kenny asked.


  “Too many, and she has a head start. We need more people.”


  “Let’s talk to the neighbors and see if anyone saw her. Maybe someone can point us in the right direction. I’ll take this side of the street.”


  Carly crossed the road and knocked on a neighbor’s door.


  A dog yapped, and an older woman answered the door. She used her foot to block the path of a snarling Chihuahua. “Get back, Demon.” Pushing the dog back, the woman stepped out onto the porch and closed the door. “Sorry about that. Can I help you?”


  Carly introduced herself and pulled out her county ID.


  The woman leaned over to read it, then straightened. “I’m Edna Schroeder.”


  “We’re looking for a young girl. She’s thirteen but small for her age. Blonde. About this tall.” Carly held out a hand about four and a half feet off the ground.


  The woman nodded. “I saw her earlier this morning when I walked Demon. The girl was out in the garden with Heidi and the younger children.”


  “Have you seen her since?”


  “No, sorry. I went inside for more coffee.”


  “Did you see anything else? Strange people, cars . . .”


  The woman put a hand on her hip and pursed her lips. “Dylan went out. Since he drove his van, I assume he got an emergency call.” She pointed to the house next to Heidi’s. “The Bentleys went to church. I heard a lawn mower running.” She straightened. “Nothing out of the ordinary. Sorry.”


  “Thank you.” Carly passed her a business card. “If you remember anything else, please call me.”


  Carly expected Edna to go back inside, but instead the woman stepped off her porch. “I’m going to see if Heidi needs help. She has to be a wreck.” Edna hurried toward Heidi’s house.


  Carly checked the rest of the houses on that side of the street. Two were empty. Many families would be at church on a Sunday morning. The elderly man who lived at the last house hadn’t been outside at all that morning. Carly hurried back to Heidi’s place just as a plumber’s van parked out front. Heidi’s husband, Dylan, climbed out.


  Heidi came outside, crying, the toddler on her hip. Carly could see Edna standing in the doorway. She held the three-year-old by the hand.


  Kenny jogged down the street, joining Carly in the middle of the road. “No sign of her.”


  A minivan cruised by and turned into the driveway next to Heidi’s house. A man, a woman, and two teenage boys climbed out. The boys went into the house. The woman went to the back of the minivan and opened the hatch, one curious eye on Carly and Kenny. The man lifted two red gas cans from the cargo area and set them on the ground.


  Then he said something to his wife and walked across the grass toward them. “I’m Roger Bentley. Is something wrong, Officer?”


  Kenny asked about Alex.


  “I didn’t see anyone this morning.” Mr. Bentley shook his head. “We went to the early service because the boys want to get their four-wheelers out before it gets too hot.”


  Small Town Rule #3: Learning to ride an ATV is a rite of passage.


  “Abby?” he called to his wife.


  Carrying three plastic containers the size of shirt boxes, she hurried over.


  “Did you see the girl who’s staying with Heidi and Dylan this morning?” he asked her.


  “No.” Her chin-length bob swung as she shook her head. She turned to Carly and Kenny. “We left early for church. I’d signed up to bring cupcakes for coffee hour.”


  “Dad!” One of the boys came running around the corner of the house. In the two minutes since they’d pulled into the driveway, he’d changed out of church clothes into jeans, a T-shirt, and boots. “My four-wheeler is gone.”


  They all trooped to the backyard. The shed door stood open. One ATV stood next to an empty slot of the same size. Lawn equipment filled the remaining space.


  “My gear was stolen too.” The boy pointed at an empty shelf. “My helmet’s gone. So are my gloves and chest protector, everything.”


  “Was this door locked?” Kenny scanned the door frame and latch.


  “Yes. We keep it padlocked.” Mr. Bentley leaned over and picked something up from the grass. He displayed it on his palm. “Someone cut the lock.”


  “Does the ATV have gas?” Kenny asked.


  The boy shook his head. “No. Less than a quarter tank. I know ’cause we went out for a quick ride last night, and the cans in the shed were empty. That’s why we stopped on the way home from church to get gas.” He stared up at Kenny. “Can you find my quad? I saved lawn-mowing money for two summers to buy it.”


  “We’ll try,” Kenny assured him.


  “What do you think?” he asked Carly as they walked back toward Heidi’s house.


  “She saw the boys on the ATVs last night. She stole one today when no one was home.”


  Edna had heard an ATV, not a lawn mower. Carly glanced past the house. Even in the middle of the day, the woods were dark and thick and very easy to get lost in. Alex didn’t know that Cyndee had been spotted hours away from Solitude. “Alex went to find her mother.”


  The mother whose trailer had been a shrine to a television star. But that hadn’t been the worst of it. Carly shuddered as she remembered the disturbing pictures of Chase’s ex-girlfriends with black ink obliterating their faces. They’d even found a photo of Chase’s costar with flames drawn on her body.


  Carly hated to imagine what other frightening images and events the poor child had experienced.


  Now that the girl was mounted on an ATV, the search area had just expanded. They were going to need more help to find the child before she got lost or hurt.


  Or ran into Toby, the missing killer.


  “She’ll either have to abandon the four-wheeler or find fuel.” Carly paced. “There are only a few local gas stations.”


  Phil pulled out his phone. “I’ll call around, see if anyone saw a little girl on a quad and let them know to keep an eye out for her.”


  A car pulled up to the house, and Carly’s older brother, James, got out. Tall and broad, with kind brown eyes, James looked more like their late father every day.


  He hurried over. “There are more people coming.”


  In the next thirty minutes, more residents arrived to help with the search. The Solitude PD administrator, Sheila, set up a command post and began to organize the two dozen volunteers. Nell dropped off containers of coffee, fried chicken, and biscuits.


  A big black SUV pulled up, and Andrew Reynolds got out. Andrew’s father’s company had bought the O’Rourke resort, which had partially burned down the previous summer. They were rebuilding and turning the resort into a corporate retreat.


  “Hi, Andrew. Thanks for coming.” Carly was surprised to see him, then remembered that he’d helped search for Bruce when he’d been missing in December. “I thought you’d be busy with the grand opening.”


  The retreat was scheduled to open in August.


  He shoved his hands into the pockets of his khakis and frowned. “The work is on hold. We’ve had some budget problems. But I really want to be a part of the community.”


  Andrew was in the middle of a nasty divorce. He’d moved to Solitude for some, well, solitude.


  “I appreciate that. We need all the help we can get.”


  Bruce pulled up in their mother’s car.


  “Excuse me, Andrew.” Carly hurried to her brother. “Bruce, I thought you were staying with Brianna.”


  He clamped his jaw tight and shook his head. “Brianna is fine. Mom is there. Debra brought the boys over to see the pony. I’m not needed there.”


  And suddenly it dawned on Carly. Bruce needed to be needed. She should have thought of that before, but before his girlfriend’s death, Bruce had been as happy-go-lucky as a young man could be. He’d enjoyed his carefree lifestyle. But December had changed him. The family had teased him about the way he’d actively avoided responsibility, but now Carly missed the laid-back Bruce. He’d never be that person again. The thought that tragedy had dimmed his love of life made her sad.


  She squeezed his arm. “Well, I’m glad to have you on board. We need all the help we can get.”


  Relief softened his features. “Thanks.”


  “Go see where Sheila wants you to start.” Carly pointed at the wiry admin. Sunlight glinted on Sheila’s traffic cone–orange nail polish. “I think someone is scaring up some four-wheelers and dirt bikes.”


  Bruce crossed the grass to the card table where Sheila had spread out her maps.


  Kenny hurried over to Carly. “An attendant at the truck stop gas station just sold three gallons of gas to a kid on an ATV.”


  “A girl?” Carly asked.


  “He didn’t know. The kid was wearing a helmet,” Kenny said. “There are so many ATVs around here, it might not be her. It would be pretty brazen to drive up to the pump on a stolen quad.”


  “I’m going to check it out.” Carly moved toward her car. Alex didn’t know the area. Carly let Sheila know where she was going, then headed for her Jeep.


  Kenny fell into step next to her. “You can ride with me. Better to be safe than sorry.” He redirected her toward his patrol car. “We still have a killer on the loose.”


  
CHAPTER SEVEN
  Seth sped down the rural highway. He saw the tractor trailer on the side of the road and pulled over behind it. Slipping his gun from its holster, he got out of the vehicle. The semi was still and quiet in the shade of some overhanging branches.


  Phil parked and got out of his car, gun in hand. “Is this the truck?”


  Seth eyed the massive grille. A large dent marred the front fender. “That’s it.” He’d never forget the sight of that front end headed straight for him. They flanked the truck.


  “Police!” Seth shouted. “Let me see your hands.”


  Silence filled the air.


  Phil moved around the front of the vehicle. Seth sidled along the trailer to the cab.


  “Cover me,” Seth mouthed to the deputy.


  Phil nodded and aimed his weapon at the cab.


  Seth’s pulse echoed in his ears as he reached for the door handle. Sweat broke out on his back and ran down his spine. He pulled the lever and jerked the driver’s door open. Pointing his gun inside the cab, he swept the interior, then climbed up onto the running board to check behind the seat. “Empty.”


  “Let’s check the trailer.” Phil moved toward the rear of the vehicle.


  But Seth’s gaze lingered on the thick, dark streaks on the passenger seat. Blood.


  He jumped down from the cab and followed Phil. With Seth covering him, Phil rolled up the overhead door. Boxes of paper filled the trailer.


  Phil climbed up and moved cartons. “There’s no one in here.”


  “We need forensics.” Seth wiped the side of his face on his shoulder. He went to the front of the vehicle and put his hand on the hood. The metal was cool under his palm.


  “I’ll have it towed to the impound lot,” Phil said.


  Seth called the sheriff. “The truck is empty, and it’s been here a while.”


  “We’re shifting the search nearer to County Line Road,” the sheriff said. “Do you have any suspects yet?”


  “Not really.” Seth scanned the shoulder of the road in both directions but saw no footprints. “I would guess they changed vehicles here.”


  “They could be driving anything.” The sheriff swore softly. “I’ll be there in ten, and I’ll continue to coordinate the ground search. You keep looking for whoever broke him out.”


  “Yes, sir. Trying to find Chase’s agent now.”


  Seth left Phil to babysit the semi while he continued to the truck stop. Pulling into the service road, Seth passed a row of fuel pumps and slowed the car. A diner, Fletcher’s Bar, and the Wayward Motel were clustered together. Behind the buildings, rigs lined up on the expanse of asphalt.


  Seth parked in front of a one-story, run-down structure. The Wayward Motel epitomized rent-by-the-hour sleaze. Seth had arrested enough prostitutes and drug dealers here over the years to know the establishment was as nasty as it appeared. But with all the B&Bs full, no doubt Tierney hadn’t been able to find anywhere else to stay.


  He went inside the office.


  The manager gave him a tired sigh. “What now?”


  Charlie and Seth were acquainted. Over the years Charlie had learned that the easiest way to get rid of Seth was to cooperate.


  “I’m looking for Aiden Tierney. I hear he has a room here.”


  “The rich douche bag from LA?”


  “He’s from LA,” Seth said. “I can’t attest to his personality.”


  “I can. Total. Douche.” Charlie shook his head. “You just missed him. He checked out about twenty minutes ago. But he was headed to Fletcher’s. You might catch him there.”


  Seth drove across the lot and parked in front of the bar. To his surprise Kenny pulled up in the SPD cruiser. Carly was in the passenger seat.


  They all got out of their vehicles and gathered on the sandy pavement.


  “What are you doing here?” Seth asked.


  She updated him on her search for Alex. “A kid on an ATV bought gas here a little while ago.”


  Before Seth could ask any more questions, the front door of the bar burst open and a man came flying out, landing on his back on the blacktop. He scrambled to his feet and stumbled back inside.


  “That was Josh Black. Damn it!” Seth reached for the radio and requested backup, then got out of the car and hurried inside. Carly and Kenny followed him.


  Fletcher’s was surprisingly full for late afternoon. The dive bar had been spruced up after a recent change of ownership, but the new owner was having trouble attracting better patrons. Usually the daytime crowd was limited to truckers, full-time drunks, and people who wandered in by accident. Decent folks who wanted a meal ate at the diner.


  Josh Black and Spider Ryan stood with a well-dressed man of about forty. They faced a row of men Seth thought were tabloid photographers.


  “Police!” Seth shouted, raising his badge.


  A few heads turned, but not Josh’s. He was totally focused on a large man with a mustache in front of him.


  “You fucker!” He shoved the mustached man, both hands striking his thick chest, Josh’s obvious intoxication making the movement sloppy. At this rate he was going to need a new liver before he was forty. The mustached man was larger and slightly more sober. When he shoved back, Josh went flying.


  Stepping forward, Spider threw a punch at Mr. Mustache, and the fight immediately escalated into a free-for-all.


  Seth showed his badge and yelled “Police” again, but no one seemed to notice. He waded in, grabbed Josh off the floor by the back of his shirt, and heaved him to his feet.


  “That’s enough!” Seth shouted into the din, with no response. He pulled Josh over to the bar and spun him around. Josh’s back hit the edge of the bar. Seth flashed his badge again. But Josh was beyond reason and threw a haymaker.


  Seth blocked the blow, twisted Josh’s arm behind his back, and spun him into an arm bar. Before Josh could blink, he was facedown on the floor.


  Seth reached for the handcuffs on the back of his belt. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Spider and Mr. Mustache trading blows a few feet away. Kenny tried to grab Mr. Mustache, but the huge man threw his arm back, intending to punch Spider but accidentally hitting Kenny in the jaw. Kenny’s knees folded like a lawn chair and he dropped onto his ass.


  Mr. Mustache hauled Spider over the edge of the bar and punched him in the face. Blood streamed from Spider’s nose. He kicked at Mr. Mustache’s shins and wound his arms in wild arcs. They were roughly the same height, but Mr. Mustache had thirty pounds of bulk on Spider. He leaned into Spider’s chest, pinning the thinner man. Mr. Mustache cocked his arm and closed his fist, preparing to punch Spider again.


  Carly was working her way around the perimeter of the room.


  No!


  Who knew when backup would arrive? Local law enforcement resources were already stretched thin with the searches for Alex and Toby.


  Seth snapped handcuffs onto Josh’s wrists and shouted, “I’m going to arrest everyone in this room in one minute.”


  The bartender was behind the bar, holding a phone to his ear. Pointing at it, he mouthed, “Police” to Seth.


  Jake Powers wasn’t dumb enough to jump into the middle of a brawl, and neither was Carly. Skirting the group, she hopped on top of the bar, swung her legs over, and slid behind the safety of the barrier. She grabbed the seltzer spray nozzle. Aiming it at Mr. Mustache, she caught him full in the face. He sputtered and shook his head in shock, then released his grip to mop his face with a hand.


  Carly was one smart woman.


  Spider took the opportunity to grab for the larger man’s shirt. Carly gave Spider a spray in the face. He closed his eyes and raised a hand in front of his face to block the stream of liquid.


  Carly lifted her thumb from the lever.


  The cold spray seemed to have deflated both men’s rage, and they slunk apart, both wearing shameful expressions.


  Kenny was climbing to his feet, rubbing his face.


  “You all right, Kenny?” Seth called out.


  “Just humiliated, Seth,” the young officer answered.


  “Understandable.” Seth hauled a handcuffed Josh off the floor.


  “Seth!” Carly’s shout spun Seth around. A man lunged toward him, a bottle raised in his hand.


  Carly grabbed a wooden napkin holder sitting on the bar. She threw it at the man’s back. The napkin holder wasn’t heavy enough to do any damage, but when it hit the man between the shoulder blades, he stumbled, giving Seth an extra second to react.


  He dropped Josh and stepped sideways. The bottle sliced through the air inches from his head. Seth grabbed the man’s hand and twisted it into a wristlock. His attacker fell to his knees, his arm bent at an unnatural angle, his eyes opened wide in pain. Seth forced him down until he was lying facedown on the dirty floor. He didn’t break the man’s wrist, but he wasn’t gentle either.


  The door opened, admitting a shaft of light and two county deputies. Seth gestured. “Need some cuffs here.”


  The deputies rushed forward and took charge of the man.


  With the main combatants subdued and two uniformed cops in the room, the fight ebbed as quickly as it had begun. Carly came out from behind the bar.


  “Does someone want to tell me what happened?” Seth asked.


  “They started it!” Josh yelled.


  Seth silenced him with raised hand. Anger balled up cold and hard in his chest. He had no time to waste on barroom brawls and overinflated egos. “Someone else?”


  Spider used his sleeve to dry his face. He jerked a thumb at the group of paparazzi. “One of them posted a picture of Jenny and Brandon online. It’s gone viral. The kid’s picture is all over social media. Do you know what this will do to his life?”


  “We already told you, it wasn’t any of us.” Mr. Mustache mopped his wet shirt with a paper napkin. “If we’d have gotten the picture we wanted, there’s no way any of us would still be hanging around this craptastic little town.”


  The ragtag group around him nodded and murmured their agreement.


  “Some of us are sleeping in our fucking cars. I haven’t had a shower in two days,” Mr. Mustache continued. “What kind of town has one bar and one motel?”


  “The kind that didn’t ask for any of you to come here,” Seth said. He turned to the deputies. “Round them up and take them in. Jake has a few broken chairs and glasses. They either split the damages or we charge them all.”


  “I know you did it.” Josh lunged toward Mr. Mustache.


  Seth hauled him back. “Cool it.”


  Mr. Mustache pointed at Josh. “We think you did it. We wish we had a photo of Chase’s ex and the kid, but we haven’t been able to get near her. She’s been hiding in that B and B all day. I think that you were trying to find a way to make some quick cash now that your gravy train is dead.”


  Josh rushed forward like an angry dog on a chain. “You fucking—”


  “Stop.” Seth dragged Josh back again and stepped in front of him. He scanned the room. “Where’s the third man who was with you?”


  Spider did a quick survey of the crowd. “That was Aiden Tierney, Chase’s agent. He probably snuck out the back. That’d be typical. Always around when trouble starts, never there to clean up the mess.”


  Seth pointed at Spider. “You. Outside.” Seth made eye contact with each one of the remaining four men. “Everybody else line up against that wall with your hands on your heads. Do not leave.”


  He folded Josh’s arm into a chicken wing and marched him out the door. Carly followed them back into the daylight. Out of patience, Seth stuffed Josh into the back of one the deputies’ cars and closed the door. Josh sulked against the back of the seat, shooting angry glares at the closed door of the bar.


  “I’m going to talk to the gas station attendants.” Carly brushed at a wet spot on her shirt. Probably seltzer.


  “Hold on one sec.” Seth stepped closer to his wife. “You were really smart in there. Thanks for the help. I needed it.”


  “That means more to me than you know.” She smiled up at him, her eyes beaming. As always, his heart thumped when she looked at him that way.


  He told her he loved her often. But that was easy. A simple “I love you” didn’t require thought or effort. Expressing the respect, gratitude, and admiration he felt for her was harder. He wasn’t good at verbalizing how he felt. Action suited him much more. But she deserved the words, even if he stumbled over them.


  He cleared his throat of the emotion clogging it. “I’ll see you later. I love you.”


  “You too.” She walked toward the fuel pumps.


  “Be careful,” Seth called. Then he turned to Kenny, who was going to have a black-and-blue jaw by morning. “Are you sure you’re all right?”


  “My pride took the brunt of the blow.” Kenny nodded in Carly’s direction. “I’ll stick with her.”


  “I’d appreciate that,” Seth said.


  But is Kenny watching out for Carly, or is it the other way around?


  Seth slid behind the wheel of his car and drove around the bar in case Tierney was still around. But he didn’t see the agent anywhere. How long had he been gone? Fifteen minutes?


  Damn.


  Seth’s phone beeped. The sheriff. He answered, “Harding.”


  “Just got a call that a man named Aiden Tierney is trying to hire a Cessna at the Flying W,” Sheriff Walker said.


  “On my way.” Seth flipped on his light and hauled ass. The airfield was only a few miles from the truck stop. Tierney must have driven there from Fletcher’s.


  What do you do when every cop in the state is watching the major roads?


  You fly over them.


  
CHAPTER EIGHT
  The sun beat down on Carly’s head as she interviewed the gas station attendant. “So you can’t describe the child?”


  He shook his head. “I already told the police. I can’t identify the kid, not with the helmet and pads. Couldn’t even say for sure if it was a girl or boy.”


  “She filled the tank?”


  “And an extra container.”


  “Which direction did she go?”


  The attendant pointed to the woods behind the diner. “That way.”


  Carly and Kenny spent the next hour interviewing diner employees and patrons to see if anyone had seen a girl on an ATV. No one had. Alex had disappeared.


  “I don’t know, Kenny.” Carly got back into the police car. “It’s dinnertime. Where is she going?”


  Kenny’s gaze swept the windshield. “Could be anywhere. That ATV probably goes sixty miles an hour.”


  “It’s going to be dark in a few hours. I don’t want to think of her wandering in the woods in the dark. She could run into a bear, a cougar, coyotes . . .”


  “Possible, but very unlikely,” Kenny said. “She’ll be all right, Carly. This kid has been on her own a lot. I’m sure she knows how to look out for herself.”


  Sadly, this was true.


  Kenny’s radio crackled and the dispatcher yelled over the speaker. “Kenny, you there?”


  Solitude had one police chief, three officers, an admin, and a couple of dispatchers. Operations tended to be less than formal.


  He picked up the mic. “Still at the truck stop.”


  “Eric Hearne just called in a shoplifter at the hardware store. Said she drove off on an ATV.”


  “I’ll head there now,” Kenny said, replacing the mic in its dashboard holder.


  “It had to be Alex,” Carly said.


  Kenny sped into town, and then parked in front of the store. A bell jingled as they opened the glass door and went inside. Like most Solitude businesses, the hardware store was small, carrying most of the essentials and few frills.


  Eric came out from behind the counter. He’d dated Stevie once upon a time. “No point in taking a statement now. She’s long gone.”


  Kenny drew out his notebook.


  “I never even saw her come in. The bell didn’t ring or anything.” Shaking his head, Eric stroked his chin.


  “Can you give me a list of the items she stole?” Kenny asked.


  “Follow me.” Eric led them back to a closet-size office. A computer monitor sat on a scarred desktop. He clicked a few tabs and a security camera feed popped up on the screen.


  “You have a surveillance camera?” Kenny’s voice rose in surprise. Most local businesses weren’t as modern. Eric must have updated the store since taking it over from his father.


  “Sadly, we’ve had an increase in shoplifting in the past few years.” Eric rewound the digital recording and Carly watched Alex slip into the store, closing the door ever so gently to keep the bell silent. The camera didn’t cover every aisle, but the girl headed right to the camping supply section. Glancing over her shoulder, she grabbed a backpack, shoved items into it, then grabbed an ultralight sleeping bag.


  “Is that a backpack stove?” Kenny asked.


  “Yes. And a few canisters of fuel, the smallest ones.” Eric formed a small ball the size of his fist with both hands. “She also took water purification tablets, a folding multitool, a box of matches, and some MREs.” He handed Kenny a list.


  Kenny took notes. “Sounds like she’s preparing to camp for a while.”


  “At least it’s summer,” Carly said. “She won’t freeze.”


  Eric rolled his eyes. “She stole more than three hundred dollars in merchandise. That’s a big amount for me to lose. I’m not saying I want anything bad to happen to the kid, but I wouldn’t mind if she was a little uncomfortable. Of course, with all the stuff she stole, she might be downright cozy.”


  “If we can find her, we’ll get it back for you.” Kenny put his notebook away.


  Carly felt bad for Eric, but her mind was on Alex. The girl was getting ready to hunker down and wait for her mother, who was headed up the Oregon coast.


  The poor kid.


  Pity swelled in Carly. Alex didn’t want to believe her mother had left her behind.


  On the screen, Eric exited the office. The girl spun, her gaze darting around the store. He started toward her, and she fled, the backpack still open. Overloaded with gear, it was amazing she could walk, let alone run. But she was shockingly fast. As she bolted out the door, an MRE package fell out of her bag.


  Eric crossed his arms and shook his head. “She’s quick. I’ll give her that.”


  “Can you make a copy of that for me?” Kenny asked.


  “Of course.” Eric slipped a flash drive into the computer’s USB port and copied the recording.


  Kenny called the search team and updated them with the confirmed sighting of Alex in town. The teams in the woods behind the foster home would be called in. Carly and Kenny drove around the edges of town for a while in case Alex came back into town. But Carly’s instinct told her the child had run. Alex was as timid as a mule deer. No doubt desperation had driven her into town. She’d avoid human contact if at all possible.


  “Where do you think she is?” Kenny asked as they cruised down a side street.


  Carly scanned the small houses of the residential blocks. The early-evening sun cast slanted shadows across the sidewalk. “I don’t know.”


  Frustration filled her. How in the world was she supposed to protect Alex if she couldn’t find her? What if Cyndee came back? What if she didn’t? What if Toby Black ran into Alex? No one knew how dangerous he was; he’d confessed to a pretty cold-blooded murder.


  The day’s heat was fading, and Carly’s stomach growled. She’d skipped lunch. Alex was probably hungry too, and the few MREs she’d stolen wouldn’t keep her going for long.


  Kenny’s phone played “Jailhouse Rock.” He answered it, his posture perking up. “Nell said a little girl just stole some groceries.”


  It was no surprise that Nell had called Kenny directly and skipped dispatch.


  They drove to Nell’s. The little grocery store sold all the necessities from cat litter to milk, but it was the fried chicken that kept her customers happy. The scent made Carly’s stomach growl the second she lowered the window outside the shop. Dinnertime had come and gone.


  She bet the smell of the chicken had drawn Alex in as well.


  Nell was outside, pacing the sidewalk. She gestured toward the narrow street that ran alongside her shop. “She went that way!”


  Kenny drove the length of the block and stopped at the dead end. Twenty feet of green ended in a skinny trail that ran into the woods. They got out of the car and jogged across the weeds.


  Kenny pointed at the ground, where dual tire tracks cut through the dandelions and clover. “She went up the trail.”


  They followed the tracks for fifty feet. A stream bisected the path. A small wooden bridge arced over the water and rock. Beyond the stream the tracks led up a slope and disappeared into the woods. They walked up the trail, eyes on the ground, ears alert for the whine of an engine.


  The trail opened onto a small clearing. In the center someone had dug a fire pit. Charred wood and ashes filled the hole. Beer bottles, water bottles, and fast-food wrappers littered the ground. The ATV tracks skirted the clearing, then disappeared up the trail on the opposite side.


  “Locals or out-of-towners?” Kenny asked, shaking his head at the mess.


  “Could be either. Kids come out here to drink beer,” Carly said.


  Small Town Rule #4: The woods is a perfectly acceptable location for a party.


  “Not you, I hope?” Kenny raised a brow, as if he couldn’t believe such an upstanding citizen and the mother of an eight-year-old had ever shown a wild streak.


  “Of course not,” she said. Why destroy his illusions? She didn’t add that she, her sister, and their friends had preferred O’Rourke’s Lake for their teenage indiscretions.


  “Do you see any more ATV tracks?” Kenny asked.


  “No.”


  As the trail rose, the ground became rockier. They scouted another fifty feet. Kenny switched on his flashlight. With the tall trees blocking the setting sun, darkness smothered the forest.


  They continued to a fork in the trail. Carly stopped and tilted her head. “I don’t hear the engine, and the ground is too rocky here. I don’t see any tracks.”


  “It’s been fifteen minutes since Nell called,” Kenny said, scanning the woods. A rabbit hopped along the trail, in no particular hurry. “She’s long gone, and we’ll never catch her on foot.”


  They trooped back to the car and drove back to the grocery. The aroma of fried chicken wafted from the opened door. Inside the store Carly’s stomach growled louder.


  “No luck?” Nell asked.


  “Sorry.” Kenny shook his head.


  Behind the counter Nell filled two bags with chicken and biscuits.


  “Can you describe the shoplifter?” Kenny asked.


  Nell held a hand in front of her, level with her own chin. “She was about this tall, blonde, and thin. I assume it’s that little girl who went missing this morning.”


  Carly showed Nell a photo of Alex. “Is this her?”


  “I didn’t see her face.” Nell shook her head. “Just the back of her as she ran out the door. But that could be her.”


  Carly didn’t need to ask if Nell had a security camera. She didn’t. Nell still recorded her inventory with a pencil and paper.


  “What did she take?” Kenny asked.


  “A small bucket of chicken and toilet paper.” Nell rolled the tops of the bags closed. “I chased her outside. She had the four-wheeler parked behind the dumpster. She stuffed everything into a backpack and took off for the woods.”


  Nell handed Carly and Kenny each a bag of chicken and a bottle of water. “On the house. Go find that little girl. I don’t like to think of her out there in the dark, alone. There are bears out there, and that killer fellow is still on the loose.”


  Carly used the restroom at Nell’s before getting back in the car. Kenny had already devoured his dinner when she slid into the passenger seat.


  “Where to?” Kenny wiped his hands on a napkin.


  “I don’t know.” Carly made quick work of the chicken and biscuits and dug a napkin out of her bag. “Do you have a map of Solitude?”


  Kenny pulled a map up on his computer.


  “Here’s Heidi’s house.” Carly pointed at the screen. “Alex got gas here at the truck stop, then worked her way into town.” The dots traveled in a nearly straight line. Carly continued the line with her finger. “I know where she’s going.” Her finger stopped in a green area not far from the campground where Chase Ryan had been killed. “This is where Cyndee’s Airstream trailer was parked.”


  Kenny scratched his head. “But the trailer was impounded.”


  “Alex doesn’t know that.”


  Kenny started the car. “Might as well go and check. But we’d better hurry. We’re almost out of daylight.”


  And then what?


  What if they couldn’t find her? Carly tried to tell herself that Alex would be all right overnight in the woods, but she couldn’t do it.


  Kenny drove out of town to the rural highway and turned down a narrow county road. He slowed the car’s speed to a crawl at the intersection with a rutted dirt road.


  “Stop here,” Carly said. “I don’t want to spook her. If she hears the car, she’ll run. And we’d never catch that four-wheeler in the woods.”


  Not to mention the possibility that Alex could run into a tree tying to steer that big machine in the dark.


  Kenny parked on the side of the road. He called their location in to the dispatcher before they slipped out of the car. They closed the doors as softly as possible. The dirt was silent underfoot.


  Halfway down the road, Carly stopped to listen. The Airstream had been parked illegally in a small clearing at the end of the dirt lane. The woods were empty and, except for the chirp and buzz of insects, quiet.


  Wait. Not completely quiet.


  Something rustled in the underbrush, and Carly heard the metallic zing of a zipper.


  She and Kenny exchanged a look. She’d been right. Alex was here.


  Carly leaned close to Kenny and whispered in his ear, “Let me go ahead. If she sees your uniform . . .”


  “But I’m keeping you in sight,” Kenny whispered back.


  He dropped behind as Carly forged ahead, comfortable in the woods after a lifetime in them. The scent of wood smoke drifted to her nose. Fifty yards down the lane, she rounded a bend. The dirt road ended in a clearing about twenty feet in diameter. In the middle Alex sat on a sleeping bag in front of a tiny campfire. Her head snapped up as Carly stepped into the clearing. Alex jumped to her feet. Her legs tangled and she fell onto a hip.


  Carly lifted her hands in a surrender gesture. “Please don’t run, Alex.”


  Alex stood on shaky legs. In the firelight, tears glistened on her cheeks. She wiped a sleeve across her face.


  “I just want to talk.” Hands raised in front of her, Carly inched forward.


  For every step Carly moved forward, Alex stepped back.


  Carly stopped. “It’s all right, Alex. No one is going to hurt you.”


  The girl’s gaze darted left and right. She turned her head to check the trail at her back, as if someone were out to get her.


  “Everything’s going to be all right,” Carly assured her. She needed to get the girl talking. “Why did you leave Heidi and Dylan?”


  Alex faced Carly, but the toes of her tennis shoes were turned toward the trail, as if she wanted to trust, but also wanted to run. “I had to. My mom would have come. Last time I got put in a foster home, Mom set it on fire. I couldn’t let that happen to Heidi and Dylan. They’re too nice. And I couldn’t let the babies get burned up.”


  Carly’s heart ached. “Come with me. I’ll keep you safe.”


  “You don’t understand. She’ll find me, and she’ll hurt me. She always does.” More tears dampened Alex’s pale face. “She might hurt you too.”


  “It’ll be all right. Just come with me.” Carly held out a hand. “My husband is a policeman. He can protect you.”


  But Alex shook her head. “No. She told me to wait for her here, and I have to do what I’m told.”


  Pity flooded Carly as Alex’s whole body shook with fear. Alex had been told to wait in the trailer. Even though the trailer had been impounded, sheer terror and desperation had brought her back to the clearing. Even after all the horrors Carly had seen, the damage a parent would inflict on a child still astounded and sickened her. It was part of what drove her to help children like Alex, kids who’d been hurt by the very people who were supposed to protect them. “Your mom isn’t in Solitude anymore.”


  Alex’s eyes opened wide.


  “She was seen hours from here, on the coast, last night.”


  “No.” Alex shook her head. “You’re making that up.”


  “It’s true. She stopped at a gas station and the surveillance camera captured her image.” Carly held out a hand. “You’re safe. Come with me, please.”


  Alex took a hesitant step toward Carly.


  No doubt the child was thinking about how unpredictable her mother was. On her birth certificate, Alex’s name had been Kylie, but her mother had changed it to pay homage to Chase’s TV detective character. The woman had serious psychological issues.


  “It’s all right,” Carly encouraged. “I’ll help you.”


  Come on. You can do it.


  “You little bitch.” A female voice came from Carly’s right. She spun.


  A small woman stepped out from behind a tree. Dressed like a Hollywood pirate in tight black pants, a black blouse, and black boots, she pointed a gun directly at Alex.


  Cyndee Sykes.


  “Haven’t I warned you about not doing what you’re told?” Cyndee asked.


  Shock rippled through Carly. But why was she surprised? Her instincts had been right from the beginning. Regardless, she couldn’t let Alex get hurt. She glanced at the child. Alex’s lip trembled.


  “Answer me when I ask you a question!” Cyndee demanded.


  “No.” Carly stepped forward. Her heart pounded against her rib cage. How could any woman point a weapon at her own child? “Don’t hurt her.”


  Kenny, where are you?


  More tears rolled down Alex’s cheeks. She tore her gaze from her mother to Carly. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want anyone else to get hurt. But I can’t do anything right.”


  “It’s not your fault.” Carly’s heart broke. No child should fear her own mother.


  Cyndee stepped up beside Alex, putting the gun to the shaking child’s temple. Wetness flooded the front of Alex’s pants. The poor child was so terrified her bladder had let loose.


  Panic rose in Carly’s throat, narrowing her throat to a straw. “She’s just a child. Let her go.”


  Cyndee scoffed. “She’s my kid, not yours, and I need her to help me with Toby.”


  “You have Toby?” Carly asked. Though in hindsight, it made sense in a sick and depraved way.


  “I do, but he’s such a whiner.” Cyndee rolled her eyes. “I almost wish I could just kill him now, but I still need him, unfortunately.”


  “You don’t need two hostages.” Maybe Carly could talk her into letting the child go.


  “No, but he can’t get around on his own.” Cyndee shook her head in regret. “He got injured in the accident, but he plays a key role in my grand finale.”


  Grand finale? That sounded ominous. Cyndee had already committed attempted murder, kidnapping, and arson. What would she consider grand?


  “We need to get to the cabin,” Cyndee announced. “It’s not far from here. Let’s move.”


  Carly’s gaze searched the darkness. Kenny must be out there.


  “If you’re looking for your cop friend, I took care of him,” Cyndee said in a smug voice.


  Every vein in Carly’s body went ice cold. “What did you do to him?”


  “Let’s just say he won’t be following us.” Cyndee gestured with the gun. “Tie her up, Alex.”


  Alex hesitated.


  “Do what you’re told!” Cyndee snapped. She reached into her pocket, pulled out a handful of plastic zip ties, and tossed one to her daughter. When Alex didn’t respond immediately, Cyndee shifted her aim to point the weapon at the center of Carly’s chest. “Do as I say or I’ll shoot her.”


  Trembling, Alex scrambled forward. She scooped the plastic strap off the ground and approached Carly.


  “Hands behind her back,” Cyndee directed. “Check her pockets. Toss her cell phone into the woods.”


  Alex did as she was directed.


  “It’s all right,” Carly said to Alex as the girl fastened the tie around her wrists, seized Carly’s pocketknife, and threw her phone into the trees.


  The girl backed away from Carly, mouthing, “I’m sorry.”


  
CHAPTER NINE
  The tiny airfield was more field than airport. Seth parked on the packed dirt lot in front of the office. Inside the small building, a red-faced Aiden Tierney was arguing with an older man in khakis and a polo shirt behind the counter. Both men turned as Seth walked in.


  “I already told you I cannot take you to Portland today,” the man in khakis said. He must be a pilot.


  “Aiden Tierney?” Seth asked.


  Tierney was about forty, with slicked-back blond hair. Sweat beaded on his upper lip. His eyes flittered to the left, as if he was thinking about lying, but he said, “Yes.”


  “Detective Harding. Rogue County Sheriff’s Department.” Seth flashed his badge. “I need to ask you some questions.”


  The pilot disappeared into a back office.


  Despite the impressive efforts of a powerful window air conditioner, sweat soaked through the armpits of Tierney’s shirt. “I need to get to a major airport. I need to get back to LA.”


  “What’s your hurry?”


  “Business.” Tierney scratched his nose, a classic tell of dishonesty.


  Liar.


  “Let’s talk outside.” Seth gestured toward the door. Making Tierney sweat harder seemed like a good idea. And Seth wanted a look inside the trunk of his rental car.


  “How much business do you have now that Chase is dead?” Seth pushed through the glass door and they stepped outside.


  Tierney swallowed. “He wasn’t my only client.”


  “Just your only major client.”


  “What do you want?” Tierney’s face went from red to flaming.


  “I’d like to see inside your car, for starters.”


  “You need a search warrant for that.” Tierney brushed a wrinkle from his sleeve. Arrogance rolled off him in waves like heat from blacktop.


  “I can smell alcohol on your breath. Were you drinking at Fletcher’s before you got behind the wheel?”


  “I had one beer.” Tierney crossed his arms over his chest.


  Seth shrugged. “I misplaced my Breathalyzer. We’ll have to go down to the sheriff’s office.”


  He’d be more than happy to add Tierney to the list of people getting booked this afternoon. If they were all sitting in holding cells, he didn’t have to worry about anyone leaving town until he figured out who had taken Toby.


  “Fine.” Tierney spit the words with venom. He dug the car key from his pocket and pressed the fob. The locks snicked open.


  “Trunk?”


  With a grunt he pressed another button. The trunk lid popped up. No Toby. Damn. Disappointment coursed through Seth. If Tierney didn’t have Toby, then why was he so nervous? Seth’s gaze landed on the window. Out back a yellow hangar sat behind the grassy runway. There were a few other outbuildings clustered around the hangar. Maybe Toby was close by, waiting for a coast-is-clear signal from Tierney. Could they be working together in some scheme that Seth hadn’t discovered yet?


  “Where’s Toby?” Seth asked.


  “How the hell should I know? You lost him.” Tierney snorted. “Is that why you followed me down here? You thought I busted Toby out?” He laughed. “I couldn’t care less about that little moocher. At least I worked for the money Chase paid me. His pals just partied on Chase’s dime.”


  Seth pinned him with his gaze. “What are you going to do for money now that Chase is gone?”


  Tierney glared. “I don’t have to answer your questions.”


  Seth had cracked tougher nuts. He recalled the argument in the bar, the one Tierney had sneaked away from, and it all clicked into place. “You outed Brandon, didn’t you?”


  Tierney’s gaze flickered away. “No.”


  “I think you did.” Seth could see the truth in his eyes. No shame, though. Men like Tierney didn’t have any. “How much did you get for the picture?”


  “Enough to pay my bills this month!” Tierney snapped. He held up a hand, his forefinger and thumb pinched half an inch apart. “I’m about this close to bankruptcy.”


  “You’ve changed that boy’s life in a way you can never undo.” Anger congealed in Seth’s gut like cold grease.


  Tierney lifted an indifferent shoulder. “He’ll live.”


  Charlie’s assessment of the agent’s personality had been dead-on.


  “Why were you at Fletcher’s anyway?” Seth asked.


  “Josh and Spider called about the picture. They wanted to find out which photographer snapped the picture and heard they’d been hanging at the bar.”


  “So you went and egged them on?”


  “No!” Tierney protested, but the constant shifting of his weight and his focus on the wall said he was lying. “I tried to talk them down.”


  “But you didn’t tell them the truth?”


  “Of course not. It’ll come out eventually, but the later the better.” Like when Tierney was holed up somewhere private.


  Seth really, really wanted to arrest the man for exposing Brandon’s paternity, but what he’d done wasn’t illegal. Immoral, yes. Illegal, no.


  Damn.


  Using a ten-year-old for financial gain was despicable. If Seth could think of a plausible charge, he’d personally escort Tierney to the county jail. His phone vibrated in his pocket. Seth dug it out and read the display. Phil.


  Seth answered, “Harding.”


  Phil sounded breathless. “The manager of the Wayward Motel found a truck driver bound and gagged in his room. He says his truck was stolen.”


  “Meet you there.” Seth ended the call, turned, and pointed a finger at Tierney. “If I find out you lied to me, I will chase you all the way to Hollywood.”


  Without waiting for a response, Seth returned to his car and pressed the gas pedal to the floor. Dust and gravel scattered from his tires as he left the airport, returned to the main road, and drove to the motel.


  The Wayward Motel was a single-story structure with rooms that opened directly onto the parking lot. Phil was already parked in front of an open door when Seth pulled into the lot at the motel. He slid into the spot next to the county cruiser and got out of the car.


  The manager, Charlie, stood on the concrete outside the open door.


  Seth peered through the doorway. A skinny man in boxers and a white undershirt sat on the edge of the bed, drinking from a bottle of water.


  “The people in the next room reported a crash.” Charlie scratched his belly through the thin fabric of his white undershirt. “The Do Not Disturb sign had been on the door all day, so the maid didn’t go into the room today. I knocked, and I heard some weird muffled noises. So I opened the door and found the guest tied up and gagged on the bed.”


  “Thank you.” Seth moved past Charlie.


  Phil stood back and gestured to the man on the bed. “Mr. Clark is a long-haul driver.”


  Moving forward, Seth introduced himself. “Can you give me your name?”


  “Earl Clark.” The man rubbed hard at a spot on his temple.


  Seth pulled the chair from the desk, turned it around, and sat facing Clark. “Can you tell me what happened?”


  Mr. Clark pinched the bridge of his nose and blinked hard, as if trying to clear his vision. “She was such a pretty thing.”


  She?


  “Can you describe the woman who tied you up?” Seth asked, even though he already knew what Mr. Clark was going to say.


  He bobbed his head, then stopped, swallowed, and held his temples with both hands. “She was little. Blonde. Dressed all in pink. Cute as all get-out.”


  Seth pulled out his phone and selected the photo of Cyndee that had been circulated through the department. He showed it to Mr. Clark. “Is this her?”


  Clark bobbed his head. “It is.”


  Cyndee was back.


  Damn it.


  “Her name is Cyndee Sykes,” Seth explained. “She’s wanted for arson and attempted murder. So you’re lucky to be alive.”


  If Cyndee had been in a different mood, Clark could have been barbecued instead of merely restrained.


  Clark’s eyes widened. He stared at the photo, then back at Seth. “That sweet little thing? She was all sugar.” Then his face fell as the realization hit him that he’d been played by an Oscar-worthy performance.


  In Cyndee’s case, looks were extremely deceiving. Cyndee had nearly roasted five people in two separate fires. She was insane and evil. Thinking of the danger she’d put Brianna in, Seth had to breathe through a burst of rage. On top of all that, she’d traumatized and neglected her own daughter. The child had been terrified when Carly had taken her into custody. And while Cyndee was all dolled up in her Legally Blonde ensembles, she’d dressed her child in rags. She’d also left the little malnourished girl alone in an insecure trailer in the middle of the woods. In Seth’s opinion, people who hurt children deserved no quarter.


  “When did you meet her?” Seth asked.


  “I don’t know exactly. Last night. It was way after midnight. I was at the bar across the way, already half-lit, and she came cozying up to me.” He sighed as if enjoying the memory. “We had a couple of drinks. By this time I was feeling no pain, if you know what I mean. So when she suggests we get a room, I didn’t argue. Usually I sleep in my rig, but a guy like me doesn’t get that many opportunities with a woman who looks like her. So I sprung for the room.”


  His face fell, as if he’d just remembered that she’d stolen his truck and made a fool of him.


  “Anyway. We bought a six-pack at the bar and brought it back here. I drank one beer, and the next thing I knew, it was morning. I was tied to the bed. She’d put duct tape on my mouth. Eventually I heard people in the room next door. I managed to shake the bed enough to knock the headboard against the wall.”


  “I suspect she slipped something in your beer,” Seth said. “You need to go to the hospital and get checked out.”


  “You think she roofied me?” Mr. Clark shook his head in disbelief.


  “That would be my guess,” Seth said. He asked some additional questions, took down Mr. Clark’s contact information, and then stood. “There’s a deputy on his way to take you to the emergency room.”


  Mr. Clark scrubbed both hands down his face, his eyes still fuzzy. “How about my truck?”


  “We found it. The damage appeared minimal. Dented grille and fender.” Donovan’s cruiser had been the crumple zone in the collision. “The vehicle has to be processed by forensics before we can give it back to you.”


  “All right.” The man nodded, as if the return of his truck intact was a better outcome than he’d expected.


  Seth went outside and called the sheriff to let him know the searches could be combined. No one had broken Toby out of custody. Cyndee had kidnapped him.


  “What now?” Phil asked.


  “Local, county, and state offices are stepping up efforts. The sheriff is holding a press conference to get pictures of Cyndee and Toby out to the public. The interstates are being monitored.”


  “She won’t use any major roads.”


  “No, but eventually she’ll need to get gas or food, and someone will see her. I need to stop at Fletcher’s and get a copy of the surveillance tape from last night. Maybe Jake can give us more information.” Seth drove to the front of the bar and parked the car. Phil followed in his cruiser.


  In the fading daylight, Fletcher’s looked every inch the dive it had always been. Jake hadn’t gotten around to improving the bar’s curb appeal. The light in the letter F of the neon sign was dark, leaving the name lit as letcher’s.


  Seth and Phil went inside and crossed to the bar. Seth signaled for the bartender. “Jake, did you see a small blonde cozying up to a truck driver last night?”


  Jake scratched his head. “The bar was packed last night, and we’ve had plenty of strangers this week. I can’t remember one particular woman.”


  “She and this trucker left together sometime after midnight, probably more like one or two in the morning,” Seth said.


  “I’m trying to make improvements, but this isn’t a fine-dining establishment, especially at that late hour.” Jake raised a shoulder. “Hooking up is what happens here. Nothing unusual about that.”


  “I need the surveillance videos from last night and today.” Seth might as well get evidence on the fight from that afternoon while he was at it.


  “Sorry,” Jake said. “It isn’t working. The guy is supposed to be out to fix it this week.”


  Seth and Phil went outside.


  “I have to call Carly and let her know Cyndee is still in town.” Seth punched the speed dial on his phone. She didn’t answer. He left her a message, then shoved the phone into his pocket.


  “So Cyndee Sykes left town and then changed her mind?” Phil asked.


  “Oh, she left. I think she deliberately drove a few hours, gave us some nice clear images of her in very public locations, then doubled back.” Seth’s face hardened. “We need to find her. She has Toby. Alex is out there too.” Alone. “She’ll be trying to find her mother.”


  The last thing Seth wanted was a child in the middle of a hostage situation.


  And holy hell, someone had tried to steal dynamite earlier that day. Had it been Cyndee? She was certainly crazy enough, and she liked to send things up in flames.


  They got into the car. 


  “If Toby is injured, they have to be hiding somewhere,” Phil said. “A cabin. A vacant house. A campsite.”


  Seth drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. “We impounded her trailer.” He glanced out the windshield. Thousands of acres of forest surrounded the town. “Do you know how many hunting cabins are out there?”


  “Too many,” Phil agreed.


  “Cyndee is used to roughing it. She won’t be driving her pickup. She’s too smart.”


  “No doubt she stole a car,” Phil said.


  Seth nodded. “I asked dispatch to notify me if they get any reports of stolen vehicles.”


  “But now that she has Toby, why is she still here?” Phil asked.


  Seth scanned the parking lot. Beyond the blacktop thick woods loomed. “She won’t leave without Alex.”


  Carly had said that in the beginning, and she’d been right. Cyndee wasn’t the sort of woman to give up anything she believed was hers.


  “We need to find Alex or Cyndee before they reconnect,” Seth said. “If you were her, what would you do once you found your kid?”


  “Then I’d get back to my original plan, whatever that was. Why did she take Toby? What does she plan to do with him?


  “He killed her idol. She wants to punish him. Considering the crimes she’s committed to get him, it has to be something big.” Seth started the car.


  “Once I did whatever it is I’d planned, I’d want to get the hell out of town,” Phil said. “She can’t evade capture here forever. Every cop in the state of Oregon is looking for her and Toby.”


  But it wasn’t Toby that Seth was most worried about now that he knew Cyndee was close by. It was Seth’s job to find Toby, but right or wrong, a killer ranked well below an innocent thirteen-year-old girl in Seth’s mind. Alex was in real danger, and if Carly found the girl, his wife would be at risk too.


  Seth’s gut issued another warning. “Cyndee’s violence has escalated over the past few days. She could be breaking down. I don’t want Alex anywhere near her mother when she goes over the edge.”


  “But why would Alex go looking for her?” Phil asked. “She must know the woman is nuts.”


  “Because Cyndee is her mother, and that crazy life is all Alex knows.” But how long before Alex gets hurt or killed in her mother’s schemes? Seth dialed Carly again. “She’s not answering.”


  Nerves churning, he called his mother-in-law. She answered on the first ring. “Seth? Have you seen Carly? She was supposed to be home an hour ago, but she isn’t here and she isn’t answering her phone.”


  A cold ball of fear rolled through Seth’s belly.


  Where’s Carly?


  
CHAPTER TEN
  The plastic zip tie bit into the skin around Carly’s wrists. Alex stepped backward, guilt heavy in her eyes.


  Carly mouthed, “It’s all right” back at the girl.


  She didn’t want the girl to think any of this was her fault. A cool, damp breeze lifted Carly’s hair. Goose bumps rose on her arms. Cyndee was unpredictable. What was she planning, and how could Carly protect Alex?


  Cyndee lowered the gun. Her eyes brightened as she looked at her daughter. “You did good. I’m real proud.”


  Alex’s entire demeanor transformed. A smile broke out across her face. Her posture elongated. She swept her hands out to her sides and bowed. Innocent waifishness gave way to dramatic flair. “That acting webinar really paid off.”


  “Honey, you could have won an Oscar tonight.” Cyndee beamed, then laughed at Carly. “See how shocked she is?”


  Carly felt her jaw muscles slacken.


  Alex had been playing her?


  Why was she so surprised? When Cyndee first arrived in town, she’d convinced Stevie that she really was Chase Ryan’s girlfriend. Like mother, like daughter.


  But Carly felt like a fool. Her gullibility and the betrayal stung. She’d done everything in her power to protect Alex, and the kid had turned on her. No, worse. The teen had totally manipulated her.


  “Did you really pee your pants?” Cyndee gave her daughter a one-armed hug.


  Alex nodded with enthusiasm. “I thought it was a nice touch.”


  “Probably unnecessary.” Cyndee’s lip curled with distaste.


  Alex lifted a wounded chin. “You a have to commit to a role.”


  “You’re right.” Cyndee nodded with respect. “I’m so proud of you.”


  Alex beamed. “I was better than last time? Really believable?”


  “You fooled her.” Cyndee gestured toward Carly with the gun. “Hell, you almost convinced me, and it was my plan.”


  A genuine smile spread across Alex’s face. “I’m going to change my jeans.” She skipped away.


  Carly digested the deception.


  Cyndee Sykes.


  The woman who’d put Brianna in danger was here, not running away from Solitude.


  Alex came back in a fresh but tattered pair of jeans.


  Cyndee gestured with the gun toward the dirt lane. “Let’s get moving.”


  “Should I bring the four-wheeler?” Alex asked.


  “Yes. We might need it.” Cyndee took the overloaded backpack from the daughter. She tested its weight. “I’ll put this in the car.”


  “I got everything we need.” Alex went to the ATV and started it.


  They trudged down the lane, Alex zipping ahead on the four-wheeler.


  Carly walked slowly. Someone would come out to find them when Kenny didn’t answer the radio.


  A Buick sedan was parked behind the Solitude police car. Cyndee opened the trunk. “Get in.”


  Carly hesitated. Getting into the trunk would leave her helpless, and once they left this clearing, no one would know where she was.


  Cyndee rapped her on the head with the butt of the gun. The blow spiked through Carly’s head in a shower of tiny sparks. It wasn’t hard enough to do major damage, but it left her stunned and unbalanced. Cyndee shoved her into the trunk. Carly fell in, butt-first, landing with her legs splayed at awkward angles. She tried to kick out at Cyndee but missed.


  Alex pulled the ATV up to the car.


  “Hold this, sweetie.” Cyndee handed the gun to Alex, then bound Carly’s ankles with another zip tie. She slapped a piece of duct tape across Carly’s mouth, dumped her legs into the trunk, and closed the lid.


  The pain in her head and the smell of rubber turned Carly’s stomach. She swallowed a surge of bile. The sedan bounced as it navigated the rutted dirt road. She could hear the ATV’s high-pitched engine behind the car. A few minutes later, the ride smoothed out. The main road? She searched for the trunk release lever but didn’t see it.


  The taillights!


  Curled on her side with her back to the opening, she couldn’t see them. Nor could she get her feet into position to kick them out. The trunk was too tight.


  Carly tried to count seconds and memorize turns, but was quickly disoriented. The car began to jostle her again. Another back road?


  Thankfully, the ride wasn’t long, and the car came to a stop in what Carly estimated to be about ten minutes. They couldn’t be too far from the clearing.


  The trunk opened. Full dark had fallen, but Carly’s eyes had adjusted in the trunk. They were in another clearing, and the dark outline of a cabin blocked the night sky.


  “I’m going to have Alex cut the ties on your ankles. But if you try anything, I’ll kill Toby.” Cyndee jerked the gun toward the cabin. “He’s inside.”


  Carly nodded.


  Alex had parked the ATV next to the cabin. She used a folding tool to cut the zip ties around Carly’s ankles, then helped her out of the trunk. The girl was stronger than she appeared. On her feet, Carly blinked as her head swam for a few seconds. Something trickled down her face. Blood? The blow to her head must have torn her skin.


  “Let’s talk inside.” Cyndee jerked her head toward the cabin.


  Carly moved toward the steps. Moonlight glinted on a piece of metal on the ground. A nail. She pretended to trip and let herself fall on one hip, concealing the nail in her closed fist.


  “Hurry up!” Cyndee grabbed her arm and yanked her to her feet. She shoved Carly toward Alex. “Get her inside.”


  The girl propelled Carly up three wooden steps. A pair of camp lanterns lit the interior. The cabin was small, with one main room that included a couch, queen-size bed, and kitchenette set up like a studio hotel room. A potbellied wood stove sat in the corner, and a door led to what Carly assumed was the bathroom. The furnishings and finishes were not like those of any hunting or fishing cabin she’d ever been in. Everything was new and sleek in a very non-Solitude, modern way.


  Carly’s gaze landed on the bed. Toby Black sprawled on his back, his hands and feet bound to the four corners of the bed. One leg was bent at a grotesque angle, obviously broken. Blood soaked a crude bandage taped to his head. His nose was swollen, and both of his eyes were black and blue. His eyes opened as they stopped in the center, but he blinked several times as if he couldn’t see straight. A thick gag kept him quiet.


  “Unfortunately the water and electricity aren’t turned on, but the river is just down the slope. Why don’t you get us some water?” Cyndee handed Alex two empty plastic soda bottles.


  “Okay.” Alex skipped out the back door.


  “Not much longer now, Toby.” Cyndee’s singsong voice lifted the hairs on Carly’s neck, as did the weird light in her eyes. “Not that you deserve any mercy after what you did to Chase.”


  “I told you, I didn’t kill him,” Toby said in a weak voice.


  “You confessed!” Cyndee screeched, her eyes glittering with insanity. “One more word and I’ll break your other leg.”


  She pulled up a chair and shoved Carly onto it, then bound her ankles to the wooden legs. Then she used another zip tie to fasten Carly’s hands to the ladder back of the chair. When she stepped back, her eyes gleamed with excitement.


  She ripped the tape off Carly’s mouth in one quick pull. The skin around Carly’s mouth burned. Cyndee’s step was light and she hummed as she unpacked Alex’s backpack. Carly watched her sort the items. The camp stove, small fuel canisters, matches, and toilet paper went in the center of the table.


  “What are you going to do?” Carly eyed the miniature, packable stove. But the cabin had a wood stove. Why would they need the portable cooker?


  “Detective Alex Gunn can’t end on a cliffhanger. It’s unfinished, but now that Chase is gone, how can that happen?” Two seconds passed in Cyndee’s dramatic pause.


  She tapped her fingers on the center of her chest. “I’m going to orchestrate the final episode of Detective Alex Gunn.” She stopped, as if waiting for Carly’s reaction.


  When Carly didn’t give her one, Cyndee frowned, then shook her head.


  “Alex.” Cyndee smiled. “There’s a bucket and a plastic tube in the back of the Buick. Can you siphon the gas from the ATV’s tank and put some in those?” She nodded toward a row of red plastic gas containers. “Make sure you leave plenty of room for fumes.”


  “Sure!” Alex sounded excited. She grinned at Carly. “You get to play Alex Gunn’s partner. You’re so lucky. I always wanted to be in his show. Now I won’t get the chance.”


  The last scene of the final episode of Chase’s show replayed in Carly’s head. The one in which his partner was blown up in an explosion.


  In a cabin.


  In the woods.


  Cyndee sat at the table. She opened the box of matches. After opening the multitool’s pliers, she began decapitating match heads. Once she had a pile of small red pellets, she crushed them to powder. Then she tore a long strip of toilet paper and began to fold it.


  Dear Lord, she was making a fuse.


  Carly’s heart stammered. Her gaze darted from Cyndee and her arsonist craft project to the small canisters of propane and the red gas container.


  She was building a bomb.


  


  Where is she?


  Seth stared at the area map on his dashboard computer. He’d worked hard to control his protective instincts over the past year, but he could feel the burn of rage working its way through his body. Yeah, he was a fucking caveman at heart. Since he and Carly had reconciled, he’d put a leash on that bad boy, at least as far as his mouth was concerned. He couldn’t always control the sometimes asinine and unreasonable thoughts that popped into his head, but he could damned well control his words and actions.


  It was called being an adult.


  But tonight, with his worst nightmare coming true, control was a tightrope made of razor wire. He wanted to jump the fuck off that thing. Thinking about something bad happening to Carly sent a blast of physical pain through him and returned him to a place where rational thought didn’t exist.


  Phil lowered his cell phone. “Kenny called in their last location at nine twenty. They were checking the site where the Airstream was found.”


  Seth shoved the car into gear and took off, flipping on the lights as he roared out of the truck stop. On the main road, he jammed the gas pedal down. The car responded with a burst of speed that couldn’t be fast enough. Miles of dark road crawled beneath his tires. A mile from the site, he shut off his lights and cruised to a stop behind the SPD car.


  They got out of the vehicle. Seth drew his weapon. Phil did the same. With a nod Seth led the way down the dirt road. A flashlight would give away their approach, so they jogged in the dark.


  A faint moan drew them to the side of the road. Seth clicked on his flashlight and pointed the beam into the underbrush. An ugly black shoe gleamed in the light. Cop shoe. Seth moved the light along the body. “It’s Kenny.”


  Phil waded into the brush. “He got cracked on the head.”


  Seth knelt at Kenny’s side. Blood matted his hair over his ear. Kenny moaned again. His head turned from side to side.


  Seth touched the cop’s chin. “Kenny! Can you hear me?”


  Kenny’s eyes opened. He stretched them wider, then blinked, as if trying to clear his vision. “Seth?”


  “What happened? Where’s Carly?”


  “Don’t know.” Kenny’s forehead crinkled. Then his eyes saucered. “Shit. It was Cyndee Sykes. She got Carly?”


  Seth ground his teeth in frustration. “We think so. Where are they?”


  Kenny shook his head and winced. He reached up to touch his head.


  Seth stopped him. “What do you remember?”


  “We found the girl. She’d been waiting for her mother.” Kenny swallowed. “Carly didn’t want me to spook the kid, so I hung back while she talked to her.” His gaze met Seth’s. “I never took my eyes off her for a second, I swear.”


  “I know you didn’t.” Seth bit back his raging impatience. “Just help me find her.”


  “Kid wanted to bolt, but Carly was talking her down.” Kenny’s gaze went flat. “I guess I was so focused on Carly and the kid that I didn’t hear Cyndee sneak up behind me. Next thing I knew, my head exploded, and I was on the ground. I did get a look at her, though. Cyndee was dressed like Catwoman or a ninja or something out of a movie. Tight black pants and shirt. Black boots.”


  “Do you know where they were going?” Seth asked, already getting to his feet.


  “Before I blacked out, I heard her say something about a cabin. Said it wasn’t far from here.”


  “Let’s get him to the car.” Seth moved to Kenny’s shoulders. “We need to find Carly. Get on the radio and see if anyone knows about a cabin near here.”


  “Got it. I’ll call for an ambulance too.” Phil reached for the radio on his shoulder.


  “No,” Kenny said. “I’m going with you guys. I can stand.” He accepted Seth’s outstretched hand.


  Seth eased him to his feet. When Kenny’s knees buckled, Seth dragged the wounded cop’s arm over his shoulders and supported his weight. The three of them made their way back to the car. He deposited Kenny in the backseat, then stood in the middle of the road.


  Where is Carly?


  He had the ridiculous notion that if she were nearby, he’d know it. Clearly he’d been hanging around his mother-in-law far too much. He got back into his car and opened the map on his dashboard computer again while Phil stood just outside the car and talked on the radio.


  “What about the O’Rourke resort?” Kenny asked from his prone position on the backseat.


  “What about it?” Seth glanced over the back of his seat.


  “It’s not far from here,” Kenny said.


  “I think the construction crew would notice a random person occupying one of the cabins.”


  “Andrew Reynolds showed up to help search for Alex this afternoon. I overheard him tell Carly that the project was on hold due to a construction delay.”


  Seth checked the map. O’Rourke’s was approximately two miles from the clearing. “So there are a bunch of cabins out there with no one in them.”


  “Yep,” Kenny said in a stronger voice.


  Seth leaned across the seat and yelled at Phil, who was standing in the open passenger door. “Phil!”


  Phil slid into the seat and Seth filled him in.


  “Let’s go and see.” Phil fastened his seat belt. “What about Kenny?”


  “We take him with us.” Seth wasn’t waiting one more second to find Carly. “We can’t leave him here by himself.”


  “I’m fine. I want to see this through. This is my fault.” But Kenny didn’t lift his head. “Let’s just go.”


  “Don’t blame yourself. Cyndee is highly unpredictable.” Seth drove, and Phil updated dispatch on their plan. Luck was on their side, finally. Several cars were nearby, still searching for Toby.


  Please, please let Carly be all right.


  Fifteen minutes later Seth parked next to the entrance to the resort. The buildings loomed dark in the night sky. The additional deputy cars parked behind them. Everyone had come in dark and silent, no lights or sirens to tip off Cyndee to their arrival.


  “I’ll get one of the others to drive you to the hospital.” Seth said over the seat to Kenny.


  “No,” Kenny protested. “You need every man here. I’m fine. I need to see this through, even if I’m just a bystander.” Kenny’s face was marshmallow pale, but determination and guilt shone in his eyes.


  Seth understood both of those emotions. “If you think you can get into the front seat, you can be our command post.”


  “I can do it,” Kenny said, his voice growing stronger. Phil helped him change seats. Then Seth and Phil gathered with the four additional deputies on the shoulder of the road.


  The resort was expansive, with one large main lodge and dozens of smaller buildings. The moon lit their way. Seth, Phil, and the other deputies crept through the main compound and passed the newly rebuilt lodge. Scanning the area, Seth saw nothing that didn’t belong. They split off into three pairs. One pair headed for the main lodge. Another veered off toward a group of storage buildings clustered on the opposite side of the clearing.


  Seth and Phil headed toward the rows of guest cabins closer to the river.


  The sound of a door opening and closing drew them up short. They turned toward the sound, weaving their way between two cabins.


  There!


  A light flickered in one of the windows. He nudged Phil’s arm, but his partner had already seen it. They moved closer, slipping around the corner of the building.


  Seth sidled along the exterior and pressed his back to the wood siding. With a quick turn of his head, he peered around the very edge of the window.


  His heart froze at the sight.


  Two chairs had been placed back-to-back. Carly was tied to one. In the other Toby was slumped, unconscious. The only thing holding him in the chair was a rope around his chest. His face was beat to shit, his leg clearly broken.


  There was something under Carly’s chair, but Seth couldn’t see what it was from his angle.


  “Can you see what’s under the chair?” he whispered to Phil.


  Phil gasped. “She’s reenacting the last scene in the season finale of Detective Alex Gunn.”


  “Shit.”


  “It looks like a bomb,” Phil confirmed.


  And Carly was sitting right on top of it.


  
CHAPTER ELEVEN
  Carly wiggled her hands. Her wrists were crossed behind her back. One zip tie bound her hands together. Another connected the first zip tie to the back of the chair. If she could cut the tie around her wrists, she’d be free. She worked the nail to her fingertips.


  Do not drop it.


  She began to scrape the point of the nail against the plastic. The sharp tip slipped and poked her in the wrist. She kept going.


  Behind her, Toby moaned.


  Carly suppressed the rise of bile in her throat, remembering how callously Cyndee had dragged him out of the bed. His broken leg was useless. She’d made him hop across six feet of floor. His face had gone the pale gray of unbleached flour. As soon as he’d sat down, he’d passed out.


  She poked a hole in the plastic strap and tested her bonds. Still secure. She gauged the length of the fuse Cyndee had made with twisted toilet paper and crushed match heads.


  How long would it take to burn?


  And how big would the explosion be? Carly had no idea how much propane was in the six small cans, but the blast didn’t need to be that large. Cyndee had stacked the arson deck by surrounding the propane cans with four gallon-size gas containers. The containers were tilted so the spouts pointed at the small bomb. Cyndee was smart, and she’d honed her fire-starting skills. The cans contained only a small amount of liquid. Gasoline didn’t explode. Gas fumes did.


  When the small bomb ignited, the fire would spread to the gas cans.


  Carly and Toby would go up in a ball of flames.


  She worked the nail against the plastic again. She missed, and the point cut her skin. Blood welled, making her grip slippery. She fumbled the nail.


  No!


  Catching it in her other hand, she breathed.


  Keep trying.


  Humming the Detective Alex Gunn theme song as she worked, Cyndee made her final preparations.


  “Are you almost ready, Mama?” Alex asked from the doorway.


  “Almost.” Cyndee smiled, the sweetness of her expression attesting to her madness. She pulled a cell phone from her pocket. “I want to record this for my storyboard.” She snapped some still pictures. “Now a video.”


  The nail punched through the zip tie, and Carly felt the strap loosen. Finally. She slipped her wrists free, but she was careful not to change the position of her hands. Her attack had to be a surprise. And she didn’t have much time. She couldn’t wait until Cyndee set the fire and left the cabin. That fuse could burn in a couple of seconds, and Carly wouldn’t be able to get herself and Toby out in time.


  Clammy sweat broke out on Carly’s back. She would get only once chance. It would all be about the timing.


  “Try to act terrified.” Cyndee walked closer, getting a close-up of Carly’s face.


  Now!


  Carly launched herself at the woman, wrapping her arms around her waist and tackling her. The chair fell over. Carly’s shoulder sang as she hit the floor. Cyndee squirmed out of Carly’s grip. Hampered by the chair, Carly kicked it around until the zip ties slipped off the bottoms of the legs. Then she was free.


  “How dare you!” Cyndee screamed, scrambling backward.


  Carly went after her, getting hold of a fancy black boot and hauling the tiny woman across the floor. Levering Cyndee’s foot by the toes and heel, Carly flipped her over onto her stomach and placed a knee in the small of her back, pinning her.


  “You’re ruining everything!” Spit flew from Cyndee’s mouth.


  Anger flared to life behind Carly’s sternum. The woman was mentally ill. Delusional. But try as she might to rationalize Cyndee’s motivations, Carly failed.


  Epically.


  And her rage had nothing to do with the way Cyndee had treated Toby or the fact that she’d kidnapped Carly.


  Carly’s animosity reached back to Friday night, when Cyndee had lit a fire in the grange while Brianna and Carly’s mom had been inside.


  Though Carly had seen plenty of females who hadn’t been born with any maternal instinct, this time was different. This time she couldn’t view the act with the professional objectivity she needed to do her job.


  This time it was personal.


  Cyndee kicked and bucked and yelled obscenities.


  “Stop!” Carly jammed her knee harder into her spine.


  Cyndee kicked the gas cans. They toppled over. Gasoline poured from their spouts. It ran along the floorboards and soaked Carly’s pant legs.


  If Cyndee’s feet hit those propane tanks hard enough . . .


  That was a chance not worth taking.


  Carly funneled her anger. She grabbed a fistful of pretty blonde hair, lifted Cyndee’s head, and smashed her face into the floor. Blood spouted from Cyndee’s nose.


  The woman went quiet, a stunned expression in her eyes.


  Keeping the pressure of her knee firm and the grip in Cyndee’s hair tight, Carly inhaled a deep breath.


  Her lungs ached as she sucked in air, but the sting of gasoline in her nostrils gave her a fresh burst of adrenaline.


  They needed to get out before the cabin went up in flames.


  She glanced around, looking for something to restrain Cyndee. Her gaze landed on Toby, slumped helplessly in the chair.


  There was no way she could get them all out. Carly might be able to run out the door, but if she released Cyndee, the crazy woman would certainly light the fire. Carly couldn’t leave Toby there to die. Where was Cyndee’s phone? Carly scanned the floor and spotted it on the other side of the room, too far away to reach.


  Cyndee moaned and stirred, her legs scissoring.


  Gasoline fumes intensified in the closed space, and panic crawled through Carly’s insides.


  How was she going to get out of this?


  The door burst open and Seth barged in, his gun drawn.


  Thank God.


  “Don’t shoot!” Carly called, her voice as unsteady as the rest of her. “We’re doused in gasoline.”


  Seth holstered his weapon. He knelt on the floor next to her, cradled her face in his hands, and kissed her hard on the mouth. The love in his eyes could only be described as fierce.


  Carly froze, as if her body didn’t know how to respond to being rescued.


  “Can you get her, Phil?” Seth nodded toward Cyndee, still facedown under Carly.


  “You bet.” Phil reached for his handcuffs and stalked toward Cyndee. He secured her hands and hauled her toward the door.


  Seth helped Carly to her feet.


  Carly’s legs wobbled. The energy that had fueled her fight with Cyndee abandoned her. “Toby needs an ambulance.”


  “On the way.” Seth steadied her with a hand under her elbow.


  The sound of humming froze Carly’s blood. “Where’s Alex?”


  She’d lost track of the girl during the scuffle.


  Her head swiveled and her stomach went arctic. Alex stood on the other side of the room, humming the theme song to Detective Alex Gunn, a lit match in her hand. With a cold smile, she dropped it. The flame hit the wood and ignited the gasoline puddle.


  “That’s my girl!” Cyndee’s high-pitched laughter floated through the doorway as Phil dragged her outside.


  Seth shoved Carly toward the exit. “Get out. I’ll get Toby.”


  Then who would get Alex?


  The girl stood just behind the fire, watching in rapt fascination as the flames traveled toward the propane canisters under the unconscious Toby. Seth leaped over a burning floorboard. Toby’s hands weren’t bound, nor were his feet. Seth untied the rope around Toby’s chest, stooped, and dragged the limp man across his shoulders fireman style.


  Which left Alex in the burning cabin.


  Carly couldn’t let the child burn, no matter what she’d done. She raced around the fire and took hold of the girl’s arm. But Alex struggled to get out of Carly’s grip. Thankful that she was tall and strong instead of cute and tiny, Carly wrapped her arms around the child’s waist and picked her up off her feet literally kicking and screaming. All that heavy farm work built muscle. She carried the girl out the door into the warm night. A fuel canister ignited with a pop. With a great whoosh, fire engulfed the cabin. The heat seared Carly’s back.


  Outside, Carly gulped fresh air. Alex bucked in her arms, throwing her weight from side to side and kicking Carly’s shins with the heels of her tennis shoes. Carly’s knees nearly buckled. She tightened her grip.


  They’d made it.


  Ambulances, fire trucks, and police cars filled the clearing and the narrow road that led to it. Firemen unloaded equipment with practiced efficiency.


  Seth deposited Toby on an ambulance gurney and hurried back toward her, gesturing for a deputy to follow him.


  The deputy lifted Alex from Carly’s arms. As she released her grip on the child, Carly’s limbs began to tremble, as if relinquishing her responsibility was a signal to her body that she could relax.


  Is it really over?


  She felt oddly detached and shaky.


  Seth took her by the shoulders, his intent gaze traveling from her face to her feet and back.


  Carrying hoses, firemen rushed past them toward the building.


  “That was quick.” Carly was stunned at all the activity in the clearing. Inside, her attention had been so riveted on Cyndee, she hadn’t head the vehicles arrive.


  “Everyone was already mobilized for the manhunt. It was just a matter of getting them over here.” Seth turned her chin toward an overhead light. “Does that hurt?”


  “Does what hurt?” Carly reached up and touched her temple. “No. I’d forgotten she hit me. I don’t think it’s serious.”


  A strange numbness blanketed her. Shock?


  “I have to go to the hospital with Toby anyway. We’ll get it checked while we’re there.” Seth wound his arms around her. “But just let me hold you for one minute.”


  “Agreed.” As her mind accepted that the danger had passed, her body responded. Her muscles sagged, and her bones shook harder. Her head began to ache. She suddenly felt every spot on her shins where Cyndee had landed a boot. Her legs were going to be black and blue tomorrow.


  “It’s the adrenaline.” Seth whispered in her ear. “It’ll pass.”


  She nodded. He tucked her close to his side as they walked toward the road. She leaned into him, grateful to borrow some of his strength.


  “Wait! Kenny is—”


  Seth squeezed her shoulders. “Kenny is over there getting into an ambulance. We found him at the clearing.”


  “Thank God.”


  Deputies took charge of Cyndee and Alex. They were both handcuffed and secured in the backs of separate police cars. Carly and Seth stepped onto the road. They passed Andrew Reynolds as he stood watching the firemen extinguish the cabin.


  “It’s only one cabin,” Seth said.


  “Bright side, right?” Andrew shook his head.


  O’Rourke’s seemed to be plagued with bad luck.


  Andrew turned back to the fire, a stubborn set to his shoulders. “No matter. I’m not leaving Solitude.”


  Seth put Carly into the passenger seat of his car. She stared down at her hands. Under her broken nails, blood had dried to a rusty brown. Cyndee’s blood. That should bother her, but it didn’t.


  “I bashed Cyndee’s face into the floor much harder than necessary. I just couldn’t control myself.”


  Seth nodded. “Adrenaline.”


  But Carly knew the truth. It had been anger, plain and simple. She had no regrets, and she had a little more respect for Seth’s self-control. She knew he was always fighting his instincts when it came to protecting her.


  Seth drove her to the hospital.


  “I know you can look after yourself, but I don’t want to leave you,” he said as the nurse arrived to escort her to the triage bay.


  “You have to do your job.” Carly touched his cheek. “I’m all right now, thanks to you.”


  “It looked like you had things under control when I arrived. You’re amazing.”


  “Back atcha, big guy. I’ll find you when I’m done.” Carly let the nurse lead her away.


  Three stitches closed her small cut, mostly because the ER doctor wanted to minimize the scar. When she was finished being treated, she checked on Kenny. The doctor had diagnosed a concussion and ordered a CAT scan, but Kenny was coherent and alert. Satisfied that he was all right, she left the ER and searched for Seth.


  After asking a few nurses, she found him in the surgical waiting room. He rose and crossed ten feet of carpet in two strides. His gaze raked over her face. “Are you all right?”


  “Fine,” she said. “How’s Toby?”


  “I’m waiting to find out.” Seth brushed a strand of hair off her check. “I—”


  “Detective Harding!”


  A small crowd of people clustered in the doorway. A blond man stepped forward. “I need to talk to you.”


  


  Reluctantly, Seth looked past Carly to the four people filing into the waiting room.


  Couldn’t he get five minutes alone with the wife he’d almost lost tonight?


  Josh led the pack. Spider and Jenny came through the doorway next. Jenny leaned on Spider. Brandon hovered at the back, but Spider put a hand on the boy’s shoulder and brought him close.


  Josh held an electronic tablet in his hand. “It’s important.”


  “All right.” But Seth kept his arm around his wife’s waist. He needed her in his sight—and touch—for a while yet.


  “Jenny bailed us out,” Josh explained. “But I was in the sheriff’s office long enough to sober up. It was the first time I hadn’t been drunk since Chase died, and I started thinking about Toby’s confession and how it just didn’t make any sense. Why would he kill Chase? I mean, we were all mad at him, but there’s no way Toby would hurt anyone.” He turned on the tablet.


  Seth leaned forward. The case had been nagging him from the beginning. Toby had never projected the level of aggression necessary to kill a friend with his bare hands. But if Toby hadn’t killed Chase, then who had? And why would Toby confess to a crime he hadn’t committed?


  Josh swiped through a few screens. “Then I remembered all those questions you asked me about Chase’s money and who had access to his accounts.”


  “You said only you and Chase could withdraw money.” Seth’s interest was piqued.


  “That’s right.” Josh turned the tablet so Seth could see the screen. “No one was taking any unauthorized money out of Chase’s accounts. But he wasn’t getting all his deposits.”


  “What?”


  “Tierney’s firm collects Chase’s money, takes his commission, and then pays Chase.” Josh’s jaw tightened. “Chase never wanted to be bothered with doing math or chasing the studio for money. He let Tierney do it all. And so did I.” Josh lowered the tablet, remorse clear in his bloodshot eyes. “I should have been on top of Chase’s business. It was my job, but I was lazy. And I let my girlfriend’s pregnancy distract me.”


  “Tierney was stealing from Chase,” Seth said.


  Josh nodded. He tapped the tablet. “I have all the documentation. Tierney had been holding back money for a long time.”


  “How much?” Seth asked.


  “Millions,” Josh said. “I even have multiple e-mails from Chase’s accountant asking about discrepancies. I hadn’t even read them.” His shoulders drooped as if shame was heavy.


  “Chase was still Tierney’s main source of income,” Seth reasoned. “What would Chase have done if he found out Tierney was stealing from him?”


  “Chase had his faults, but he valued relationships and loyalty. Tierney wasn’t the best agent in town, but he’d taken a chance on Chase. He’d given him his start. Chase kept us all around him because he knew he could trust us. If he found out that Tierney had betrayed him, he would have gone after him at full tilt. He would have ruined Tierney’s career.”


  The drive from Los Angeles to Oregon took about fifteen hours. Long enough for Tierney to have driven up to Solitude and killed Chase. He would have had to drive through the night to get back to LA the next day, but it wasn’t impossible. With the assistance of caffeine and adrenaline, Seth had been awake for thirty-nine hours, and he was still functioning.


  “I’m still questioning why Toby would have confessed to a crime he didn’t commit, but let me see what I can find out.” Seth reached for his cell. “Time to find Tierney.”


  He spent the next few hours on the phone. Aiden Tierney was picked up at the Portland airport.


  Tierney had likely driven to Oregon to avoid leaving flight records, but it was almost impossible to completely escape surveillance. He’d used his FasTrak toll account and had been recorded going south over the Golden Gate Bridge twelve hours after Chase was killed. Seth was sure further research would find more evidence of Tierney’s murderous journey to Oregon and back.


  Seth reviewed Chase’s cell phone records. He’d called Tierney from Solitude the day before he was killed. Since Chase and Tierney spoke on the phone weekly, the call itself wouldn’t have been flagged. But Seth wondered if Chase had called to give his agent notice.


  A surgeon in green scrubs walked into the room. “Detective Harding?”


  Seth stood. So did Josh, Spider, and Jenny. Brandon scooted forward on his chair.


  “We set his leg with pins. He has a concussion, but the CAT scan didn’t show any bleeding in his brain. He should make a complete recovery.” The doctor swept a hand over his bald scalp on his way out the door.


  Spider wrapped an arm over Jenny’s shoulders, and she leaned into him. Josh hugged Brandon.


  Seth was convinced that Tierney had killed Chase. Normally Seth kept his objectivity, but he wanted Toby to be innocent.


  The five of them were family. As long as they had one another, Seth had a feeling they were going to be okay.


  
CHAPTER TWELVE
  Seth rolled out of bed late on Monday morning disappointed that Carly wasn’t in their bed. Patsy had kept Brianna overnight, and Seth had hoped for some alone time with his wife. But she was the earliest of risers. He stepped into a pair of jeans and walked out into the kitchen. No Carly. But the coffeepot was full, so she’d been awake for a while.


  He brushed his teeth and checked the time. Seven a.m. Carly usually rose by five, but he’d thought that after yesterday’s stress she might sleep in. Apparently not.


  When his phone buzzed, he almost ignored it. He leaned over the counter. Sheriff Walker.


  Seth answered the call. “Harding.”


  “I know you’re not working today, but I just finished talking with Toby Black,” the sheriff said. “He admitted that his confession was false.”


  “Why?” Seth hadn’t been thrilled with handing the case off, but eventually everyone had to recharge. He’d dotted as many i’s and crossed as many t’s as possible before he’d come home the night before. At some point his family had to come first. Almost losing his wife had hammered that home.


  Carly had shown she could handle herself, but deep inside he wished the world were a place where she didn’t have to.


  “He thought his brother, Josh, did it. He didn’t want his brother to go to prison, because Josh’s girlfriend is pregnant.” The sheriff’s tone rang with disgust. “Also, the fingerprints found on the belt around Chase’s neck matched Tierney’s. And we got two shots of Tierney’s car on surveillance video that show him getting gas just over the Oregon border.” Walker paused. “I don’t want to interrupt your day. I just thought you’d want to know that you were right. Tierney killed Chase Ryan.”


  “Where are Cyndee and Alex Sykes?”


  “Cyndee is at the county jail,” the sheriff said. “Alex is in isolation at the juvenile detention center. They’re both undergoing psychiatric evals. At minimum Cyndee will be charged with multiple counts of attempted murder, arson, kidnapping, and assault. Crazy or not, that woman is a menace and has to be kept off the street.”


  Cyndee would probably end up medicated and incarcerated in state prison.


  “What about Alex?” Seth asked.


  “It all depends on the psych eval. In my opinion the kid’s nuttier than a jar of Jif. Last I heard she was talking up a storm. She was angry that their plan was halted and proud of her role in it.” The sheriff paused, and Seth could picture him shaking his big head.


  “At least she’s away from her monster of a mother,” Seth said.


  “God knows the girl needs psychiatric help,” the sheriff agreed. “Now maybe she’ll get it.”


  “Thanks for the call.”


  “Don’t rush back, Seth. Take some time to decompress.”


  “Yes, sir.” Years ago Seth would have objected, but now he’d already planned on taking a few days off and spending them with his family.


  The call ended.


  Feeling more awake, Seth tugged on a T-shirt, stuffed his feet into a pair of boots, and wandered into the barn. Excited, high-pitched voices warned him that the barn was full.


  In the barnyard James and his wife, Debra, held their two little boys’ hands as they stared through the open double doors. Patsy, Carly, and Bruce clustered at the barn’s entrance. Just beyond them Brianna groomed a sedate, plump pony in the aisle.


  “You’re enrolled at the police academy?” Carly squared off with her younger brother.


  Bruce crossed his arms. “Just what I said. I applied for a job in the sheriff’s department. I have a spot at the academy in August.”


  “But you always wanted to be a musician,” Patsy said.


  Bruce shook his head. “It’s not enough. Not now.”


  They all knew he was talking about his girlfriend’s murder back in December. Amber Lynn had been the first girl he’d been serious about. Her death had profoundly changed him.


  “I’m sorry if I’m disappointing you, Mom.” Bruce studied his running shoes. “Just because I’m going to be a cop doesn’t mean I can’t play music. Carly, James, and Stevie all do it and also manage to hold down a job in public service.”


  “Honey, you could never disappoint me.” Patsy put her arms around her youngest child. Stepping back, she wiped a fingertip under one eye. “I suppose public service runs strong in the Taylor blood. Your father would have been proud.”


  Carly hugged her brother. “I think you’re going to be a great deputy.”


  Seth had no doubt of it. Civic duty and law enforcement were embedded in the Taylor DNA. He was proud to have joined the family.


  He walked into the barn and offered Bruce a hand. “Welcome to the sheriff’s department. Glad to have you on board.”


  The handshake turned into a shoulder-slapping man hug.


  “Daddy,” Brianna called. “You haven’t seen my pony.”


  Seth turned and scratched the pony’s chestnut neck. The pony’s only indications of neglect were his tangled mane and tail and overgrown hooves.


  “Meet Maximus.” Brianna’s grin was her whole face.


  “He doesn’t seem to be malnourished.” Seth rubbed under Maximus’s thick mane.


  “He’s about eighteen years old and sound.” Carly stepped to his side. “Needs his feet trimmed and his teeth floated, but otherwise he appears to be in good shape.”


  Seth ran a hand over the rounded girth. There were ribs under there somewhere. “And maybe some exercise.”


  “He’s perfect.” Brianna wrapped her arms around Maximus’s neck and hugged him tightly.


  James’s four-year-old slipped his hand free and darted toward the pony. James lunged after him but missed. Misjudging his speed, the boy bumped into the poor beast. The adults emitted a collective gasp, but Maximus barely cracked an eyelid.


  Seth exhaled. “You’re right, Brianna. He’s perfect.”


  He joined Carly by the wall. He kissed her lips. “Morning.”


  “Did you sleep?”


  “Like a corpse,” he said. “You should have woken me.”


  “You were up all Saturday night and worked late last night. You needed the sleep.”


  Patsy spread her arms and herded them out of the barn. “It’s your anniversary. Bruce and I will keep an eye on Brianna, though frankly, the pony seems to be bomb-proof.”


  Indeed he did. Bless his scraggly, chubby heart. He could stay forever.


  “You two should go and have a nice breakfast together,” Patsy suggested.


  “Grandma, what about the present?” Brianna said in a very loud whisper.


  Seth scanned the group. They were all smiling way too much. “Carly?”


  “I know we don’t usually buy gifts for each other, but I got you something for our anniversary. Don’t be mad.” She moved down the aisle, took a lead rope off a hook, and opened a stall door.


  Shock rooted Seth’s feet to the dirt. “You didn’t.”


  Carly lead a tall bay into the aisle. “He’s half gift, half rescue.”


  Of course he was.


  “He’s beautiful.” Seth approached the horse and rubbed his forehead.


  Carly handed him the rope. “His owner died. He was going to auction.”


  They all knew what that meant.


  Carly talked faster. “He needs some weight and grooming, but the vet says he’s sound and young. Maybe five or six years old. Probably a Thoroughbred cross of some sort. He seems sensible, but if he doesn’t turn out to be a good trail horse, we can find him a home and get you another.”


  The animal was exactly what Seth would have chosen. Now that he was living on the Taylor farm, it was as if he’d absorbed some of the family’s genetic traits: their kindness, compassion, and compulsion to care for all living beings in need. Being a member of the Taylor clan had made him a better man once he’d fully embraced the opportunity.


  Seth turned and swept her off her feet in a big hug. “I’m actually speechless.”


  “That’s a first.” She smiled up at him.


  “He’s here to stay.”


  The horse leaned away, stretching his mouth toward a piece of hay in the aisle.


  “We’ll let him have his breakfast.” Seth put the horse away. “I have something for you too. But we need some privacy.”


  He closed his hand around hers and led her though the crowd. He tugged her all the way back to their cabin. Inside he shut the door, led her into the bedroom, and kissed her hard. “I also have a surprise for you.”


  “You do?” Carly curled her fingers around his broad shoulders. “Last time you said that I ended up pregnant.”


  He grinned. “This is a different kind of surprise.”


  For now.


  “I don’t know whether to be disappointed or not.” Her smile gleamed in her eyes.


  “I hope not.” He opened his gun safe, pulled an envelope from the back, and handed it to her. He couldn’t believe how nervous he was watching her open it.


  “Seth!” She pressed a hand to her chest. “You didn’t.”


  “I did.”


  She pulled the brochure for the resort in Maui from the envelope. “We’re going to Hawaii?”


  “Not only are we going to Hawaii, we’re going to renew our vows. I want you to know how much you mean to me.”


  “I already do.”


  “Well, I want to tell you all over again.” Seth had picked the most romantic resort he could find and booked the honeymoon package. He wanted his wife all to himself for a solid week, and this was probably the only way that was going to happen. But damn it, they deserved it. “Just you and me this time.”


  “I’m sorry this place is always so busy. I know you’d rather have our own house.”


  Seth took her hand. “When we first got married I wanted you all to myself. I didn’t want to share you with your family or your job. The more you pulled away from me, the harder I hung on. But I had it all wrong. Your heart isn’t a pie. Every person who takes a piece of it doesn’t make my slice smaller. Your ability to love people is infinite.” He kissed her. “We’re happier here than we’ve ever been. Brianna is thriving. We’re thriving.”


  Carly squeezed his hand. “I didn’t want to live with my parents back then either. They were so perfect, and I didn’t think I could compete in the wife department. But lately I’ve come to realize that my parents weren’t perfect. Their relationship was so good because of the way they chose to handle their differences. I never told you what made me unhappy. I expected you to know, and that was unfair. I shouldn’t expect you to read my mind. My mother certainly never had a problem giving my father her honest opinion. I didn’t want to lose you. I was afraid you’d married me because of Brianna.”


  Seth’s heart ached at the idea that she’d thought that. “Carly, you never had to worry about losing me. It was love at first sight.”


  They deserved to celebrate what they’d accomplished. They’d worked hard to put their marriage back together brick by brick, from the foundation up.


  She released his hand and opened the brochure. “Can we afford this?”


  “Carly, we have very few expenses now that we live here with your mom. We pay the taxes and help with the upkeep, but still.” He moved closer. “In fact, I’d also like to suggest we expand and renovate this cabin.” He opened the top drawer of the dresser and fished behind his socks. “I drew up a rough plan with some changes I’d like to make. I want to know what things you’d like to change or add. If we’re going to stay here, and I think we both agree that we should, then let’s make it ours.”


  Tears shone in Carly’s eyes. “You know I don’t need all this. I love you.”


  In her heart his wife was a simple country girl, a fact that Seth loved. His wife wanted nothing more than to help others. She was driven to give back to the community she loved.


  Seth set the plans on the dresser. “You deserve to be romanced, and I promise to never take you for granted. You are an amazing woman. As busy as you are with Brianna, your family, me, you have plenty left to give to kids who don’t have anyone to look out for them.”


  They’d been together since college, and he’d loved her from the moment they first met.


  “I want to grow old with you. I want side-by-side rocking chairs for our new porch.” He pointed to the remodel plans. “There will never be another woman for me, Carly Taylor. You’re it.”


  “Same here, big guy.”


  He scooped her off her feet and tossed her onto the bed. “Now for that other surprise.”


  Carly gripped the front of his shirt and pulled him down on top of her. “I will love you forever, Seth.”


  Seth never felt as if he had the right words to express his love for his wife.


  So he showed her.
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